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ABSTRACT 

The concept of th~ reserve army of labour has been 

used in Marxist-feminist writings to suggest that in a 

capitalist crisis·married women are discharged from employment 

into the home and function as·a reserve pool of labour to be 

drawn on in boom p~riods. A critical examination of this view 

reveals that its applicability to working women is at best 

limited, at worst misleading. The theory of the reserve 

army is therefore refined by an analysis of how capital 

accumulation creates three types of reserve army positions: 

floating, latent, and stagnant. Feminist writings on the 

sexual division of labour in the family are then used to 

suggest why women are ideal agents to fill these positions. 

The actual process through which the different contributions of 

Marxist and feminist theory were brought together involved in

depth interviews with twenty-two female clothing workers. 

The experiences of these women suggest that far from 

being discharged from the workforce altogether during a crisis, 

women function largely as floating workers to facilitate 

adjustments of employment to uneven capitalist development. 

•Their preparedness to float in and out of jobs, as well as 

to put up with almost any working conditions also makes it 

easier for capital to raise the rate of exploitation, through 

increasing both relative and absolute surplus value. 

The reasons the women gave for why they put up with 

the reserve army roles accorded closely with what feminist 

writers have pointed out in their analyses of the family. 

The conclusion of the thesis is therefore that Marxism and 



feminism each contribute critically to our understanding of 

the lives of working women: the former through its emphasis 

on how capital accumulation creates reserve.army positions, 

the latter through its focus on what makes women sufficiently 

compliant to fill these positions. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

WOMEN AND THE' CONCEPT OF THE RESERVE ARMY 

1~ Introduction 

The -characterisation of women as a reserve army of 

labour has gai;ned wide currency among feminists and writers 

of the Left. 1 Proponents of this view argue that women 1 

particularly those who are married, have been used as a 

convenient reserve of labour to be drawn into the workforce 

.during an expansionary stage of an economic cycle, and to be 

disposed of when _production contracts. .For example, Owen has 

written that 

Women-have long been regarded as a reserve army 
whicp can be called upon in times of war or when 
a shortage of male labour threatens to push up 
rates of pay - and then relegated to unpaid 2 
domestic labour when t~e economy requires it. 

Similarly, Adamson et al. maintain that women exist for capital, 

as a cheap, unorganised source of labour. They 
can be called upon to augment the industrial' 
reserve army, available to be drawn into or 
thrown out of employment according to the needs 
of capital accumulation at any particular time . 
They are available at home to be drawn into 
production when necessary and can be thrown back 
into the home when accumulation stagnates. 4 

3 

1Ruth Milkman,."Womep's Work and Economic Crisis: Some 
Lessons of the Great Depression", The Review ·of Radical 
Political Economics 8. (Spring 1976): 75. 

2Mary Owen,· "Notions About the Employment/Unemployment· 
of .Women", Women ·and Labour Conference Papers; 2. The 
Experience of Work (Sydney, N.S.W.: 1978), p.26. 

301ivia Adamson et al., "Wom~n•s Oppression under Capital
ism", Revolutionary Communist, no. 5 (November 1976): 16. 

4 rbid. : 17. 
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Milkman and Gardiner, on the other hand, reject the 

vlew that women, as a distinct social grouping, can be dis

charged from employment. during economic .crises. 1 Milkman has. 

argued that although the reserve army ccincept is useful for 

analysing the entrance of women into the paid workforce over 

the long-term, it does not "tell us very much about their 

economic roles in a period of crisis. 112 She points out that 

since the sex~~l division of labour among occupations cr~ates 

an inflexibility in the structure of the labour_ market, women 

cannot be expelled from the workforce in the _manner suggested 

by the theory. She goes on to argue instead that in an 

economic crisis it might be women's work in the home, rather 

than their labour-market participation, which is rifor6ed to 
. 3 

take up the slack." In analysing women's employment in 

Britain between 1966 and 1974, Gardiner found that the pro

portion of women among total employees actually rose during 

this period of economic contraction, and that women who were 

discharged from employment in manufacturing were being absorbed 

into the services sector rather than leaving the workforce 

altogether. She concludes, ·therefore, that in these years, 

women did not act as an industrial reserve army. 4 

The problem with both the pioponents and the critics 

of the concept in its application to women is that, since they 

.1Milkman, op. cit: and Jean Gardiner "Women and Unemploy--
ment", Red Rag, no. 10 (Winter 1975-'1976): · 12--'15 . 

. 2Milkman, op. cit.: 75. 

·Jibid. 

4Gardiner, op. cit.: 13, does go on to analyse how high 
:rates of redunda-n-=-c-y_a_f~:(:ect women '.s pay and other workirig 
conditions, but_ she does not attempt to do so using the reseive 
army concept. 
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tend to focus on only one of the different sense.s in which 

Marx used it, they fail to identify all the functions which 

a reserve army fulfils. 1 · Female unemployment is seen only 

in terms of a total discharge from the workforce, and the 

emphasis on job insecurity obscures the importance of the 

reserve army as-a force which depr~sses wage-levels during an 

economic recession. Those writers who have discussed.women's 

role in keeping wages down have tended to concentrate on the 

contribution made by their domestic rather than their wage 

labour. 2 For these different reasons, analyses and criticisms 

of the.concept in its application to women's employment have 
. . 3 

at best been only partial. 

In a footnote to a 1977 article, Beechey wrcite· that 

she was unaware of any satisfactory attempts to apply the 

4 reserve army concept to female wage labour. This thesis is 

an attem~t to. provide such an analysis. Because I am concerned 

primarily with female machinists in the clothing industry, 

further research is needed to assess how useful the concept is 

in understanding the position of unskilled and semi-skilled 

female workers in other industries and occupations. 

1Adams et al.: op. cit.: 17-18, however, do identify 
the low wages pqid to women as a necessary condition of capital 
accumulation. -

2see for example, Conference of·Socialist Economists, 
"On the Political Economy of Women" (London: Conference of . 
Socialist Economists, Pamphlet. 2, 1975). A notable exception, 
however·, is the analysis by Veronica Beechey, "Some Notes. on 
Female Wage Labour in Capitaiist Production", Capital and 
Class 3 (Autumn 1977): 45-66. 

3Beechey, op. cit.: 64, has also criticised Milkman and 
Gardiner for the same reason. 
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2. Marx's Use of the Term 

Marx employed the concept of .an "industrial reserve 
' 1 

army" in Capital to show how labour was used· in the ·process 

of capital accumulation. However, his analysis was not worked 

out in detail, and he never clearly distinguished the different 

senses in which he used the term. 
' ' ' 

In the first piace, he spoke of different types of 

active reserve 9 rmy labour required for capital accumulation. 

One group of these comprised floating workers who wouid move 

from Job tQ job as labour was used and discarded by dif_ferent 

capitals. The other, latent workers, were drawn into employ

ment when an absolute increase in the size of ~the working 

population was required for expanding industries or for new 

branches of production. 

Secondly, Marx used the concept to describe the 

forms of labour generated, or made unemployed, by the process 

of capital ·accumulation. These were the floating, late.nt and 

stagnant pools of unemployed. The floating pool was created·. 

in the urban centres of industry when technological developments 

replaced labour with new machines. The latent pool, Marx 

argued, was the result of the introduction of capitalist 

technology into agricultural production in ·the rural areas. 

Subsistence producers in these areas formed a.latent pool, 

because unlike the floating workers, they could not be 

immediately absorbed· into capitalist production, although their 

decreasing ability to subsist on the land made them potentially 

1Karl Marx, Capital: A Critique of Political Economy, 
vol. 1: The Process of Capitalist Production (H~mburg, Verlag 
1867; reprint translated ed., New York: International,1975), 
Ch.· 15, Section 3, see pp. 628-645. 
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easy to absorb should capital require them. The ~tagnant pool 

became unemployed for very long periods, and was generated by 

the periodic long-term tendency for the rate of profit to f~ll. 

Thirdly, in Marx's analysis, the term reserve army 

also referred to an abstract law of capital accumulation. 1 

This "law" 2 
suggested that the reserve army acted as a "lever" 

of capital accumulation, because a poo;l. of unemployed was a 

competitive force within the working class, and prevented those 

in employment from agitating for higher wages. Through its 

effect on the value of labour power, the reserve army was 

therefore a necessary condition or requirement of capital 

·accumulation. 

To understand how, and to what extent, female workers 

might be described as functioning in any of these different 

ways, it is fiist necessary to develop a precise theory of the 

reserve army and analyse how it serves and is created by 

capital accumulation. 

3. How Capital is Accumulated 

Since the aim of capitalist production is to increase 

or accumulate capital by producing and realising surplus value, 

capital has to pass throu~h three stages: (i) 
money capital is transformed into productive 
capital (machinery, raw :materials, labour-power) 
(ii) productive capital by the process of 
production is transformed into commodities of a 
higher value than the capital used up, (iii) 
commodities (including the "surplus") are re
converted into money again. 3 

1This•distinction was noted by Beech~y, op. cit.: 64 
in a footnote to.-her article .. 

2 Marx , . op . cit . , p . 6 3 2 . 

3John ·Eaton, Political Economy: A Marxist Textbook (New 
Y~rk: International Publishers, 1966), p. 153. 
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Surplus value is created in the following way: a capitalist 

buys the labour power of the worker in exchange for a wage. 

'l'hi s wage is not, however, payment for the time worked, but is 

what Marx called the "value of labour power". This value 

corresponds to the costs involved in producing and reproducing 
. 1 

labour power as a commodity. In other words, the wage is 

equivalent to the amount of socially necessary labour needed 

to produce that 11 basket of commodities" required to sustain a 

worker and his family at a .socially and historically determined 

standard of living. Surplus value is, then, the difference 

between the cost of the worker's labo~r power to capital, and 

the value that the worker creates during the course of th~ 

working day. 

In order to realise and accumulate surplus value, 

each individual capitalist must sell the commodities created 

in the course of production. To do this he is forced to.compete 

with other capitalists who sell the same commodity, and the 

only way to ensure that he has an advantage over rivals is to 

reinvest some of his surplus in new technologies which reduce 

his costs below their's. Solon~ as he manages to do this, he 

secures an extra profit, while his competitors might struggle 

to remain in. the industry. · The drive· for competitive advantage 

among these capitals generates uneven rates of acQumulation, 

or profitability. 

A fluctuating reserve of labour is both a product 

and a condition of this process of uneven accumulation whic;:h 

occurs within firms, within industries, and in the .economy as 

1· For the way this has to be modified when speaking of 
women's wages, see Beechey, op. cit.: 49. 
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a whole (for reasons which are beyond the focus of the study). 

On the one hand workers are laid off when low profitability 

interrupts accumulati6n, either in individual firms, in whole 

industries, or more generally throughout the economy, while 

on the other, this reserve of unemployed workers is a condition 

of increasing accumulation wherever there is high profitability. 

Additional workers are requir~d where production expands, fewer 

where it contracts. The mote widespread the contraction, the 

more important is the reserve army to restoring profitability 

by raising the rate of surplus value, because a pool of unemployed 

is a competitive force which bids down the wages of those in 

employment. 

4 .. How a Reserve Army is Generated 

Uneven development in the rate ot' accumulation 

generates three different pools of reserve labour. A floating 

reserve results from short-term fluctuations in the rate of 

profit. Adjustments have to be made periodically to the 

numbers of workers required by any particular firm or industry. 

These adjustments involve continual movements of workers in 

and out of employment, since no capi talis·t can know from one 

year to the next the exact numbers he will need. In addition, 

there will,aiways be some firms or industries that are back

ward, or less competitive than others, and these will decline 

and eventually disappear. If only a fe~ firms or industries 

are laying off staff or closing down, the floating reserve 

generated can' move into other expanding firms or industries, 

and will experience little or no unemployment. 

If the economy as a whole is in recession, .most firms 

and industries experience declining profitability, and there 
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will be general unemployment. Some floating workers who are 

laid off and are unable to find other jobs will enter either 

the stagnant or the latent reserves. Stagnant workers are those 

who are unemployed and who have no alternative form of pro

ductive activity. Latent workers, however, aie people who are 

unemployed and wanting a job, but _who derive.their subsistence 

from pre~c?pitalist.or non-capitalist forms of production. 

The -existence of·a pool of unempl'oyed in latent rather than 

stagnant form avoids social an_d political unrest.· Migrant 

workers from rural areas or from under-developed countries can 

be sent home when jobs are no longer-available, and as Owen 

suggests, married women are "never unemployed . . . only _un:i;,aid 111 

when they lose a job, sirice they have full-ti)ne domestic jobs. 

In contrast ·to them, large numbers of unemployed school-leavers, 

for example; gather in gangs on street-corners and are recorded 

in the country's unemployment statistics. •:- They might engage 

in all kinds of disruptive and potentially threatening 

activities. 

So long as faltering accumulation is- confined to 

particular firms, or even particular industries, unemployed 

workers become latent or stagnant only if there is some 

inflexibility in the labour market because of certain required 

' skills or training not possessed by _those needing a job. Wide-

spread recessions, however, normally produce large numbers of 

latent or stagnant workers. 

1 
Owen, op. cit.: 24. 
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5. Major Functions of a Reserve Army 

(a) Regulation of Numbers 

The reserve army ensures i continuing supply of 

floating, latent and stagnant workers needed by the different 

capitals at different stages of the accumulation process. 

Since any capitalist must make periodic adjustments to staff 

numbers·, floating workers will be taken on and disposed of as 

required. Provided that there are other firms within the 

industry taking on new staff, semi-skilled workers who are 

. laid off from one firm will soon be drawn into employment in 

others. Even if that industry is declining, floating workers 

will be absorbed into unskilled jobs in other expanding industries. 

During periods of rapid accumulation, in which new 

industries or branches of production open up, floating workers 

will tend to move out of some jobs into others in response to 

the increased demand, and a labour shortage will develop. 

Since this puts pressure on capitalists to raise wages, labour 

needs to be drawn from the latent and stagnant reserves to 

avoid excessive wage increases when an absolute expartsion in 

the overall size of the workforce is needed. For example, with 

full employment of males in the period of economic expansion 

in the capitalist world following World War Two, latent 

reserves of migrant workers and married women were increasingly 

transformed into floating workers. 1 

1see for example, Gardiner, op. cit.: 12, and Conference 
of Socialist Economists, op. cit.: 24. For New Zealand data. 
see Gordon A. ·Carmichael, "Post-War Trends in Female Labour 
Force P~rticipation in New Zealand", Pacific Viewpoint 16 (May 
1975); and Joris de Bres and Rob Campbell, The Overstayers: 
Illegal Migration from the Pacific to New Zealand (Auckland: 
Auckland Resource Centre for World Development, 1976); Joris 
de Bres an_d Rob Campbell, Worth Their Weight in Gold (Aucklanc:3.: 
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However, if profitability declines and production 

contracts, large numbers of floating workers in employment 

must be disposed of, and the latent and stagnant rese~ves will 
. . . . 

be built up again. Since both compete ·for the declining number 

of available jobs, the remaining floating wo.rkers will tend to· 

leave a. job only if they are made redundant, or if-the firm 

closes altogether. The consequences this. has for increased 

exploitation in a recession are discussed in the·followipg 

section. 

(b) Regulatioh of the Rate of Exploitation 

~ 

In a crisis of profitability, whether in one firm, 

an industry, or in the economy as a whole, capital's first 

expedient is to increase the rate of ~xploitation, that is, 

to increase the difference between the new value workers create 

and the value they receive in the form of wages. Falling 

profitability cah, at least in the short-teirn, be countered 
_) 

only by raising the rate of surplus value, which is done in 

one or. both of two ways: by raising productivity and by 

reducing wage-costs. 

Increasing productiviti 

Productivity can be raised either through the employ

ment of more efficient techniques or through making workers use 

existing techniques in a more intense labour process. To raise 

output per hour by this latter means increases absolute surplus 

value. Eaton suggests that capitalists can employ a number of 

devices for this purpose. 1 These include_ i) strict supervisio_n 

Auckland Resour~e Centre for World Development, date unknown); 
and Joris de Bres, How Tonga Aids New Zealand: A Report on 
Migration and Education (Wellington: South Pacific Action Network, 
and Auckland: .Citizens for Racial Equality, 1974). 

1Eaton, op. cit.: 88-89. 



11 

and discipline, such as fines for lateness or absences during 

working hours; ii) methods of wage payment (for example, 

piece-wages or wages based on output) ,. which provide the 

capitalist with a means of forcing the labourei to work harder 

throughout the working day, that is, means for ·intensifyi~g his 

or her_efforts; and iii) speeding.up the conveyor belt and 

the like .. Since not all productive processes are eqtially 

adaptable to piece-work, the conveyor belt system ensures that 

each opera.tion in the work process is carried out at a set 

speed, and a worker ·is therefore unable to ease off when he or 

she fe~ls inclined to. 

Reducing wage-costs 

Increases in relative surplus value are obtained when 

the value of labour power is reduced. Though this might result 

from general productivity increases in the consurner:...goods 

industries, it can be achieved more immediately by resisting 

wage demands. Similarly, although the total output of goods 

is reduced, laying off the least productive workers can also 

increase. the relative surplus value extracted from the remainder. 

If both groups of workers are paid identical wages but produce 

different amounts of new value, the more productive workers 

are exploited at a higher rate than the less productive ones. 

The average rate of exploitation is therefore higher if the 

less productive workers are discharged. 

Wage-costs can also be reduced by employing latent 

workers who are not entirely dependent upon their wage for 

their subsistence, -since they can be paid wages which are below 

the value of their labour power. Beechey suggests that when 

a migrant worker enters the urban proletariat while his wife 

and children remain in agricultural production, their l~bour 
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1..!0ntributes part of the costs of the family's subsistence. 1 

In a similar way, since married female workers are dependent 

upon male wages ·in the family, part of their subsistence is 
. ', . . . . 2 

generated from sources other than their own wages. 
. . . . •, . 

. Und~r conditions of full e~ployment, capitalis 

efforts to increase the rate of exploitation in the first two 

ways 1 by butting wages and: by laying off the ieast productive 
. . 

workers, wiil meet with strong resistance from trade-unions, 

or from.individuals who will bid up wages by ·simply leaving 

their jobs and forcing capitals to compete for scarce workers. 

In a period of declining profitability, however, the resulting 

latent and stagnant reserves are forced to.compete with float

ing workers for scarce jobs, and wages are bid down. This 

happens in the·following ways: The latent and stagnant reserves 

allow capital to force floating workers in employment to work 

more intensively and to accept lower wages. Because they are 

aware that they can be readily replaced, these workers cannot 

offer any resistance by leaving their,jobs, but must comply· 

with the mechanisms which increase work-intensity. Further

more, because the impending bankruptcy of a firm threatens the 

jobs of all its workers, even those outside the reserve army 

will think twice before taking collective.action to protect 

the lea~t prod6ctive workers from lay-offs. 

Since floating workers must submit to a more intense 

lab'our process as well as to lower wages, they compel the 

working class as a whole to do the same, for. fear of sinking 

into the reserve itself. 

1 . 
Beechey, op. cit.: 53. 

2 rbid. 
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In summary, an industrial reserve army comprises 

pools of compliant workers willing to respond to the constant, 

but uneve~, restructuring of capitals at different levels of 

accumulation. The floating pool consists of workers who are 

prepared to move frequently from firm to firm, typically 

within the same industry, but where- jobs are entirely unskilled 
I 

also between industries. Those in the latent reserve are 

people who remain out· of the workforce for a few years, either 

voluntarily, or bec<:l:use tl:ley are· unable to get work. In each 

case they are more ready ·to do so only because th~y have some 

alternative means of subsistence and productive activity. Like 

the floating and latent groups, stagnant workers are those most 

vulnerable to lay-offs, because they have the least skill and 

training with which to bargain when they sell their labour 

power, but they are workers who have no alternative productive 

activity or means of subsistence. When unemployed, they go on 

the dol·e. 

The production process ·will need to be disrupted as 

little as possible when workers are absorbed and discharged. 

The jobs done by the floating workers, therefore, must as far 

as possible be semi-skilled or unskilled, so t4at a minimum 

of training time is .needed or wasted when the changes occur. 

Some laten·t and stagnant workers can fill temporary and casual 
j: 

jobs, but most ~ill remain available should a sudden increase 

in the overall rate of accumulation occur. 

-Reserve workers in employment will be unable, and. so 

unprepared, to. qffer effective resistance to: i) being laid 

off;. ii) increases in work-intensity; iii) being offered 

below-average wages, and iv) cuts in these wages. They must 

also be a group of workers. to whom those outside.their ranks 
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will not rally in defence when any of these measures is 

employed. For this _reason, they are more likely to be socially 

differentiated from the rest of the working-clqSS and.to 

experience some or other form of.social prejudice. 

As I have suggested, women workers are not the only 

persons in New Zealand who fulfil the role of a-reserve army 

of labour. They cannot general~y act as a reserve for "male" 

jobs, because the sexes are unevenly distributed among 
. 1 

occupations and industries in this country. A .disproportionate 

number of male· .float_ing workers tend. to be Maori, while Pacific 

Islanders have acted as.the main latent reserve of men in 

expansionary peri~ds. 2 In the current ~ecession, it appears 

that young school-+eavers of both sexes are forming the nucleus 

of the stagnant reserve. 

Women are, however, a floating, latent and stagnant 

reserve in the predominantly fe11tale semi-skilled and unskilled· 

occupations and industries. To understand why this is so is 

to raise the question of the relationship between the capital.

ist labour process and the nuclear family, a relationship 

which can be clarifi~d by distinguishing reserve army positions 

3 from reserve army agents • 

. 1Ninety "Occupation Major Groups" were defined for the 1966 
New Zealand Census. In 23 of thes.e th.e proportional represent
ation of women was higher than in the total labour force, and 
these groups accounted for 84. 2 per cent of the female workforce. 
Furthermore, 64.4 per cent of all actively engaged women were 
enumerated in just seven "Major Groups" ...: nurses and midwives; 
teachers; stenographers and typists; other clerical workers; 
tailors, cutters, furriers and related workers; salesmen, shop 
assistants and related workers; and housekeepers, cooks, maids 
and related workers; see Carmichael, op. cit.: 95. 

2see footnote 1 on p.9. 

3For this di$tinction see G. Carchedi, "On the Economic:;: 
Identification of the New Middle Class", Economy and Society, vol. 
4, no. l (1975) 1 pp. 1-86. 
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6. Production of Female Reserve Positions 

.Reserve army positions refer to the jobs capital 

c:r.:eates and destroys in response to- uneven accumulation, and 

thes~ jobs fall into the three c~tegories which coiiespohd to 

the three groups of reserve army agents. , The first, floating· 
. ~,. ~! ', 

positions, result from rapid changes in capital's demand for 

labour. However, though particular jobs might come and go at 

frequent-iritervals as individual capitals expand and contract, 

·the overall numbers of jobs remain fairly constant. because.the 

new and the redu~dant positions in different firms·within 

i:pdustries, an.d even between industries, more or less . cancel. 
' •r. • ·'1'· ' 

· one another out. Positions which .become stagnant occur in 

times of general recession, since new jobs are not .opened up 

to compensate for the ones which are destroyed. 

Clearly, the creation of.floating and.stagnant positions 

has nothing whatsoever to do with the social process 'in the 

family by which female workers come to fill them, but results. 
. ' 

from the normal process of capitalist development. There is 

nothing distinctively female about the creation or withdrawal 

of these positions, except that they might occur in indust~ies 

or·occupai:.ions which are predominantly female. 

However., to understand how capital accumulation can 

generate some specifically female latent positions, it is 

useful to consider the two sets of distinctions made by 

Leggasick and Wolpe in their analysis of the Bantustans and 

capital accumulation in South Africa. 1 They distingriish the 

creation of absolute from relative s~rplus populations, as .. 

1Martin Legassick and Harold Wolpe, "The Bantustans and 
Capital Accumulation in South Africa", Review of African 
Political Economy no. 7 (September - December 1976) : 95-105. 
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well as latent from floating forms. Leggasick and Wolpe 

suggest that an absolute surplus population is generated by 

two types of primitive accumulation. Agricultural pr9ducers 

are expropriated from the soil, either forcibfY, or as a result 
_.t ·11 

of t~e impact of capitalist production in agriculture on the 

continuing fori;ns of non-capitalist production. Agricultural 

prodl:cers who are forcibly removed from the land are more likely 

to leave rural areas for the towns to join the p_ool of floating 

labourers. Those who retain their iand, however, continue 

to produce their subsistence by primitive me~hods outside· the 

capitalist mode of production. But. they are subjected to 

competition from capitalist agriculture·, and are therefore 

always on the point of being transformed into an urban prole~ 

tariat. They constitute an absolute surplus population ih its ., 

lat~nt form, because the·process of pri~itive accumulation 

resui~s in an ab~olute increas~ in th~ size of the (latent) 

surplus labouring population. However, capital accumulation 

in modern industry generates a relative surplus population. 

it is capitalistic accumulation itself that 
constantly produces in the direct. ratio of its 
own energy and extent, a relatively redundant 
population of labourers, i.e., a population of 
greater extent than suffices for the average needs 
of the self-expansion of capital, and therefore a 
surplus-population. 1 • 

An increase in the relative surplus-population is not identical 

with a progressive increase in actual unemployment: 

it implies only an increasing intensity of 
repulsion and attraction, depending 9.n the. 
act:ual rate of capital accumulation. 2 

I{istorically, the transformation of household 

1 Marx, op. cit.: Ch. 15, Section 3. 

2Leggasick and Wolpe, op, cit.: 98. 
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production, and the separation of the home from the place of 
•, 

"work'', created an· absolute surplus female posulation. Durintj 

'the early develop~ent of capitalism, the family was separated 

from the means_ of production • 1 This occurred originally 

through the '.'putting out II system in which capital engaged' the. 
' . ' 

entire family in w~ge la~our, and the work was don~ within the 

household. 

As capitalist production develops, however, 
(through the itages of co-operation, m~nufacture 
and modern industry) the production of commodities 
for exchange takes· place within the work~hop or 
factory, while the woman as a domestic labourer 
in the farriily continues to proo.uce use values 
for family consumption, whether or not she is 
also e~gaged in w~ge labour in the factoryi work
shop .· or home. 2 

In thi~· way domestic ·work and child-bearing and rearing become 

-separated from social production. Historically, those women 

who undertook wage-labour augmented the surplus population· in 

its floating form. Women erigaged solely .in non~capitalist 

.domestic production,.constituted a latent source of labour. 

However, by analogy with agriculture, capitalist 

production of goods consumed in the home has also had an impact 

on the continuing forms of this·domestic production. The entry 

of capital into the production of processed food (cheese, 

butter manufacture, canning and freezing vegetables, frozen 

pies arid so on) , clot~ing, _and home ap}?liances, such as va,cuum

cleaners, washing machines and clothes driers, red~ces the 

time a woman must spend in preparing particular use-values. 

consumed by the family. This socialisatfon3 of domestic work· 

1 Beechey, op. cit.: 48. 

2Ibid. 

3r use the term in its Marxist sense. 
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does · not nece·ssarily mean a reduction in the time actually 

spent on housework by full-time housewives: "the tendency of · 

housework to.expand to fill the day is one of its best.documented 

· characteristics. 111 Nevertheless,· the minimum time:.necessary 

to achieve a given level of domestic consumption is reduced, 
' . 

and in principle, this frees married women for wage labour. 
. . . 

Latent ·positions, as opposed to latent agents; are tion-capi tal..,. 

ist productive activities which are on: the brink of being · · 

undermined by.capitalist production.:· Since they are created 

by''tI:ie effects of capital accumulation oi-1 pr~~ or non-capitalist 

production, unlike floating and stagnant positions, some latent 

ones are specifically ass·ociated with women. 

7. Conclusion 

In this chapter I have shown how reserve army 

positions are created by. the process of capital accwriulation, 

and how certain latent ones are produced specifically for. 

females. An analysis of how far and why women are ideal agents 

to fill all three types of positions, ·and some of the impo'rtant 

im~lications_ of their doing so, is the major focus of the thesis. 

In Chapter Three I explore how women enable capital 

to regulate the numbers of workers required. in the clothing 

trade. This is a labour-intensive industry in 'Which floating 

positions . are constantly being produced, J?ec_ause c_api tal must 

make adjustments to fluctuations in profitability by regulating 

the numbers of workers to a far greater extent than is.needed 

in capital-int_ensivE= industries, where plant can be worked at 

varying levels of capacity. I also examine why women are 

1conference of Socialist Economists,· op. cit.: 13. 
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prepared to fill unskilled and semi-skilled floating positions 

in this industry, and the consequences this has for the work 

they do. 

The second major reserve army function is to 

facilitate raising the rate of exploitation in a period of. 

recession. This involves attempts by capital to raise absol_ute 

and relative surplus value. Since the former requires intensi

fying-the labour~process and the latter wage-cuts and lay-offs, 

in Chapter Four I try to show in what ways and why women comply 

with this reserve army role. 

In the concluding chapter the links between the 

organisation of the capitalist labour process arid the sexual 

division of labour in the family are discussed. The argument 

draws on evidence from in-depth interviews with 22 .women who 

were laid· off from a Christchurch clothing factory in the 

middle ~f 1~78. · The strategy of·inquiry adopted for the study 

is discussed in the following chapter. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

METHODOLOGY 

1. Introduction 

My original interest in the·· subject, of this thesis 

d.erived from· stories in the New Zealand media early in.1978 

which highlighted the problem of "wives out of work 11 • 1 A 

Radio New Zealand Checkpoint programme, for example, suggested 

that women, .particularly those ·who were married, were being 

adversely affected ~y redundancies, but that no r~cord of the 

numbers was available because, as a Shop Employees' Union 

official put it, when married women are laid off "they just 

fade away .. they're conditioned to go back into the wood-

work. They're conditioned not to complain." 2 Helen Paske 

writing in the NZ.Listener claimed that "in a country of rising 

unemployment, the most likely·employee to get the push is the 

married woman. 113 Although precise statistical evidence on the 

actual percentage of women who lose their jobs is notavailable, 4 

1see especially A. Parr, "Women out of Work: the Hidden 
Unemployment Factor", Checkpoint Programme, Radio New Zealand, 
March 21, 1978; and Helen Paske, "Wives out of Work", NZ 
Listener, April 22, 1978, pp. 16-19. 

2 Op. cit. 

3op. cit., p. 16. 

4The official method of measuring unemployment is based on 
the number of.people registering as unemployed with the Depart
ment of Labour, and those on government "special work" projects. 
As a general rule in New Zealand, only heads of households are 
eligible for unemployment benefits. Those earning a second wage 
within a household, usually women, do not get a benefit. There
fo~e when they become unemployed they ten~ not to iegister as 
unemployed" , Geoff Chapple, "Multiplying the Problem", NZ 
Listener, April 29, 1978, po 19. 
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i :r . . 

Carl Walsh also suggested at the time that New Ze~lahd women 
- .· r 

bore a disproportionate ~hare of the unemployment burden, and 

he estimated that women had an unemployment rate roughly three 

times that for males. 1 

Stat~ments such as·these were consist~nt with the 

characterisation of women as a convenient labour reserve ·which 

could be rele~ated to unpaid domestic work when productiori 

contracts .. From. the.theory and empirical data it was assumed 

that married women who were made redundant would, at a time of· 

high unernployment in the Canterbury area, be out of _work and 
·,_.,. 

in the home. However, since there·appeared to be little system

atic ,analysis of the reserve army concept· itself·, or its 

application to women, I decided to.explore·in detail the impact 

on married worn.en of being made redundant, their experiences of 

unemployment, and their difficulties in findiri9 a new job. 

My concern was with the development, rather than the testing 

of the theory. · In-depth interviewing2 was chosen as a research 

method, because 

it is a flexible strategy of discovery ... 
c0hoseJ object is not to elicit choices between 
alternative answers to pre-formed questions, but, 
rather ... to carry on a guided conversation 
and to elicit rich, detailed materials that can 
be usej in qualitative analysis.3 . 

Using an interview guide rather than a structured schedule 

allows i:he respondent to reveal what she considers to be import-

ant questions relative to the given topic, and to give her own 

1 Chapple, ibid. 

2 A tape-recorder with an in-built microphone was used to 
record the interviews on long-playing cassette tapes. The 
length of the taping varied from l½ to 3½ hours, although time 
spent with each woman was always longer. . ' 

3John Lofland, Analyzing Social Settings (Belmont, 
California: Wadsworth Publishing Co., Inc., 1971), p. 76. 
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descriptions of the situation being explored. 1 

In terms of the theory, it was appropriate to obtain 

a s~mple oi semi- or un-skilled workers. Butterworth list~ .. 

the following occupations and industries in which women workers 

in New Zealand are to be found: 

Clerical occupations. 
Retail trade. 
Garment manufacture. 
Light assembly and packaging. 
Food manufacture and processing. 
Hotel and catering trades. 
Fruit and vegetable picking. 
Hospitals and rest homes. · 
Office cleaning and "other domestic" work. 2 

The clothing industry was chosen because of newspaper reports 

at the time of factories clcisipg down in the recession. 

Contact was made with Clothing Workers' Union officials to 

obtain a suitable sample. 

2. · The Sample 

The 22 women interviewed were part of a group of 25 

workers made redundant from a Christchurch clothing factory in 
3 . . 

the middle of 1978. The factory, Carters, began production. 

4 
about five years ago with a staff of between 35 and 40. This 

number had been reduced to about 28 hy the time Carters, in 

serious financial difficulties, went into receivership. The 

Carters who owned the factory laid off the entire staff apart 

from a designer, a sample machinist, a cutter and two warehouse 

2Ruth Butterworth, "Women in the Workforce", New Zealand 
Journal of Industrial Relations 3 (May 1978): 11. 

3Like all the names which refer to the interviewed women 
or to the factories in which they worked, this is a pseudonym. 

•· 4 
The interviews revealed that the numbers seemed to vary· 

continuously. 
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a ,sistants, all of ·whom continue to design, cut and make 

samples of garments which are produced in other factories. 
• H 

Twenty-four of the staff laid off were women. The 

22 who agreed to be interview~d includ~d 17 who had ~orked.at 

Carters as machinists, a .cutter, two examiners (one of whom was 

aJ.so _the tea lady), the supervisor, and a-¼'.'oman who worked in 

dispatch. Two women refused to be interviewed.. One of them, · a 
"":i :· 

married woman with "4. children, had worked in the cutting room .. 

The other was a single woman .in her th.irties who had sewn on 

buttons and done hand-finishing. The male laid off was a cutter. 

Mr Carter was approached to supply a list of the 

names and addresses of the women, but although he was completely 

co-operativys_, · only 8 were available from ,factory records. 

Union .officials were able to supply another five, but the 

details of both lists were incomplete. Ali 24 women were 

finally located by drawing on the perso:n.'al contacts which the 

supervisor yeanette had kept up with many of them, and on the 

friendships of those women who could be located. 

Attempts were made to contact each woman personally 

rather than by telephone, to gain maximum co-operation and 

interest in the project, and to minimise the number of 

refusals. At the first contact,· a time was a,rra11~ed .for a 

tape-recorded interview when the woman would,be·9-lone and 

willing_to talk at length. However, this approach proved 

extremely time-consuming. Although it had been assumed that 

many of the 24 women would have been unemployed and in the home, 

all except three were back in jobs within 8 weeks of leaving 

•. 1 
Carters. As a result, contact could be made only at work,, 

1Mary, the fourth woman who. is now at home, was foun·a to 
have left the job she went to when, after four months there, 
problems arose with child-care arrangements. 
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in the evenings, or on weekends. In addition, several months 

had elapsed since the redundancies, and the sample was found 

to comprise a geographically and occupationally mobile g_roup 

1 of women. Telephone contact was therefore used for about 

half of the sample, and in only one of these cases was an 

interview refused. The women were all told that the purpose 

of the study was to look at the problem of female unemployment 

and that they had been chosen because they had been made 

redundant from Carters. 

3. Modification of the Study 

Early in the study pilot interviews were conducted 

with two women who were not part of the sample but had been 

laid off from jobs in another Christchurch clothing factory. 

The questions used in these interviews were drawn up on the 

basis of the initial theoretical framework, and responses to 

them helped shape the interview guide used with the 22 women. 

The guide contained questions of a biographical nature together 

with a series of questions in each of the following areas: 

1) Work situation at Carters: the nature of the job; 2) The 

meaning of work: whether "for money", "company" or "enjoyment 

of the work itself·"; 3) The loss of the job: the actual 

details, and its significance to the respondent; 4) Attitudes 

toward the union and the employer; 5) Being·unemployed: the 

experience, h'oth emotionally and financia+ly; and 6) How the 

woman perceived herself: primarily as wife and mother, or as a 

wage-earner. 

1several of the younger ones had moved to different flats. 
Table 3 in the Appendix, p.108 provides data on the numbers of 
jobs held.by each woman since leaving Carters. 
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-The early theoretical focus on unemployment led ~e 

to shape the interview guide round questions on how the woman 

fe 1 t about los-ing a job and being unemployed in the home, and 

on the diff~culties she might have experienced in getting 

another_ job. 

~ As the study progressed, however, it became. obvious 

that_, even at a time of high unemployment, these particular 

women had found other jobs and experienc~d little or no 

unemployment. Those who had remained at_ home did so, it seemed, 

out of choice, and not because they were unable to find re

employment. This somewhat surprising picture began to emerge 

in the earlier interviews, but it was reinforced by the 

telephone contact I had with the supervisor, Jeanette, who was 

able to provide information on which women had found other jobs 

long before-I actually met them. At the same time, I found 

literatute critical of the utility of the theory in its 

application to women's employment. 

Furthermore, because of initial nerv,ousness and 

inexperience with the method of in-depth interviewing, mistakes 

were made in the first interview ~ith Kim, when the order of 

questions in the interview guide was followed too closely. I 

tended to structure her responses excessively by continuously 

asking leading questions. On numerous occasions she had been 

unable to ,ef press something in her own words, since I had 

attempted to sum up her ideas for her. 

Considerable effort was made after this to avoid 

biasing responses, and I no longer-tied my questions so closely 
' ' 

to any theory of the reserve army,-but encouraged. the women to 

speak at length in responding to general questions. A neutral,-

but sympathetic approach was used, and questions were introduced 
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only when needed to move the discussion into areas broadly 

relevant to the study. 

Questioning was therefore designed to allow the 

discussion to flow as naturally as possible, and almost all 

the women required lit~le encouragement to talk freely about 

themselves. 1 The interviews grew into conversation~ about the 

women's work histories and their family experiences. They 

spoke of the type of work they had done over the years, the 

way they felt about their bosses and supervisors, and how those 

who had children organised the work in the home when they had 

a paid job. 

A modified interview guide was developed and used 

primarily as a "check-list" to acquire basic information. It 

covered three main areas: 1) a personal profile; 2) work-· 

history: including questions about the nature of the job and 

the reasons for leaving; difficulties in obtaining employment 

and any periods spent unemployed; attitudes towards the boss 

and supervisor, the other women and the union; 3) domestic 

relationships: the allocation of domestic work, decisions about 

budgeting, child-rearing practices, and attitudes about the 

appropriate roles for a husband and wife. For those women to 

whom these topics did not directly apply, questions were 

phrased to gain information on how they felt about these 

different aspects of family life. 2 

This modified approach encouraged the women to feel 

1 rn only two of the interviews this was not the case: in 
the one with Sandra, referred to in Chapter Four, p.92, and 
with Sylvie, who drank heavily during the interview and became 
increasingly aggressive as the evening wore on. 

2 For example, see the question to 20-year-old Rosslyn, 
in Chapter Four, p. 9 3. 
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that nothing-they said was abr:iormal:or unacceptable to me. 

It occasi9hally caused difficulties, when the women asked my 

opinion on a· questio~ •.. I tried .to -~mphasis~ that_~r was 

interested . in their ideas.· .;;tnd opinions, ~net to q.e_f1ect the\ 

question .. On one occasio:h; •in_ the interv.:i..eJ w_ith Naomi,t was 

caught ·comp.lete-ly off-guard, but it produced a sponta:treous and 

revealinc.;r. respons~ •. A great _deal of.· pertinent· iriform·ation was 

. obtained_ in -·similarly ,ui.expect~q ways. . The. interview had bee_n 

going· for about two. hours' when I. aske<;l ,Naom;L how. the. work got 

· done. in. the home~-. since she and heJ'.' husband.·. Steve worked . full--
. . 

time. 1 She t:61d me in ·vei:-y' ~r~at 'detail wh.O' did what wbrk,at 

v:arious; times during the day and on . the weekend. 'Theri:'she 

suddenly -asked, . 0what does you'r husband think about equa1C 
. ' . . . 

rights for_ women?" I paused,. and managed to say "Er, er tPAUSEJ" 

and she broke in, 

·Yes, yes,··. that Is. exactly what. my old man says 
too. He doesn't believe in it-.- No does he 
what! - what I can't get out is, why should we 
have_ equal rights because the man's the bread-

1 . . . . 
Questions such as these were:always carefully·worded so 

·that no value judgement was implied. For example: 
I guess·you 1ve both,got to get'.up pretty early 
when-you're working. How do you both manage? · 
Q: You mean, who gets the breakfast~and that?_ 
..• A:· Yes, how do you all manage? . 

Question~ like t~ese usuail~ received a detailed explanation of 
the morning routine, a:pd with further comments .·from me l_ike 
,;And what about the vacuuming on weekends? ...... " "~ · .• ahd the 
washing, who does that?" it was.possible to discover the·na:ture 

-of the sexual division of labour in the horn~, without pointed 
questioning. 

Mucih of the informatiori _about this topic was iev~aied more 
· subtly. Fm;: .example, when.I telephoned Caroline _for_ an inter
view and. ·suggested a time, _I asked, "What will you be doing 
Sfiturday morning?" ."Hous~work!" was her immediate response, 
"And I don '_t mind if it ·gets me a,way from housework .11 When 
asked if it·, would be. convenieI?,t with her husband home that . 
morning [because I always endeavoured to speak with the _women 
aloneJ, ~he replied "That's O.K., he'll be outside [in the. 
gardenJ working~ i, · CAnd he was when I arrived. J . 



winner not us. And now, you look at them 
women who say men don't do things for them 

[like changing car tyres.] But why should they 
that's what my husband says. He won't even 
bring in the coal buckets now. He used to. 
Steve [the husband] says, "You've got equal 
rights now, you bring them in yourself." 
Cif a woman were to be placed in charge of him 
where he currently worksJ Steve says, "I'm not 
taking no orders from a bloody woman. 11 1 

28 

Apart from those related to biographical details, 

standard questions were used only to determine what jobs the 

women had held, for how long, and why they had left them. 

These questions frequently elicited spontaneous comments which 

have since emerged as theoretically significant. Nevertheless, 

detailed probing was undertaken only when issues seemed import

ant to the women. Questions which now seem appropriate, such 

2 
as those related to the intensification of the labour process, 

only emerged as the interviews progressed, or when the tapes 

were played back after all the interviewing was completed. 

Therefore, much of the data for the thesis comes from the 

women's responses to general questions on their working lives. 

Since the relevance of information on the work-process in 

clothing factories was not always apparent, earlier interviews 

in particular failed to probe certain areas which I later 

realised were of major theoretical significance. The advantage 

of generating theory from an empirical study, however, is that 

in re-playing and coding interviews, spontaneous statements 

have a special validity. 

The data on clothing factories are drawn almost 

1Naomi is the woman referred to in Chapter Three, p. 59, 
who gets her husband coffee at 12.30 at night when he is on 
night-shift. 

2Discussed in Chapter Four. 
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entirely from the work experiences of 21 women. 1 This does; 

however, represent 112 machining jobs in more than 65 different 

factories and work-rooms. This figure is based on the name~ 

the women gave for the various places in which they worked. 

It probably under-estimates the number, because in over 20 

cases, the women did not name them. They had been forgotten, 

or it was inappropriate to stop the women at that stage to ask 

them to recall the names. 

As the study progressed, therefore, the direction of 

the research was modified to focus on the work-histories of 

the women, the type of work they had done in each job, 

their reasons for changing, and the nature of machining work 

in the clothing industry. Visits arranged through management 

were made to a medium-sized clothing factory similar to 

Carters to gain an understanding of the actual work process 

on the shop~floor, as well as to a large jeans factory in 

order to see machining work which had been completely de

skilled.2 

4. Biographical Details 

The women I interviewed seemed to include a reasonable 

cross-section of the female working population. As expected, 

since these are years when women are more likely to have very 

young children, there were· no women between the ages of 26 

1Except for the information on factory lay-out and the 
nature of the work-process obtained in the two visits referred 
to below; see also Footnote 2, p. 37. 

2what I was told in brief conversations with some of the 
women in each of these factories contrasted markedly with the 
response~ I received from the. women I interviewed. I realised 
that an approach through management rather than via the union 
might have mad~ the w9men reticent about revealing the full 
depths of their _experiences. 
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and 32. A summary of relevant biographical details about the 

individual women is contained in Appendix 1, Table 1, P•l06. 

The youngest woman interviewed was 17-year-old Lisa, 

who planned to marry in January just before the birth of her 

second child. 1 Sixty-nine-year-old Jessie, the oldest in 

the sample, decided to retire when she was made redundant from 

Carters. In all, four of the women were under 20, and nine 

were in their early to mid-20's. Only two women were in their 

30's (32 and 37), four in their early or mid-40's, the super-

visor, Jeanette, was 55. The second oldest woman in the 

sample was 63. 

Eight of the 22 women had children ranging in age 

from 9 to 34 years. Two of the 8 were solo parents: Jessie, 

the 69-year-old had been living on her own for 24 years and 

had a 32-year-old son; and Pauline, twice-divorced, had two 

children (aged 13 and 12) still living with her,out of a total 

of 7. Sylvie, who was 45, had had a child adopted out at 

birth. 2 Of the 13 women under 26, 4 were in de facto 

relationships, 6 had been married, one married and divorced, 

1 2 . 1 3 and on y were singe. 

Four of the 22 women (aged 37, 40, 45 and 55) had 

served apprenticeships related to the clothing trade. The 

majority of the sample had left school in their fifteenth year 

or earlier, and only three women had School Certificate: two 

1The first child was adopted out, so Lisa has been 
classified as being without children, in a de facto marriage. 

2she has been classified as without children. 

3single is defined as "not in a stable relationship" and 
never married. 
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of those also had Sixth Form Certificate. Ruth, who worked in 

dispatch at Carters, .. also had a Commurii ty Nursing Certificate. 

Including part-time, casual and temporary work, the 

number of jobs each woman had held ranged from 21 (Jeanette) 

to 2 (held by 20-year-old Rosslyn). Of the total of approxim

ately 185 jobs mentioned, only two involved occupations not 

typically done by women. Before taking up machining, Judy had 

been a farmhand and stablehand. Apart from office work, all 

the other occupations could be broadly classified as socialised1 

forms of women's domestic work, such as cooking and food 

preparation, cleaning, serving, and caring for children, the 

sick or the elderly. 

l h' ' d . h . Tis is use· int e Marxist sense. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

FLOATING AND LATENT WORT'ZERS: 

WHY WOMEN COMPLY 

1. Introduction 

In Chapter One it w~s argued that the capitalist 

labour process determines the orianisation of work and the 

demand for labour. In labour-intensive industries such ·as 

clothing trade, capital makes adjustments to fluctuations in 

profitability by regulating the numbers of workers to a far 

greater extent than is needed in capital-intensive industries. 

This requires a floating reserve of female workers (agents) to 

fill the jobs (positions) which are created and 'destroyed 

during the·continual process of adjustment. Reserve workers 

must be prepared to move into jobs in clothing factories when 

th8y are created, and to move from task to task with changes 

in the organisation of the work process within the factory. 

During periods of declining profitability~ some clothing firms 

close down altogether, while others "rationalise" their labour

foice by laying -off workers, or by not replacing those who. 

leave voluntarily. These redundancies require some floatini 

workers to move into other jobs. If there is general unemploy

ment, some will have to remain out of the workforce-for long 

periods of time. 

Writing in 1978, Butterworth characterised the work 

done by many women in New Zealand in the following way: 

the work-places are widely dispersed; the 
work is in small units of employment in many 
instances. It is subject to cyclical and 
seasonal fluctuations; it is generally low-



skill to unskilled; ·it is to be £ound in 
the lowest paid sectors of what is, in any 
case, a low wage economy.l 
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She comments that the sectors of industry involved are often 

vulnerable to competition, and she cites garment manufacture as 

one example. According to her, 11 the smal_l-unit enterprises of 

such industries,are under-capitalised,· and have perennial 

2 cash-flow problems wh.:j..ch are nowadays acute." The extent of 

the current recession in the clothing industry is suggested by 

the eStim~te that, in the Canterbury area, there ·have been 

approximately 520 redundancies, and 32 closures of factories 

or workrooms in the period January 1977 to January 1979. 3 

In this -chapter I explore the impact of the capitalist 

labour process on the nature of the work done by women who 

comprise a floating reserve for the clothing industry. Since 

de-skilling, job insecurity and close discipline are common. 

features of their jobs, and since machinists in particular are 

frequently forced to work at a fast pace, I examine reasons why 

worn.en are prepared to move into such jobs. These reasons 

relate to the sexual division of labour in the family and to 

the socialisation of men and women into distinctive sex~roles. 

They atso suggest why women comply with floating or latent 

reserve army roles in moving from one job to another or out of 

the workforce altogether. 

The argument is developed mainly from the data. on 

the clothing tra.d~ and the work-histories of the interviewed 

1eutierworth, op. cit.: 11. 

2rbid. 

3These figures were obtained from an -official of the 
clothing workers' union. For a more detailed discussion, see 
Chapter Four, p. ~~-
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women. It suggests'certain specific ways in which the capital

ist labour process and the social inst:L tution of t'he family are 

related, and it examines the.consequences of this relationship 

on the work some women do. 

2. The Labour. Process in the Clothing Industry 

Carters was one of the 200-250 factories and sewing 

work-rooms in the Canterbury, Westland, Nelson and Marlbbrough 

areas with from one to 300 workers. 1 Staff in the clothing 

d . . . ? 
tra e 1s overwhelmingly female.- In most cases the boss is a 

male, and men are more likely to work as designers, pressers, 

cutters and warehouse assistants, but the machinists, super

visors and examiners are almost always women. For example, of· 

the ~,000 members of the 6lothing workers' n~ioh, only two are 

male machinist~.· 

~he wotk process within any factory or work-room 

varies according to the nature of the product and the level of 

technology employed. In the large factories·with modern 

technology, the production process is divided into numerous 

separate operations. Each operati_on is perfC?rmed by different 

mDchinists usirig a variety of machinei. For example, one 

Christchuich clothing iactory which manufactures jeans has 28 

~ifferent machines for 38 stages of the work process. One of 

these machines is a "bar tacker". The woman who operates it 

wilt attach five belt loops to each pair of partly'.""cornpleted 

1This information-comes from an interview with Hugh McCrory, 
who is Secretary of the Canterbuiy, Westland, ~elson and 
Marlborough·clothing and Related Trades Industrial Union of · 
Workers. 

2It is estimated that about 80 per cent of the union's 
membership is female, 
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jeans with a bar tack (or small row of stitching) at.the top 

and· bot tom to form and hold the loop. At the same time, she 

will sew two bar tacks at the bottom of the fly of the jeans 

and one on each corner of the four pockets - 20 bar tacks in 

all. That operation will be repeated daily by the same 

machinist on hundreds of jeans. This work ~s referred to in the 

c lathing trade as "production" or "piece work fl. 

The medium-sized factoiies which make a variety of 

men's or women's clothes may divide up the work process so that 

the. younger and inexperienced machinists are assigned to piece 

work. They will, for example, sew the fob pockets of men's 

trousers and shorts, as well as belts pr collars for blouses 

and dresses. These pieces will then be attached to the garm~nt 

by the experienced machinists, who are responsible for joining 

up the main pieces. Clothing workers refer to this as "making 

the whole garment''. This work is done by safety-stitch 

machinists, overlockers or straight sewers. The work might 

then be finished off by a machinist operating a blind hemmer. 

Work on the hemmer is again considered piece work. 

In the smallest factories or work-rooms, which tend 

to manufacture higher-priced "quality" clothes, machinists are 

usually responsible for making up. virtually the entire garment. 

Typically, the wotkplace is a fashion boutique or small men's 

tailoring firm. 

Machinists do not, of course, work only in garment 

manufacture. Those interviewed had, for example, sewn bicycle 

saddle-bags and commercial bags used by upholsterers, repaired 

venetian blinds, and sewn "soft furnishings", such as curtains 

and cushion covers. One woman, who was a safety-stitch 

machinist at Carters, is now working in a bias binding company. 
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A machinist making the whole garment, such as a 

woman's coat or man's suit, performs skilled work requiring 

sever~l years' training and work experience. However, the 

demand for such skill declines as the production process is 

divided up, or "de-skilled". Many machinists in the jeans 

factory, for example, needed only to hold the fabric against 

a metal guide, move a lever by knee, foot or hand, and the 

machine automatically completed the appropriate operation. 

Clothing workers are paid according to the New Zealand 

Combined Apparel and Related Trades Award. Under this award 

they get a guaranteed minimum weekly wage. However, the 

majority of factories operate some form of individual bonus 

system under which machinists can increase their earnings by 

increasing the rate at which they work. "Times" or prices are 

allotted by the boss to particular operations or tasks in the 

work process. For example, a machinist may be given four 

minutes to join four panels of a skirt and overlock the hem. 

If she can complete the task in three minutes she will have 

made one minute bonus. If she maintains this speed she will 

have accumulated five minutes' bonus in one hour, and 40 

minutes'by the end of an eight-hour day. At the rate of 4 

cents per bonus minute, she might increase her day's wages by 

$1.60. The bonus system is also calculated, on the same 

principle, ·according to a price allotted a "whole" garment, or 

some part of it. Assuming a machinist is given a price of 16 

cents for a particular task, and her weekly wage is $80, she 

estimates that she will need to complete an average of 100 of 

these tasks a day to "make her wages". To make one's wages 

actually means to complete the total amount of work management 

believes can be done in a week (the weekly minimum wage is 
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divided by the number of estimated individual tasks, each of 

which then has a money value). A machinist is then paid a · 
·t--

bonus for any work over and above the min~mum amount. However, 

even when a machinist fails to make her wages in any one week 

she must still be paid the award rate. Repeated failure to 
. . 1 

make one'. s wages can become an excuse for:: redundancy. 

3. Work Experiences 

(a) "Piece Work" versus "The Whole Garment" 

Between them, 21 2 of the, women interviewed had held 

112 jobs as machinists in approximately 65 different factori~s 

and workrooms, and almost all of them commented· on how 

repetitive piece work was. 

Kim, a 19-year-old machinist at Carters, spoke of 

the job of h·emming as "one thing over and over again every day, 

just going iound and round in circles~" Doing skirts all day 

at Carters drove 63-year-old Ida "up the wall." When asked 

what her job.had been in a large clothing factory, Judy, a~ed 

22, replied: 

Just piece work. What I was doing was putting 
the belt loops on kiddies' trousers that they 
were sending to·Aussie, and you do that all day 
for every day and you just about:go up the wall. 
I don't know how those people put up with it 
I'm afraid. 

She left the job after one month. She thought the C?thers stuck 

it out because they could make bonuses, bu:t she was "not that 

1since a full discussion of the bonus system is more 
pertinent to Chapter Four, only its general effects on the 
labour process.are directly relev~nt here. 

2The other woman, 23-year-old Ruth,·was a qualified 
community nurse married for a year and a half. She worked in 
the dispatch section of Carters examining the clothes, sizing, 
ticketing and packaging them, and writing out invoices. 
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sort of a person": "I just got so bored, I just couldn't be 

bothered. 11 

In contrast, the feelings of those who made the whole 

1 garment as sample machinists or in small workrooms producing 

"quality" garments, were illustrated by 20-year-old Belinda's 

description of her first job sewing in a fashion boutique in. 

Auckland: 

it was just like sewing for yourself. It 
wasn't piece work or anything. It was a 
really fantastic job. I really enjoyed 
it. 

Sample machinists are on a flat wage, and make samples of a 

new style. Belinda described the job 'as skilled work, because 

it required experience with all aspects of sewing and 

familiarity with many different machines. In her latest job 

she is working as a sample machinist for a big factory which 

manufactures women's lingerie and underwear. She is given a 

drawing by one of the designers, and has to work out how the 

style should be made up at the cheapest possible cost. By 

comparison, piece work 

doesn't take skill because most of the things 
are done for you. Like a lot of things have 
got machines to attach everything. Like at 
Walkers Ca large Christchurch factory] they've 
got every single machine available for every
thing. Machines for putting on elastic, machines 
for doing top-stitching, machines for doing this 
and that. You don't even get a chance to sit at 
a plain sewer and do something, you overlock
gather something on. 2 You know, there's so many 
different things CmachinesJ, all the skill's 

1Not all the women were skilled enough to want to tackle 
the whole garment .. Naomi, 32, had spent a total of 10 years on 
the West Coast doing piece work when she started work at Carters. 
After seven months there she was obviously gaining confidence in 
coping with more difficult work, and she showed great pleasure 
in now being able to make a pair of trousers for herself at home. 

2An operation which removes the need for skill. 



taken out of it. Some people like it but 
it's not for me . 
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. Mary (37), who was currently doing outwork in the 

home for a small factory making "high fashioi1 11 clothes explained 

that she 

wouldn't do work for a person who did it in 
piece work. You see International Fashions 
[the factory] they make nice frocks, a lot of 
work in them. You can sit there and you can 
get interested in it. No way would I do piece 
work. That'd drive me crazy .. Who'd like to 
sit down and put in a zip all day. I couldn't 
bear that. That's not sewing to me. I mean 
you could teach anybody just to put a zip in, 
but you're not learning. See I learn· every 
day I sew. I learn something new. And when 
you're working out full garments you work out 
yo'ur own system. 

Since breaking up the work process into several stages 

means that a garment is never made entirely by one woman, 

machinists at a later stage in the process have to continue 

work started by others. Like several of the women interviewed, 

Mary fouhd this exasperating .. 

You get the young ones who do all the little 
bits like the pockets, and when you get.them 
they're all wrong and it's wicked trying to 
fit them, and screw the~ round. And then you 
get them back because you haven't put the 
pockets on properly because in the first place 
the first stage wasn't done right. 

Robjn (23) said it was "these little trivial things" which 

ir.r i tated her: i'You do it yourself and .it w·ould be your time" 

Can important factor when each task is timed]. 

(b) Supervision Under the Bonus System-

Accompanied by close supervision, fragmentation of 

the work process under a bonus system meant the women worked 

. 1 
continuously at a very fast pace.: Francine was ~ypical in 

1since a fuller discussion of why this is so is more 



her description of machining under such a 1_ system: 

[It'sJ pretty heavy work. You're on the go 
all· the time. You either CPAUSE J ••• pressurise 
youiself to make a bonus or yoµire pushed to 
make your time on the garment. One way or another 
you've always got to keep_very busy. 
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Phrases such as "pushing the work through" "to make 

your time", and because the boss or supervisor was "on your 

back", came up repeatedly in the interviews. Rosslyn, 20, 

whose first job after leaving school was at Carters, speaks of 

having to "work like heck" to make her wages. Lee who is 19, 

went into a machining job in a medium-sized factory after 

losing her job at Carters. There the boss was"always walking 

round the factory with his hands.behind his back like a 

sergeant. You ju_st had no :freedom at all. 11 Twenty-three

year-old Jennifer put it this way, 

the bosses· just like you to work - nothing 
else. You know, you're a number, you're not 
a person. You run a machine and ·that's about 
your limits. So that's all you're there for. 

This comment by Lisa (aged 17½) is particularly 

revealing about the nature of piece work under a bonus system, 

compared with that of sample machinists who are frequently 

unsupervised and left alone to work at their own .pace. Lisa 

had been talking about the job.she had for four months after 

leavi~g Carters. She obviously hated it. Then she spoke 

enthusiastically of her new work as a sample machinist in a 

jeans factory. Asked whether it was.more exciting than the 

job she had just left, she replied: ·'!Yes, because you' re not 

getting pushed around, atid the work's much easier because you 

know it's got to be perfect" [emphasis added]. For Lisa the 

relevant to the subject of Chapter Four, only the women's 
experiences are explained here. 
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work was easier because she was not pushed to complete it in 

a specified time, neither was she under the constant eye of 

the boss. That it had to be perfect did not make her !eg~rd 

the work as harderi Earlier in the interview she had been 

asked if she could make a bonus at Carters. She replied: 

No, the only thing I didn't do w~s make a bonus, 
and I think it was because I done my work 
properly, where a lot uf people making bonuses 
they rush through their work. One day they'll 
make a big bonus. The next day they'll have to 
do all their repairs. Whereas I just done my 
work and I made sure it was right because I 
knew I just hated getting repairs back. So I 
just-done my work properly. 

"Properly", to Lisa, meant doing the work perfectly. 

Women suggested in the interviews that a pleasant 

work atmosphere could help somewhat to relieve the monotony 

and tedium of piece work under a bonus system. In the follow

ing conversation, Jennifer is describing the difference between 

Carters, where she had been an overlocker, and the nine other 

places she had worked. 

No, it [Carters] wasn't typical. The majority of 
the firms round town they just want you to work 
and work. You couldn't have a laugh. Like at 
Carters, you could work, you could stop, you could 
have a laugh. I could lock Kim in the loo and not 
let her out. We coutd hide Rosslyn's punch-in 
card. They weren't on your back. 'Cos if you feel 
you're being pushed or anything like that, you 
don't like it. 

Like where I work now there's a lady that sends 
the work·down a conveyor belt. You talk about a 
factory! The boss comes in, runs his fingei along 
your line Cof the sheet on which each machinist's 
work-output is recorded] to see how much work 
you've done, looks up at you to see if you're 
talking. 

You're having your morning tea [PAUSE, then an 
asideJ - which he does, and afternoon tea, which 
he does so often - the be·ll'll go. You have all 
your bells, ding a ling. Ten minutes time. Rush 
up stairs get your cup of tea. Ding a ling, the 
bell goes. Usually in the afternoon like every
body's getting a bit tired by the end of the day, 



and you might sit up there half a minute longer 
and the boss comes in and puts that bellowing 
voice: "Be],l's gone girls!" And then the 
forewoman 1 s there. "Chop, chop, back to work!" 
[She imitates the forewoman clapping her hands]. 

And when that bell goes at 4.30 boy am I fast 
out that door. Arn I ready! That is a working 
life for a woman in a factory. That's bad news. 
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Despite the way Jennifer speaks of the fun she had at Carters, 

she was not a slow worker. In the interviews she was always 

referred to by the other women as one of the fastest machinists, 

or the fastest. 

(c) High Job Mobility 

Apart from having to work at high speed under close 

supervision, machinists - not to mention clothing workers in.· 

general - experience very high rates of job mobility. 1 

Including their jobs at Carters, the 22 women had held and 

later left a total of about 160 2 full-time or part-time 

"permanent113 jobs, of which 38 became redundant. Thirteen of 

the women had been made redundant on no more than the one 

occasion at Carters. Only one of them, Naomi, was married with 

children, and the other 12 were 25 years of age or Under, with 

an average of about five years in the workforce .. One woman, 

Belinda, had been laid off twice. The rest of the women were 

1The turnover rate for female workers compiled by the 
Labour Department in 1978 was calculated at 27 per cent; The 
Press, September 4, 1978, p. 12; see also Appendix 1, TabTe"""3. 

2since six of the women I interviewed each.had difficulty 
recalling certain details of one 9r_ two jobs, the figures 
referied to in this section should be seen only as a rough 
approximation. · However,because losing a job was obviously 
very·important to the women, the figures on redundancies are 
fairly·exact. The data relating to the various reasons for 
changing a job is summarised in Appendix 1,. Table 2, p. 107. 

3This classification excludes temporary and casual jobs, 
as well as outwork in the home. · 
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all married, or solo parents, with children. Four had been 

laid off twice, one had lost her job three times, and three 

women, Sylvie, Jeanette and Mary, had been.made redundant four 

times during their working lives. 

The eight women with children had held, and later 

left, about 63 jobs. They had left 26 for reasons associated 

with their role in child-bearing and -rearing, and because 

their work-role is secondary. "Having a child" was th~ most 

frequently mentioned reason, and "because of my husband's j.ob" 

was the second major reason. "Problems with child-care 

arrangements"was the third. Mary, for example, went into a 

full-time machining job after she was laid off from Carters. 

A fortnight later she had to leave. · The "lady along the road"; 

who used to look after her nine-year~old daughter before and 

after school, had had to go out to work. "She has five 

children", Mary explained. For a while.Mary's unemployed 

teenage son had helped, but this had not worked out and her 

daughter was refusing to go to school. Mary now does outwork 

sewing frocks in the home for the factory in which she 

previously worked. 

Overall the major reasons the women gave for 

changing jobs related to the nature of the work they did, the 

work atmosphere or relationships with fellow workers, and a 

desire for better pay elsewhere. For·the women with children, 

however, domestic reasons were most frequently rnentioned. 1• 

It was obvious, from a high propor~ion of the inter

views, that the women saw the "floating" .nature of their jobs 

as normal. An informal network seemed to operate in which each 

1see Table 2, p. 107. 
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,f the machinists kept in contact witj:1 her small· "clique" from 

~arters. Several had gone after jobs which. they had h.eard · 

1bout in this way. A social network between the .manage,ment 

Jf different factories also seemed to exist. Several employers 

came to Carters for staff when they learned it was going into 

receivership. 

The following excerpt from the interview with Lisa 

illustrates the "floating" nature of the women's wor:king lives 

and. suggests that the women see themselves as· possessing work 

skills and experience which are readil¥ interchangeable .. tt 

1 recalls ~~at J~nhifer had said about ma~hining at Mitchell's: 

"you' re a. number, _you' re not a person. You run a machine : 

that's all you're there for." Lisa was explaining wby she 

left the job she had gone into on leaving Carters: 

.I was leaving Trimwear Garments on the Friday 
when I ·saw Jeanette C in the street] and I says 
"I'm sick bf this. I'm gonna go.and find a 
job." She says 11 01\: I know where·you can get 
one. I've been offered it but I can't.go" 
[because Jeanette had just accepted another 
jobJ and she said "Tell them that I sent you 
down.there and they'll probably take you on. 11 

(d) Work~histories 

I .have shown that high job mobility is a feature of 

these ·women's working lives and that .their machining jobs 

cover a wide range of skills· in clot~ing factories at different 

stages in the technical division of labour. For example, 

Belinda's job in the Auckland fashion boutique 2 was in marked 

contrast to tha.t done by Naomi, who made fob pockets on men's 

1 ' See p. 40 above .. 
2 ' 
Referred to abov~, p. 38. 
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trousers. In her words, "that was my comple"t;e thing a day. , 

I used to do 8 0 of them an hour, 8 hour dc;ly, 5 days . " Women 

also worked as machinists in jobs which ranged from the more 

skilled upholste_rers' work to repairing venetian blinds, or 

from s~wing .commercial bags to making up large rolls of bias 

binding. 

Within the clothing trade occupations such as 

machinist, cutter and examiner seem to be readily interchanged. 

Several of the women described being in jobs like Caroline's: 

I started out safety-stitching, 1 and he 
[the bossJ asked me if I'd like to go on 
cutting 'cos the cutter was leaving, and 
he Cthe cutter] had a week to teach me -
Held done a four-year apprenticeihip - and 
from there I just sort of taught myself_. 

Mary, who served an apprenticeship in Scotland for four years 

as a linker in the knitwear branch of the trade, spoke of 

. going into A~derson Textiles in ~hristchurch a~ a linker: 

. . . and I came out as a cutter. I didn't 
have much work Casa linker]. You can get 
shifted from job to job. 

Q: Why? 

A: Maybe your department is not busy and 
so they'll move you from A to B . 

When you go into the clothing trade as 
a linker or cutter you could end up as 
a real bum pulling the ends through 
[she was referring to the job.of running 
a thread through to finish off cardigans]. 

"What a boring job. I couldn't stand it," was how Francine 

had referred to,it. 

All I had to do was to run a thread through 
the stitches and fasten it off up top. That's 
all I did all day. I was earning a bonus [and 
the others were jealous] and I thought: "how 

1A machining job which has been de-skilled. 



can you be so jealous doing such a dumb job?" 
Icouldn't stand it. The only thing that 
kept me going was saying: "Right, I'll do 
another so many in an hour." That.'d get an 
hour to go by . . . 
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While several jobs referred to had been hand work 

like this one, a number of women had worked as supervisors 

of up to 35 clothing workers. Mary had even run her "own 

business" making clothes for a boutique .. The designer gave 

her drawing_s of a new style and she drafted patterns and mad.e 

up the garment. 

More than, three-quarters of the total number of jobs 

held by the 22 women related to the clothing trade, but some 

mentioned work~ng at different times as waitresses and sales

girls, in cheese and shoe factories, in a <=:ommercial laundry, 

and as commercial cleaners in hospitals or office blocks. 

(e) Job Satisfaction 

It is difficult to categorise all these jobs in 

relation to the degree of skill they require and the satis

faction they provide. However, in general it seemed that 

relatively few of the machining jobs w~re as sa~ple machinists, 

and few were in small boutiques. The mo~t unpleasant jobs 

were not invariably in the largest factories, neither were the 

most enjoyable ones in the smallest. Other factors, like the 

ability to make good bonuses, the closeness of·· supervision, 

and the friendliness of the other women were important influences 

on job satisfaction in large factories. However, the 

fragmentation of the work process into piece work definitely 

was the greatest in the large factories. Unless this was 

combined with an ability to make good bonuses in a relatively 

relaxed atmosphere, a high degree of dissatisfaction was 
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expressed. 

I have shown that the two ~ost significant factor~ 

in the women's satisfaction with their jobs related to whether 

or not these involved· repetitive piece work, and to the rate 

at which they were required to work to make their wages and 

earn a bonus. Both factors depended on the extent of the 

fragmentation of the work process, the times they were given 

in which to complete their work, the degree and nature of 

supervision, and the individual ability and motivation of each 

woman. Satisfaction was positively associated with the ability 

to make most or all of the garment, and to work at "your own 

speed'' rather than at a pace determined by the boss and supei

visor. 

Other jobs in the clothing trade, such as machining 

work apart from clothing and various miscellaneous jobs, were 

often unskilled. What is significant from the women's 

respective work histories is the lack of any steady progression 

. from jobs of less skill to more skill,. or from less to more 

satisfying ones. Within the one job a woman frequently seemed 

to move "horizontally" from one task to another. When jobs 

were· changed, regardless of whether or not this was volunta~y~ 

job satisfaction often seemed to- remain the same or to worsen. 

Even when it improved, a subsequent job change frequently 

reversed this. Jeanette's work history illustrates this 

process in summary. She is 55 and has five children. She 

left school at 14 and served a four-year apprenticeship with 

a tailoring firm. Altogether, she'has had 21 different jobs, 

including part-time work and outwork. Fourteen of them were 

in ·the clothing trade, of_which three were-supervisory. 

Jeanette has also worked in a cheese factory, sewn for a toy 
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manufacturer, and served in several sh9ps. Four times her 

job has been.made redundant. Because she has been married 

twice, there is only a seven year age difference between her 

youngest child of the first marriage and the oldest of the 

second, while her second husband has ~oved to jobs in country 

areas outside Christchurch on three different occasions. In 

all Jeanette has had eight separate periods in the home. 

Though for five years at Carters she was a supervisor of a 

staff of between 25 and 35, when the factory went into receiver

ship Mr Carter asked her if she would make up 100 women's coats 

in her home, and. she was given a commercial machine for the 

job. After six weeks at home, Jeanette found a job with a 

tailoring firm. But, after five years away from machining, 

she was too.slow: 

The supervisor kept saying to me, "You'll have 
to go faster." Every day I got a different 
jacket, different style and different measure
ments. She was expecting me to be as fast as 
she'd been when she was a pocket machinist. So 
I walked off. 

She had been at home for two weeks, when she ~aw a department 

store advertising for someone to do dress alterations. "And 

· I'm not fussy on those either," Jeanette admitted,· llbut I 

thought I'll get this job. I'm sick of staying home." Although 

the position had been a full-time one, when Jeanette was taken 

on the hours had been reduced to four a day: "You know how 

Walkers are trying to save too. They're just about finished 

up," she explained. Jeanette was also told that the job might 

not be permanent, and after six weeks there, she found work 

in a small clothing factory. During .the first few weeks there 

she was a cutter, but she is now machining and supervising a 

staff of about 10. Though there was no other woman whose 
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experiences were as diverse as Jeanette's, each had something 

' .. h h l in common wit er. 

4. Women as Floating and Latent Workers 

I have argued so far that the jobs of clothing 

workers are frequently de-skilled and that the workers can 

move readily from one task to another within a factory or from 

·one job to another when they are laid off. I have also shown 

that they often fill semi-skilled and unskilled positions out

side the clothing industry. Dissatisfaction with the 

repetitive nature and pressure of machining work is a major 

reason for their high degree of job mobility, Lay offs are 

another cause of mobility, but married women, particularly those 

with children, leave mainly for domestic reasons. 

The work histories of the women. are like those of 

any floating and latent reserve army workers who comply with 

uneven capital accumulation by moving in and·out of unskilled 

and semi-skilled positions when required. Even though the 22 

women form too small a sample from which ~o generalise, that 

even in a period of recession 19 of the women had found employ

ment within 8 weeks of being laid off in mid 1978 suggests 

that they were acting in a floating role. The three who 

remained at home did so voluntarily. Jessie, who is 69, 

decided to retire. Pauline, 40, is a solo mother ~ho lives 

13 miles out of Christchurch and she decided to take a break 

from working. She then got a jo~ doing housework for five 

hours a week and began "taking in" sewing. Ruth, who is 23 

1while the number of children she had was greater than 
most of the others, and her experience of lay-offs was among 
the worst, her work history demonstrates the •points that have 
been made in the argument so far. 
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and married, did not intend to look for work again for several 

months. Pauline and Ruth appeared to be fulfilling the latent 

role of remaining out of employment voluntarily for some 

period of· time. 

5. Floating and Latent Roles: Why Women Comply 

Since the women interviewed expressed considerable 

dissatisfaction with the repetition and close supervision 

which characterise machining work, and were prepared to function 

as a reserve for other unskilled jobs, in this section I 

explore the reasons for their compliance. I'show from the 

interview data that the reasons relate to the sexual division 

of labour in the family and to the socialisation of men and 

women into distinctive sex-roles. 

All 22 clothing workers subscribed to the view that 

as women they had special responsibilities for housework and 

1 child care. While men were the breadwinners, women were 

responsible for having the children,. remaining.with.them until 

they went to school, and being at home when they returned each. 

afternoon. Housework was the responsibility of the woman, 

while the man's domestic work was "outside" in the garden. 

The extent to which there was in practice, either a rigid 

separation of male and female roles or a blurring of this 

division of labour varied. What was significant was that 

whether she was in paid employment or not each woman saw the 

primary responsibility for child-rearing and housework as "he.rs". 

1This was consistent with current research in New Zealand, 
see Rosemary Novitz, "Marital and Familial Roles in New · 
Zealand: The Challenge of the Women's Liberation Movement"~ 
in Families in New Zealand Society ed: Peggy G. Koopman-Boyden 
(Wellington: Methuen,1978), pp. 71~86. 
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(a) Sexual Division of Labour in the family 

The interviews suggested that a major reason why 

women enter reserve army positions in the ciothing trade 

relates to their primary role as a wife and a mother. Younger 

women who have not married or had children have expectations 

of doing so, and older women re-enter employment after a 

period of latency fulfilling this primary role. 

Younger Women 

Girls who view marriage and having children as the~r 

intended "career" are ready to choose machining as a "stop

gap" between school and the home. The following conversation 

with Rosslyn, although revealing some ambivalence, clearly 

illustrates the primary commitment to the "home role" implicit 

in all the conversations of the younger machinists. The 

interview had begun with general routine questions about her 

marital status, the age at which she left sch6ol, ·and whether 

she had school certificate or any trade qualifications. Her. 

first job had been at·carters Clothing Factory, and ~he was 

asked why she went there. Her reply is worth quoting fully as 

it shows how future expectations about her role in child

bearing and rearing limit those related to workforce partici-

pation. [Rosslyn, who is 20, has a regular boyfriend, but 

lives with her sister, her brother-in-law, and her brother]. 

A: Well, I applied for the job after seeing it 
in the paper. I've been sewing in factories 
in the school holidays. I actually like 
sewing. I sew all my own clothes. I still 
don't know what I want to do. My last school 
holiday job was sewing. I didn't like it 
there. It got boring [she stayed only two 
weeksJ. Same thing all the time, and so I 
thought "when I leave school I won't be going 
back into a factory" [LAUGHJ But I did! Mind 
you, it was just a-thing [the determination 
not to go back into a clothing factory]. I 



. still· don't know what I want -.to do •with my 
life. I don't think I want a career because 
I find a lot of people once they have ·got all 
their degrees (sic} School Cert, U.E. and go 
to Varsity,and all of a sudden they meet some 
nice guy and they get married and they probably 
end up having kids. 

You see, this is what happened to my mother. 
She was a fully qualified nurse. After she met 
Dad they got married, and then they had us. 
Wel 1, that's where Mum's career' s. just gone 
right down the drain. And I've seen a lot of 
people like that. Well to me, as far a~ a 
woman's concerned; unless she doesn-'t want to 
get married until 29 or 30, when she's got her 
career and can carry it on because she's had. 
all that experience, she wouldn't want that to 
go down the drain. As far as I'm.concerned, 

·1 really don't want a career. 

Q: Will you get married soon? How do you see 
yourself in [she broke inJ 
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A: Well most girls round 20 years think "in the 
next two to three years I sho.uld be married then 
have kids a couple of years later" but that's 
not for me. I have thought about it CPAUSEJ 
but I'm just not that sort of a girl. I just 
live from day to day, just to see how it goes. 

Q: Would you see yourself getting married at 29 
or [she broke inJ 

A: No. It.could all ·change, just like that. My 
guy could just ask me tomorrow "Would you marry 
me?" and I'd probably go "Yes!". So everything's 
just blown up then .... 

Mum didn't like it at first [Rosslyn going into 
a factoiyJ. Well my sister is a nurse and my 
brother's doing U.E. But I'm different. I'm 
pretty easy going; I can see Mum's point Chere 
she imitates her mother]: "I want my children 
to have a career." I said "I'm not going to 
stay there. It's just a job Mum!" 

Women With Children 

The work-histories of the women reveal that those 

whose children are all at school, or being cared for by relatives 

oi neighbours, are latent reserve wcirkers. · They will provide. 

labour for occupations in the clothing and related trades, and 

also for casual and temporary jobs as outworkers, domestics 
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and office cleaners. 

Of course latent workers are not invariably absorbed. 

Those who want work will only be drawn into the workforce 

during an expansionary phase of a trade cycle, or if they can 

compete succe~sfully with floating workers for available jobs. 

During a deeper recession women from the latent pool are both 

less and more likely to seek work. Knowledge of widespread 

unemployment may in itself discourage them from actively looking 

for jobs. For example, Pauline's decision to remain in the 

home after leaving Carters1 was clearly influenced by the 

current recession. She herself commented that she was "not 

one of these ones [clothing workers] to go looking until I 

feel sure of something myself. If something came up I'd have 

taken it." However, a latent worker may be forced to try to 

get a job if her husband'.s real wage declines. 

·As Jeanette's work history illustrates, when women 

act as a latent reserve for clothing and related industri~s, 

and for casual and temporary jobs, they may accept ·jobs which 

involve significantly lower skills, wages and working conditions 

from those enjoyed prior to their period of child-rearing. 

Their willingness to do so agairi relates to the family division 

of labour based on sex and its associated ideology. 

The interviews suggest that women with children 

constitute a source of labour prepared to enter the workforce 

fbr one or more of three main reasons. First, the child~ 

rearing role takes women out of the workforce typically in 

their early or mid~20's. 2 · While their.children are of pre-

1 Referred to above, p.49. 

2 f 1 ' h. See, or examp e Rite .le, 
Rearing Patterns in New Zealand 
1970). 

Jane and Ritchie, James. Child 
(Wellington: A.H. & A.W. Reed, 
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school age, ideological and practical reasons usually prevent 

them from working .. Limited and expensive child-care 

facilities, together with the view that, as Judy put it, 11 a 

woman's place i.s obviously in the home", means that women 

usually remain out of full or part-time work until their last 

child reaches five. Responsibility for housework invariably 

accompanies the child-rearing role. With all her children at 

school, a woman is left with the housework to fill the main 

part of the day. An empty house and the boredom of routine 

household chores leave some women lonely and depressed. Seven 

of the eight women, with children volunteered this as an 

explanation for seeking a job. Even though Mary's husband 

11 doesn't believe ;in women working", she had got to the stage 

where she could not stay home anq "not work": 

I'm bored. I'm bored to tears. I can get my 
work [housework] done·, you know, when I'm not 
working [either in a job, or doing outwork] and 
I just sit round and I get real ratty at myself 
and some days [PAUSEJ I get real ratty and 
everyone [PAUSEJ Stalk round the place, do things 
that have been done about a thousand times. No. 
I don't like not working. I don't know how these 
women can stay home all day and not work. I 
honestly don't. I think it'd be.so boring. 
have to have a lot of money to stay home [to 
able to do things which would get her out of 
home J. 

You'd 
be 
the 

Second, a married woman with children will also try 

to find work if her husband's wage is insufficient to meet the 

family's subsistence needs. Francine, who is now 43, took on 

a job cleaning offices between 6 and 9 each night when her 

children were aged 13, 12, 10, 8 and 6. It gave the family 

that little bit of extra money they needed, she explained. 

With five children, they were only able to get "the bare 

essentials" on one wage. 

Third, since latent workers with children are at a 
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clisadvantage because of their child-rearing role, the1 may 

be forced to accept a drop in job satisfaction. As they are 

still responsible for child-care, they need to be home when · 

the children return after school. This limits the hours they 

cafi work and the distance they can travel. Possible illness 

of children or the problem of school holidays are also import

ant .considerations; As Francine had spent two and a half 

years' nursing b~fore she married,the way in which she 

described her job at a small suburban clothing factory i~ 

particularly revealing. The factory employed a staff of about 

20, mostly local women working part-time. Francine stayed 

there six and a half years. 

Q: After the cleaning job [cleaning offices 
between 6 and 9 p.m.J what did you do then? 

A: I thought, oh well I'll go for a job as a 
machinist and try this out. Nine to three, 
pirt-time~ It's the best job I've evei had. 
I stayed there for years and years and 
yeal'.'s. 

Q: Did you? [to prompt her to continue]. 

A: Well really, as·far as a job when you've got 
a family goes. The children could ring me. 
at work and say "I'm home from school and 
don't feel very well", and I could just come 
home. 

Or; if they got up sick I could just ring and 
say "John is sick, I'm not coming in today." 

I had the school holidays qff, and if I was feeling 
tired I could take a month off, a few weeks, 
or a week or something and I. could go back 
down: "Have you got a job for me?" and they 
would say: "You can start now if you like!" 
So it was a really good job. They were pretty 
good to their women, many of them were part-
time like me. 

We had to work really hard when we were there. 
Every garment had a time on it arid you were 
expected to keep to it. 

For Francine, the criteria that defined a good job, the "best 
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job CsheJ has.ever had", related not to herowrt: feelings about 

how hard she had to work or the times, but entirely to her· 

family commitments. This was in marked contrast to the 

comments of the women without younger children. For example, 

at a later stage in the interview, Francine explained that 

she had left that suburban factory to have a hysterectomy. 

After a nine months' break, she found work at Carters as an 

examiner, because: 

I thought I didn't want to go back to machining. 
It's pretty heavy work. You're on the go all 
the time. You either CPAUSEJ ,you pressurise 
yourself to make a bonus, or you're pushed to 
make. your time on the garment. One way or 
another you've always got to keep very· busy. 

This is how Fr·ancine described what she had earlier said was 

a "good job", the 11 best CsheJ had ever had. 11 

Movements .out of Jobs: Compliance with Floating and Latent Roles 

The reasons why women seem to be prepared to move 

into jobs which are frequently tedious and repetitive, and 

which are often done under pressure are closely related to their 

readiness to move out when made redundant. Both movements are 

intimately related to the sexual division of labour in the 

family. To explain the latter (the movement out) it is useful 

to emphasise the distinction between the floating and the 

latent roles of women workers. To comply with the floating role 

constitutes a willingness to move out of one job into another. 

The latent role, however, implies a readiness to leave a job 

and to remain out of the workforce for a considerable period of 

time. 

The interviews suggest that the high rate of turnover 

in predominantly female occupations or industries results from 

a greater willingness of women to accept the idea of leaving. 
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one job and entering another. It would, however, be wrong 

to see this as implying that all. the women interviewed .were 

happy to be laid off from Carters, or anywhere else .. On the 

contrary, a high proportion expressed strong feelings about 

having to leave Carters. The factory had a pleasant work 

atmosphere, and most women spoke very warmly of.the super~ 

visor. The times set for garments were, until the last few 

months, sufficient to allow most women to work at a reasonable 

pace to make their wages, and for some to make good bonuses. 

NPvPr~h~lPRR, i~ appears that since women are used to seeing 

other staff come and go, they quickly adjust when they are 

themselves affected and begin looking for other jobs. Those 

interviewed spoke of the coming and going of staff in different 

factories. According to Sandra "there were people laying off 

and starting 'every week' more towards the end", at Carters. 

Management in the different factories appeared to lay off 

the slowest or otherwise unsatisfactory .workers1 and as I 

have argued, in factories where the proportion of females is 

high, workers are continually leaving to have children, because 

of qo:mestic problems, and to move to other centres as required 

by their husband's jobs. 

The norm of high rates of turnover in th~ clothing 

industry is one factor which partly explains the compliance of 

all women in playing the floating role. But married women, 

particularly after periods as a latentworker,seem less likely 

to fight threats of redundancy because their work role is 

"secondary", which is a further reason why they comply. Since 

the husband is defined as the breadwinner, they feel they have 

1This is discussed in Chapter Four. 
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a male to support them, and are therefore more likely to accept 

a redundancy. Whether they choose to become part of the latent 

reserve or attempt to remain floating workers will depend on· 

the salience of the other factors discussed above. If their 

wage is vital, for example, they will still actively look for 

jobs. A question about registering at the Labour Department 

received an interesting response from Naomi, which illustrates 

how some married women may view thei~ work role. She had 

just been talking about being fired from the machining job she 

han,rlfrAr being laid off from Carters. After that happened, 

she said, she had "just given up", and didn't even bother to 

look for another job. When asked whether she had registered 

at the Labour Department, she replied that she had not, and 

explained her reason. 

I didn't see any use. I had an old man to 
keep me. I don't like doing the young girls 
out of jobs. If one comes up I'll apply. If 
I don't get it, I don't get it. If I do, I 
do. 

The union guy told us to go [to the Labour 
Department] when we were made redundant and 
I says, oh, I got Steve Cher husband]. I 
didn't like to go there. You know, married 
women going on the unemployed [laughter]. 
That's what tickled me pink. It quite tickled 
me. It just seems so funny. What was the use 
registering, while he's working? 

The interview data suggested a third main reason 

why women might be willing to act as latent workers. Married 

women who are made redundant have the alternative role of house

wife to which they can return. They may be more than willing 

to pursue this role full-time precisely because they have had 

to cope with both housework and a full-time or part-time job 

simultaneously. Women with children of course have child-care 

responsibilities_ to add to the housework. (Again, the extent 
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to ~hich this affects their willingness to go into the latent 

reserve depends upon the factors discussed above.) Even for 

those women who want to remain floating workers, the-temporary 

period of unemployment can be a welcome respite. Naomi's 

comment is revealing: cshe explained that she left her job on 

the West Coast to come to Christchurch on her husband's job 

transfer, and she went onJ 

I was here about a fortnight. I went to Walkers 
but they weren't putting anyone on so I thought, 
oh, I'll have a rest. So I had a rest CPAUSEJ 
Oh I didn't have a bit of a rest,I got all the 
work done Cin the homeJ. 

It is important to stress, however, that what emerged 

from the data was that the women saw housework as their 

responsibility (their husbands concurred) and they believed 

their husbands were not competent to handle the work. In only 

three relationships was there clear evidence that the men used 

their authority in the household to ensure that the work was 

done by their wives. The following comment from Naomi illus

trates how women automatically assume domestic responsibilities. 

She was talking about her husband's shift work. 

Sometimes he has to leave at twenty to one in 
the morning. That wears me out. When he gets 
up at half past 12 I've got to get up to him 
and give him a cup of coffee and things like 
that. Then I go back to bed. When I go back 
to bed half the time I can't go back to sleep. 
Then I'm buggered for work in the morning. 

Q: Why do you get up to him? 

A: Well now and again he likes a drink before 
he goes to work. [emphasis added.J 

Robyn's comments are characteristic of the attitude 

of many of the women about men's ability to do household chores: 

I prefer to do [things like ironing and vacuuming] 
that anyway [PAUSE] 'cos CPAUSEJ 

Q: Why is that? 



A: I dunno. ·cos then I know what I'm doing. 
'Cos you know what men are like, they have 
a bath, they ... Dave's towel stays on the 
floor. Sox, dirty mechanical sox that stink 
Cher husband is a mechanic]. You can't . 
you've got to put those out. They don't 
think of that, and you do it yourself and 
then you know it's done, and at the same time 
.it doesn't take half the time. Like Steve 
did the washing one day. This is when I was 
sick [newly pregnant]. The mess out there. 
Heavens. _He'd moved everything-around. Sox 
at one end and the rest of the sox down· the 
other· end [of the laundrYJ and shirts and good 
things Call mixed up together]. Greasy work 
trousers with work shirts, which are not dirty 
[greasy] ... 

(b) Sewing as a Female Domestic Skill 
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I have argued that for a variety of reasons the sexual 

division of labour in the family can explain a great deal about 

women's compliance with movements into and out of semi-skilled 

and unskilled jobs. Based on the int~rview data, yo0ng women 

also seem ~repared to act as floating workers for the clothing 

trade in particular, since sewing the family's clothes is one 

nf the tasks or skills associated with housework and child

rearing. Teen~ge girls leaving school firs£ enter jobs like 

sewing partly because they have received some training in 

the subject at school. However, even if they received little 

formal training, they will have acquired the basic skills 

because their mothers had sewn at home or were machinists, 

and they have an interest in clothes. The women interviewed 

were not asked standard qu~stions directly related to these 

ways in which they learned to sew. Yet of the 12 machinists 

under 26 1 11 mentioned that they had gone into sewing for either 

one or usually a combination of these different reasons. 

1Thirteen of the women in the sample were under 26. One, 
Ruth, had not worked as a machinist. 
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Jennifer's background was ~ypical. At primary school she had 

been taught needlework, and at intermediate school learnt to 

use a sewing machine. She sewed all her own clothes at home, 

and had even done overlocking on a school-holiday job. 

Kim, on the other hand, was not keen on the idea of 

sewing as an occupation, but she was unable to get an office 

job. Because she sewed and liked clothes, the clothing trade 

became the only, and logical, alternative. 

Once women have gone into machining, they are 

obviously more likely to re-enter the same work after being 

made redundant or after leaving through dislike of the job. 

Seven of the 12 younger women mentioned that at different times 

in their working lives they had wanted to get out, but that .it 

was "the only thing I knew how to do". Belinda said that after 

she was laid off from Carters, "I swore black and blue I 

wasn't goin•g back into sewing but I ended up at Snowclothes 

fa small clothing firm making ski jackets]." Jennifer left 

her fifth machining job because, 

I didn't like the whole system [at the factory]. 
It just di~n't appeal to me. Actually. the whole 
sewing system still doesn't [six and a half 
years later] but I'm still at it because I don't 
know what else to do. 

For similar reasons latent workers will also re-enter the 

clothing trade when they return to the workforce. 

(c) Traditional Relations Between the Sexes 

Since the husband's role as breadwinner is a potential 

source of power over family finances, married women may 

re-enter employment to regain some measure of financial 

independence. However, the 22 interviews revealed that this 

control appeared to have been exercised explicitly in only two 



62 

relationships, Francine's and Jeanette's. Both are older 

women who have ha_d periods of absence from the workforce for 

child-bearing and -rearing. In both cases it was apparent 

that they sought work partly to maintain this independence. 

Of all the women interviewed, Francine's relationship was the 

one in which the distinction between sex-roles was the sharpest. 

The following conversation suggests that her wage was not only 

a source of financial independence, but that Francine also 

saw it as giving her control over her own life, because she 

was no longer dependent her husband for support: 

It's nice to think when you're working when 
you're up town and you see something you say 
"I'll buy that". You don't have to ask anybody 
you just buy it. Whereas before you probably 
feel you should ask your husband if you could 
have that or something. But when it's your 
money you just buy something or don't buy some
thing. You feel more independent, this is 
basically CPAUSEJ and I enjoy it. I think most 
women £eel that though, that work themselves. 
And I think in the main they don't do anything 
different really, it's just the odd time [PAUSE], 
It's just a nice feeling that you don't really 
have to ask anybody. You can do what you like 
or you can manage on your own I think. 

That's another thing, with the wages, like now 
with Equal Pay with the jobs, you feel you could 
support yourself. You don't really have to do 
that because you could go and support yourself 
and go and cope with everything. [PAUSE] Not 
that you probably would do that. It's the.re, 
you could do it. Not bound to stay in one 
circumstance that you perhaps [PAUSE] if you're 
not happy with it you could change it if you 
really wanted to. 

Although, as I argue in the next chapter, working 

women's dependence on their husbands for part of their subsis

tence allows capital to pay them wages below the.value of labour 

power, this depenctence is also the material basis of their 

husbands' power over them. However, to the extent that both 

come to make equal contributions to family subsistence, 
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Jeanette's desire for independence at home also has a material 

basis which makes this possible to achieve. 

6. Conclusion 

In this chapter I have shown how a growing division 

of labour progressively deskills the work of machinists in the 

clothing industry. Since the increasing breakdown of garment 

manufacture into smaller and smaller tasks is combined with a 

meticulously worked-out bonus system, management has considerable 

scope for regulating the speed of work. Having concentrated 

on how a more intense labour process affects job satisfaction, 

I show in the next chapter how it can be used to raise the 

rate of surplus value. Both are affected by the close super

vision which accompanies the bonus system. 

I ha~e also argued that the more their jobs are de

skilled, the easier it is for clothing workers to move from 

one task to,another within a factory or to other unskilled jobs 

jn the clothing or other-industries. The wbrk histories of. 

the interviewed women revealed a remarkable preparedness to 

float in and out of positions which uneven accumulation creates 

and destroys. Their role in the family suits them perfectly 

to move from the floating to the latent reserves,and back 

again. 

It is therefore in the sexual division 0£ labour 

that I located the link between capital's fluctuating demand 

for workers and women's willingness to adjust their supply to 

it. Only a small proportion of the jobs the interviewed 

women left had actually been made.redundant, while most move

ments of married women with children were directly related t.o 

their family situations. Capital is therefore frequently not 
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even faced with the need to lay workers off when its demand 

for labour falls, buf can simply terminate the jobs vacated 

by women who return to the latent reserve. 

The fact that in no case during her working life 

where a woman actively looked for a job did it take her longer 

than eight weeks to find one suggests that a·reserve army 

functions quite differently from what has usually been believed. 

Since most of the women suffered virtually no unwanted unemploy

ment, it is quite inappropriate to see them as a reserve which 

is absorbed during booms and discharged during recessions. 

Thei~ primary function seems to have been as a floating r~serve, 

which I show in the next chapter has as one of its major 

functions to facilitate a rise in the rate of exploitation. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

RAISING THE RATE OF EXPLOITATION: 

WHY WOMEN COMPLY 

1. Introduction 

In this chapter I show how absolute and relative 

surplus value can be increased in a period of recession, and 

why women comply with the strategies capital uses. I argue 

that a major reason in the clothing industry is the prepared

ness of a floating and latent female reserve to ·enter semi

skilled and unskilled machining jobs, since knowledge of the 

reserve's existence compels those in employment to submit to 

the different measures adopted by management. However, 

women also comply for reasons which relate to the sexual 

division of labour and the socialisation of men and women 

into distinctive sex-roles. 

The argument draws entirely on the work experiences 

of the interviewed machinists, and many of the mechanisms for 

increasing surplus value are probably peculiar to the clothing 

lrade. Nevertheless, it suggests that one reserve army role 

working women play during a recession is to intensify their

work-effort and submit to wage-cuts and lay-offs without 

resistance. 

I have shown how profits can be raised by maximising 

the difference between the value of labour power and the value 

that labour power can create. The clothing trade is labour

intensive, and, by definition, technologically. "backward". 

Although some productivity gains can be made by increased 
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heavily on int~nsifying the labour process, and lowering 

1 lnbour costs. Increasing the intensity of work raises 
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a.bsolute surplus· value, while reducing wage costs increases 

relative surplus value. 

It seems that the recent recession in the clothing 

trade, in which many factories have closed down or retrenched 

2 
staff, has resulted from a combination of a variety of 

factors, the details of which are not relevant to this study.' 

They relate to.the worldwide recession and how New Zealand 

capitalism in general has been affected by it, although there 

are some factors that have affected the clothing industry more 

than other industries, such as the growth Df textile 

manufacturing in low wage countries in Asia ~nd the introduction 

of equal pay in New Zealand in 1975. 

To cope with this recession, clothing firms must 

attempt to raise the rate of surplus value in order to counter 

declining profitability and stave off bankruptcy. This can.be 

done, first, by increasing absolute surplus value, or output. 

per hour, through intensifying the labour process. In the 

clothing industry strategies to increase output include 

i) basing wages on output, that is, piece-wages; and ii) 

strict supeivision and discipline. Second, wage costs can be 

cut by resisting wage demands and by laying off the least 

1 See Marx, op. cit., Vol. 1, ch. 15, section 3c. 

2For example, an official of the Clothing Workers' Union 
revealed that in the Canterbury area from January 1977 -
January 1979 there were approximately 520 redundancies, and 
32 factories or workrooms closed down. Membership of the 
union, which covers Canterbury, Westland, Nelson and Marlborough, 
dropped from 3,503 to 2,835 during the same period. Canterbury 
membership loss.was estimated at 550 by one union official. 
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productive workers. In this way relative surplus value can 

be increased. 

2. Increasing Absolute Surplus Value • 

(a) Bonus System 

The greatest potential for increasing the rate of 

exploitation in the clothing industry lies in the bonus 

system. 1 The conversations with the 21 women who had worked 

as machinists confirmed its salience. Ostensibly, a bonus i$ 

paid as a reward for the more highly-skilled employees, and 

for thos~ who are prepared to work hard. Times 2 for each 

task represent employers'· expectations of a "reasonable" speed 

of work,· and what is completed in less time is paid a bonus. 

This method of wage payment increasei output in several ways. 

The possibility of making a bonus spurs machinists 

into increasing output per hour. Its effectiveness as an 

incentive depends on how far the women are motivated to make 

higher wages, and on whether the times or prices for each task 

make the bonus a realistic goal. Jennifer, who was a fast 

machinist, was paying off a mortgage, and money was extremely 

important to her. So long as the prices at Carters were 

11 good 11 ,
3 she was making half her wages again in bonuses. They 

were, according to Jennifer, "what the girls look for. Well, 

why put out twice as much for an ordinary flat rate of pay?" 

The following comments from Clare, a slower machinist, 

illustrate how the possibility of making a bonus spurred her 

1This is discussed on p.36. 

2 h · · ' 1 t Ort eir price equiva ens. 

3 . 
The change in prices during the six months before 

Carters closed down are discussed below (see pp. 74ff.) • 



to work faster; 

You knew when you got your work whether you could· 
make a bonus on it and you'd go faster. If you 
<Jot other jobs, you knew you could work really.hard 
and you wouldn't make one, so you didn't bother 
trying. You had a price for each thing that you 
did. Some of the prices were too high, some were 
too low. You soon got to know. You timed yourself 
and work out how much you'd have to earn in an hour 
and work out if you'd made above your hourly rate, 
and if you had, you'd keep on going faster. 
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ClBarly, the effective operation of a bon0s system raises 

absolute surplus Yalue. Although employers must pay more out 

in wages., the increased output more than compensates. 

The bonus system not only offers incentives to 

increase speed. It encourages competition between the machinists 

who pace each other sometimes in a spirit of fun, but more often 

of jealousy. Caroline, for example, recalled how as an over

locker at Carters 

we lla_d to make nearly $20 a day. So Jennifer [the 
overlocker sitting beside herJ would set herself a 
target of $30. I would try and make $25 and she 
used to encourage me. "How much have you done?" 
So I used to work it out. "Oh, come on you've got 
to go a bit faster than that!" So I'd get stuck 
into it again. Go mad. 

,1'cs sie, the 6 9-year-old machinist, spoke of "jealousies" among 

the girls at Carters, and' then added, 

You might find in every place that you work, there 
might be a bit of jealousy. Well you do find that 
everywhere. "Oh look what she's got. Make more 
money on that than what I've got." 

The following incident demonstrates how such jealousy over 

wages serves to increase output. Jennifer was boasting of.the 

biggest bonus she had made in one week at Carters, $78. On 

one day that week she had made up 111 pairs of women's 

trousers. She described what she did: 

They were contour waist trous~rs. They had a plain 
waistband, wide band at the back and two separate 
parts at the front. You had to join the seams up 



on those and overlock the edges. Trousers, four 
legs If our seams J. Over lock the·. fly. You joined 
your front - the wee gusset part. You joined 
your back, then you joined your outside legs and 
the inside legs and overlocked the bottom. 

Then she went on to explain that 

the ladies that used to do my same job just 
didn't believe I could put out so much work. 
[That dayJ I knew this lady was pacing me. So 
just to annoy her I decided to go a little bit 
faster, and was I buggered by the time the day. 
was finished-. -
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Later that day, questions were raised about the number she had 

done: 

The older lady had put word into the supervisor 
that .I was putting down more than I'd done. The 
work had to be checked. 

Q: Why do you think she did that? 

A: It's really just jealousy. They can't put 
out what you can and when you go home with a 
big fat pay-packet and they go home with 
half that .. 

The amount of work and the time taken by each 

machinist is monitored weekly, ostensibly in order to calculate 

bonuses, but its effect is ·to raise output. The actual details 

of how work-output is recorded varies from factory to factory. 

Typically, .the women themselves note the price they are given 

when they are allocated a particular bundle of work. They 

divide their minimum weekly wage by five. This daily wage is 

then divided by the price given each particular piece in the 

bundle. From this the women can determine the number of 

poc~ets, belts or garments they are required to produce in 

eight hours to make the day's wages. The same principle 

applies when the calculation is based on time rather than oh 

price. At the end of the day, the supervisor or boss also 

ch8cks the work done by each machinist, and a record is kept. 

for comparison. At the end of the week, machinists and 
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management have a record of the amount of work that each 

woman has done, calculated in terms of the weekly wage .. If 

a ·machinist makes $20 over her wage, for example, she will be 

paid a $20 bonus. If she is $20 down, she must still be paid 

the award rate, but this "failure" has important implications 

as a potential means of increasing work speed. 

First, to make their wages, machinists must work at 

a pa.ce determined by the times or prices set by management, 
' . ' 

and most of the wo~en seemed to accept them as a norm for 

"doing a £,air day's work". Cheryl, who had been able to make 

a bonus before corning to carters, said she used-to worry when 

she was there about never making one. She was asked, 

Q: If times were hard I guess you felt you were 
working under pressure? 

A: Only under my own pressure really, because I 
felt that reallyI should be earning my wage. 

Olive was comparing her current job with the one at Carters, 

and pointed out that she could not make a bonus as oft~n. 

She added, "All the women say, 'Oh, if I don't earn my wages 

it worries me sick.'" Olive, however, was able to assess her 

worth_ ~gairist her own standards. 

I've always said, "I do my best. If they're not 
satisfied they can sack rne,Idon't care." Because 
if you're a good machinist you can get a job 
anywhere. 

However, although bonuses. "never really worried" Clare, she 

would "always do a fair day's work . 

LherJ wages." 

[andJ try to make 

Second, because the women's work is recorded, a boss 

or supervisor knows when.any machinist is down on her wages. 

Being told that she is so many dollars down makes a machinist 

feel uncomfortable, not to mention guilty or resentful. She 
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will try to .avoid being placed in such a position again, and 

will atteml?t to increase her speed to complete the required 

output. Carters, for example, made its machinists record the 

· work they did each· day in notebooks · whic·h· were collected once 

a week. The following conversation with Judy illustrates how 

the notebook system worked. She had just been asked if there 

were .any things she disliked about the job she went to after 

leaving Carters. 

A: It's not so bad at Canterbury's because you 
haven't got the pressure you used to have at 
Carters.l There was the big worry on the 
Tuesday. They used to collect your books in 
an.d if you didn't make your time they used 
to come out and give you a little talking to. 

Q: Did they? 

A: Well, if you were too far down [PAUSEJ see 
they would work it out, if you were $10 down 
they'd write it "Minus $10". Mrs carter would 
write it in. And they would not write when 
y'ou made a bonus . • . 

Q: What did it make you feel like? 

A: Very guilty, because you see they were paying 
you a full wage .whether you wer.e $20 down, and 
they paid you that, and they.obviously made you 
feel it by putting this in your book. I mean, 
I didn't think there was any need for it .. Well, 
the majority of us knew whether· we'd made it or 
not. [PAUSEJ But it was a big thing these 
books .. ·· They seeni to have them in every ,place. 

Later in the interview Judy referred again to the notebooks: 

Those books they kept. It was so tight the system 
there. TheyYDuld count CPAUSEJ you'd write it in 
your book, then they would count it, almost calling 
you a liar,. then would write it down themselves 
and check that off with the other one. They had a 
big card on the office wall on.who made it [their 

1 . 
Canterbury's, where Judy currently works does not operate 

a bonus system, because it produces higher-priced "fashion" 
garments in a variety of styles. Times are only roughly 
calculated, and there is apparently greater concern with the· 
quality of the work than with its speed. 



wageJ and who didn't make it. We weren't never 
allowed to see it, though when you went in the 
office the odd time you used to see it. They 
used to check up on everyone. 
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In an earlier interview, Ida had been explaining the· bonus. 

system at Carters when she suddeniy spoke of a book she had 

with "all [herJ bonus results in." She went on; 

and where I havenit made my wages, CPAUSEJ where 
they used to lose their staff was, we ~11 were 
treated like babies. We all had .a time book and 
we had to book in our work, and when we got it 
back they'd have it in big writing across the 
bottom: in red.letters - sometimes it.'d be in 
red letters - how much you were down in your 
wages for the week. I remember one day there I
think I was about two cents down in my wages, 
and so they wrote it in me book, so I got so mad. 

As a complement to the bonus system as well as to 

ensure its proper functioning, most factories have some form 

of direct supervision on the shop floor. Factories with a 

staff of around 30 tend to have one fe~ale supervisor and her 

assistant,· while the larger factories wili have several 

female supervisors. In smaller ones and work-rooms, the boss 

may directly supervise the work process. Supervisory staff 

are concerned with allocating work to different machinists, 

assisting them when they are having_difficulties with their 

work, but generally keeping up the flow of work round the 

factory floor. They also check that the women are not wasting 

unnecessary time chatting, but are working at a steady pace. 

Supervisors or bosses also clock machinists with stop-watches 

when setting times for different tasks. They may even time 

various machinists at ranqom as a check on their speed. 

(b) Limits to the Bonus System 

' · Although the bonus system provides a variety of 

mechanisms to intensify the machinists' work and to raise the 
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rate of surplus value, there are limits to its ability to do 

this. Union representatives can be c~lled in if the price or 

time £or. any task is cut, and, more importantly, machinists 

will leave for easier jobs if pus~ed too hard .. Factories 

gain reputations for being too tough, and floating workers 

quickly learn through the informal social network which ones 

they .should avoid. Particularly in boom periods when laboi..1r 

might be scarce, these limits can be very real. 

However, should a recession hit the industry, the 

least competitive firms might have to lay off workers to cut 

labour .costs, and some factories might be forced to close 

down, laying off large numbers of workers. If the recession 

becomes more general and widespread unemployment occurs, a 

floating and latent reserve of women will be prepared to fill 

· the unskilled and semi-skilled jobs in the remaining cloth{ng 

firms a~ well as in other industries. In this situation 

particular forms of work intensification can occur which over

come some of the limits usually operating on the bonus system. 

Seventeen of the 21 machinists .volunteered information that 

suggested, explicitly or implicitly, marked variations in the 

pace of work they had each experienced in their various jobs, 

and these variations correlated broadly with references they 

made to changing economic circumstances within the firm and 
. 1 

in the industry generally. 

(c) · Stretching the Limits 

Theoretically, an employer c·annot cut the times 

l h ' . ' f ' T ere were exceptions, Francine, in re erring to a 
factory from which she had been laid off, commented that "their 
times were a lot better than some of the other places." 



74 

allocated to the specified operations in the manufacture of a 

particular style of garment. However, times are manipulated 

in such a way as to do jbst this. Three different strategies 

were referred to by.the women. 

Times are cut back 

Th~ first involves changing the style of a garment 

·stightly and then giving it a lower price. During the inter-· 

views, reference was made a number of times to the.way Carters 

had "cut their times towards the end". Olive explained how 

this had been done. She was speaking about_ the unpleasant work 

atmosphere at the factory where she was -currently woiking. 

At Carters, however; "you could have a bit of a joke and_ that 

amongst yourselves. If the atmosphere's better."· Then she 

added, 

It was just when the atmosphere really started 
to change the girls thought "Ah·well, to hell if 
they're going to drive us like this" CPAUSEJ. 

Q: And did it change? 

A: Yes, I think it did, and they had all this 
worry of'. the piace falling through, and probably 
the girls suffered at their expense, but CPAUSEJ. 

Q: What, they started to CPAUSEJ? 

A: Yes, put the screws on us and all that sort 
of thing. Before Christmas it started. 

Q: Were you ever aware that they cut your times? 

A: Oh yes, they did, but where we. couldn't do 
anything about it was they changed the style 
a:bit. To do ~ohair coats, 1 $1.69. Sometime 
after that we did a coat, $1.40 something, only 
changed in the slightest way, and the price was 
lower, but we couldn't do- a thing about that 
because that was a new style. It might have 

•been a different pocket, CPAUSEJ 

1The coats were "three-quarter" length. 



Q: And the coat would take .the same muount of 
time? 

A: More or less. the same s-ort of coat but just 
changed a little bit. Barbara [Olive's fr{end 
who had been assistant supervisor at the timeJ 
she had lots of arguments-about it with them 
[the Carters]. 
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The following comments from C.aroline and Ida suggest 

the extent of the intensification of their work in that 

factory. Jennifer, the machinist to whom Caroline refers, 

was one of the fastest at Carters (during her interview she 

had spoken of "nearly doubiing her wage·s" on one or two 

. occasions) . 

All the old prices, every time we got a wage rise, 
they'd be stepped up so much percent. The things 
they'd been doing for years had a really good price 
ori them. But as it got to the end the prices got 
lower and 1,ower and it got harder and harder to 
make your wages, and everi Jennifer sometimes 
couldn't make her wages,·and sometimes you'd be 
$20 down ..• 

Ida began working at Carters when the factory started production 

about five years ago. She was very proud of her ability to 

make a bonus, and commented that she had "never missed a week". 

She then corrected herself. 

Down at Carters I used.to be one of the biggest 
bonus-makers there when we were on very small 
wages. But when all these big wagesl come up, 
oh, I could still make one, but not every week. 

Some weeks there towards the end, I didn't make 
me pay. 

She explained why. 

Their work was CPAUSEJ they cut their [PAUSE] 
well, girls that used to make the big bonuses 
they said· "Oh, blow this p~ace they're making 
it too tough 11 , and they were. Their times were 
too hard to try and make your wages you know. 
You couldn't even make your wages half the time. 

1The reference to "these big wages" is assumed to be the 
wage increases following the introduction of equal pay in 1975. 
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Similar pressures to increase work output were 

employed in other firms in financial difficulties. Sandra, 

for example, prefaced her answer to a question about. what she. 

had done in her second job with the comment, ''It was a leather 

place. They've gone down'' (she meant since she ~as working 

there). When asked why she had left, she replied: 

They made you work really fast. You had to 
do your work and that was it. Times [set 
by the bossJ were hard. It was difficult. 

U~ing the fastest machinist as a basis for setting 

times was the second way in which the pace of work could be 

intensified. Three of the women volunteered information 

about.this. Caroline put it ~his way, 

It wasn't fair the way they [Carters] used to 
work out the prices. The old stuff that they'd 
been doing for years the prices were good, but 
the new stuff they used to give Rose to do, and 
she is the fastest machinist I have ever seen. 
She is incredible. I've never seen anyone like 
her. She is just so fast, and she'd do a garment 
and they'd time her and of course then they'd 
expect us to do the same. And if we couldn't 
all keep up with it then they'd come and time 
Jennifer who was faster than us again, and they 
used to say, "Well if she can do so many a day 
y_ou can do it too. " 

As Cheryl explained it, 

all you needed was one person able to make the 
time and the union couldn't do a thing about it. 

I've talked to girls at other places and a lot 
of them comment how it's not fair that they take 
the times from the fastest machinist or one of 
the fastest there. 

Then she added, matter-of-factly, "well, they're going to make 

their money if they can get everyone up to that standard." 

Hours of work are cut 

.The third strategy for manipulating times was to 

cut the hours of work, while still expecting the machinists 

to produce. the same output. Lisa is here speaking about 
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Trimwear Garments, a Christchurch clothing factory of similar 

size to Carters. 

He [the boss] cut our hours down and expected 
us to do 40 hou~s' work when we wer~ only 
getting paid for 36 hours, and some of the 
girls [PAUSEJ well, I could get nearly half of 
it out. I got my wage out but he expected us 
to get a bonus out.and we couldn't, we just 
couldn't, not with 36 hours; and we had to do 
14 coats a day. In one part we had to do 24 . 
He expected us to do 24 coats a day. Half of 
us couldn't even do 12. 

Later, she noted that "a lot of talk's gone round that Trim

wear's is going to close down in three months." 

Clearly, within a factory the pace of work required 

could vary enormously over time, and it could also vary among_ 

factories. As pointed out earlier, 1 although Carters closed 

down their machining room, they still design and cut garments 

to be made up in other clothing factories. Judy currently 

works at one of these. She was contrasting the greater time 

she was now allowed to make up a garment. Carters' times were 

"fairly hard" to work to: 

The girl who's doing the samples for us [the 
sample machinist] she spent four hours on Carters' 
coat that they've sent out for us to do [for the 
factory to make up] and our boss said Carters 
had said they take two hours. Well, that's her 
first one and they're aiways slower but Carters 
were fairly tough with their times .. Towards the 
end. See they cut their times a _lot 

Q: Did they? 

A: I reckon they did anyway, because we'd made 
styles one year and the last year that we were 
there they cut their times just about in half.· 
It was obviously so you couldn't make a bonus 
because they couldn't afford to pay you. We 
get pushed like anything when we've got to get 
Carters' stuff through. 

Notwithstanding Judy's comments, Carters' times were compared 

1 See p. 23. 
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favourably with those at the factory to which Clare had gone 

after being laid off. She stayed four days. That factory 

was also making up _the work designed and cut by Carters. 

Clare said she knew what the prices should have been, and 

how much work they had been expected to do at Carters, "and 

he Cher new employerJwas expecting more than twice the amount 

out of us. It was just impossible." Clare said she had been 

told by Jennifer how tough he was to work for, but she was 

desperate for a job and took Jennifer's place.whe~ ~he left 

after three days. Here is how Jennifer described the job She 

had been given, in replacing a "married woman whose father 

had just died." 

I couldn't believe it! I was expected to carry 
on the work she'd been doing for five or six 
years. And learning their new ways. Every firm 
has their own way of sewing. You never come 
across the same way. You had to learn all this. 
The supervisor there asking me to make up smocks 
for this girl. Change over to another machine, 
do skirt~, then bring skirts onto new machine, 
overlock them. In meantime, watch these smocks 
'cos that girl wants them. I just couldn't keep 
up! 

This is one of the fastest machinists at Carters. 

(d) Intensifying Supervision and Discipline 

It has been argued that different strategies are 

used to cut the times given machinists to complete specific 

tasks. Because of the importance women atta,ch to making their 

wages, and the effects of a bonus in increasing work speed,· 

their output per ho~r is increased accordingiy. The other way 

in which the output of machinists can be raised is through 

stricter supervision and work discipline. 

Closer supervision of the job itself can raise 

absolute surplus value. Women who were fast machinists spoke 
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of being "pushed" to keep up their.output. Cheryl, for 

example, was speaking of the new boss wh9 took over three 

months before she left Mitchells. · 

When I was on the blind-he:r:nmer he'd come up 
to us and say, "well .I want you to make $6 · 
bonus tomorrow," if you made 5 the day before. 
Kind of pushed you a bit [PAUSEJ 

Q: Did he? 

A: as though to push us. . Well, they were 
making good overheads on bur bohus you see 
so [BREAKJ . oh it's good for him if we·. 

CBREAKJ but I used to get so tired. 

Q: Did you? 

A: Well,· sitting there making$§_ bonus a day. 

Jennifer, too, in explaining that she had slowed right·down 

when she returned to work at Sadlers after an operation, 

mentioned how her boss there had spoken to her that week 

because she was down on her usual wage. She went on,.· 

Like, other girls there, if they earned say 
$3 [bonusJ a week - which you really had to 
work for - if you didn't earn that the next 
week, he'd be asking why. 

Tight discipline during work hours also increases 

output. Eight of the women who had worked in seven different 

factories volunteered explicit examples of extremely tight. 

work-discipline. Three of these women left their jobs within 

a few days. The examples suggest that at a time of recession 

in the clothing industry, discipline in some factories is 

extremely intense. However they do not reveal whether 

discipline intensified over time as a firm's economic 

circumstances worsened, although it seerns reasonable to presume 

this. 

In the clothing industry, bosses or supervisors 

typically seem to control the amount of time women sperid in 
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talking and not working. 1~hat was significant was the extra

ordinary lengths to which bosses in the seven different 

factories went to control time wasted.not only in t~lking, 

but in visits to the toilet .. Aftei leaving Carters, Clare 

went to a small factory, where the boss "Was expecting m6re 

than twice the [normal] amount 6ut of us", and she commented 

that 

he'd watch you all the time. While I was in -
the toilet one time he came and turned the ·light 
off. He was trying to s~~e every.cent he could: 
The switch was out in the hallway and he turned 
it off~ And he'd time you [going to the toilet]. 
To him that was lost time, lost minutes to him 
if we went to the toilet two or three times a day 
and take three or four minute~ each time. It was 
really i~credible. 

The boss at Trimwear Garments where Lisa went after losing her 

job at Carters was more explicit. The following conversation 

was a response_ to a question about what she thought of 

machinists• wages compared with those of other workers. Lisa 

replied that the money at the jeans factory (where she was 

then working) was good, but it was too low at Trimwear's. She 

went on, 

I reckon I should have got more money because 
you were getting pushed, and you were working 
as hard as you could to get their wage. Even 
if you.went to the toilet the boss always had 
his eye on you to see how many ti.mes you went 
to the toilet, and I reckoned that was silly. 

Q: Do you really think he watched how many times 
you went to the toilet? 

A: He even told me. He come up to me and quite 
a few girls when we first started· there, and 
he says "Don't go to the toilet too much . ." 
He says "Yori're only allowed ·to go in your 
breaks." That was his way. 

Before you started work you had to go, :then 
you had to go at morning tea, your lunch hour. 
Even though you d1dn't want to go you had to 
go. He says to me, "I watched one girl just 
yesterday and she went to the toilet eight times." 
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Lisa stayed there four months. Referring to ~he same factory, 

Lee said she remained there only a week because she thought 

the boss was too hard. She explained why. 

You had to work. You weren't allowed to talk. 
You weren't al16wed to smoke while you.worked. 
I just think they were impossible to work for, 
I really do. Mr Atkinson, he was always walking 
round the factory with hi~ hands behind his back 
like a sergeant. You just had no freedom at· all. 

Sixty-nine~year-old Jessie, in recalling the factory 

she went to when made reduhdant severil years ago, described 

the atmosphere as "more like a school." 

You mustn't talk, or anything like that. Where 
I'd always worked you could talk. Not that I was 
rapped over. the knuckles' but you Id hear at Smith's 
if you'd turn round, "Mary, get on with your work. 
No talking! II [This w~s said very 'sharply. J But 
other places, "Come on, too much talking girls." 
[Here she spoke with a smile.J It was just a· 
case of head down ... 

Finally, this is how Caroline spoke of the boss at Charltons, 

a small suburban clothing factory with a staff of 15. At one 

stage later in the interview, she had commented, "of course, 

he was all going bankrupt. I think h~'s still going, but he's 

still going bankrupt." She had been asked what her fifth job 

had been. She named the factory, and went on, 

I was there getting on for two years, and oh, 
he was a pig, he really was! He used to take 
it in turns td pick on different girls each 
week. 

Q: In what kind of way? 

A: He-used to go right up the stairs to his 
office and he had a little peep window up 
there and he used to watch, until they'd be 
working all morning, and then they'd stop 
for five minu~es and say something to some~ 
one else and he'd come running down the stairs 
[the office was on a mezzanine floor above the 
machinists]. He'd come storming out and 
scream his head off at them for talking,or 
he'd sneak up behind you, and he'd slam his 
hand down on the .table and say [raised voiceJ: 
"How much have yo~ done today?" Oh he was 
terrible~ 
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In the last three months she was there, a new supervisor 

took over. Caroline explained that if the machinists stood 

and talked for five minutes, the supervisor wrote it·on their 
. . 

time card, and their pay was docked accordingly. 

3. Increasing Relative Surplus Value 

t·have argued that declining firms attempt to stave 

off bankruptcy by inbreaslng absolute surplus value in a 

variety of waii which.other firms can also.use to improve 

their competltiveness. Both can also employ a nUtuber of 

methods to raise relative surplus value .. While increases in 

absolute surplus vaiue are achieved. when work is intensified 

(that is, output per hour is increased by speeding up the 

labour process), raising relative surplus value without intro

ducing new technology involves cutting the wages of existing 

staff so that workers get a smaller proportion of the new 

value embodied in the output. Although it reduces total 

output, layi~g off the least productive workers also raises 

relative surplus value, because these workers produce less 

new value but receive the same minimum wages as the most 

producti~e workers. Both methods seem to have been employed 

in the clothing indus.try. 

(a) Cuts in Real Wages 

Wages can be cut in three ways. The first relates 

to the piece-rates paid under a bonus system. Prices on 

·garments have to be increased the appropriate percentage with 

every wage-rise. Where a bonus is paid at the same hourly 

rate as wages, bonus payments will obviously rise by the same 

percentage. However, mention was made of a bonus system at 
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1 Mitchell's which was based, not on the price of a garment, 

but on a "minutes system". Unlike other systems the women 

discussed, this one operates on a daily basis. Women are 

required to produce a specified amount of work eadh day. This 

amount is derived from calculations of the time management 

allots each task as a pro~ortion of the 450 minutes a day 

which are needed to "make your wage." 

Any machinist who produces more than the equivalent 

of 450 minutes in tasks or garments is paid a bonus at the rate 

of one cent a minute. The wage-rate is, how~ver, jus~ over 

five cents a minute. 2 The women "retain" any day's bonus at 

Mitchell's even when the following day they may fail to make 

their wage. This contrasts with the weekly bonus system where 

the five days' output is totalled, and a bonus paid only when 

that output (its money equivalent) exceeds the award wage. 

In other words, assume that under the weekly system, a machin'ist 

is required to produce $24 a day to make her wages. If on each 

of the first two days she makes $28, the next day she makes 

$24, and on each of the last two days she makes only $20, then 

she "16ses" the $8 bonus made earlier in the week. Under 

Mitchell's daily bonus, the $8 is retained. 

The details are complex, and it was this complexity 

which· led Jennifer to accept a job at Mitchell's when offered 

it by the supervisor who had telephoned her at home. The 

1 . 
Nor on the time-equivalent calculated as a proportion 

of the day's wages; seep. 36. 

2This was confirmed by telephone in February, 1979 in a 
follow-up to the interview with Jennifer. Although the 
clothing industry had a wage rise just before Christmas, 1978, 
the bonus rite at Mitchell's is still one cent a minute. 
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supervi~or told h~r that the "top machinists were doing 900 

to 1,000 minutes a day" and she could expect to do even 

better. Jennifer said she assumed from this she would be able 

to double her wages. The supervisor also said ·tha.t the. firm. 

"gavel' them 30 minutes to bring the 450 minutes up to an 

eight..;hour working day. Jennifer·expla{ned that t,he impressibn 

she had been given was_ entirely different from what_actually 

happened. 

That "give you 30" is a lot of rot. That's 10 
minutes. for your morning tea, 10 minutes for 
your afternoon tea, five minutes to settle down 
to work in the morning, five minutes to get ready 
at night. That's "giving you 30 minutes"! The 
bonus 6£ 450 - this is after the work T did.at 
Carters [where she had made half her wage again 
in bohuseiJ - say I did 900 minutes, take off 450 
that.leaves anothet 450 which I originally thought 
was another day's pay. That is broken do~n into 
$4.50. That's a cent a minute for b~nus. 

That, Jennifer said for emphasis, "is dead right." She went 

on, 

This is what women work for. 
freezing workers working for 
Sixty cents an hour, and yet 
an hour. I couldn't believe 

Can you imagine. the 
a cent a minute bonus? 
our wages are $2.62 
it. 

She discovered the details of the bonus system when 

she received her first pay packet. 

I had made two dollars something bonus, and I'd 
worke_d it out on an hourly basis, because th~ 
supervisor on the 'phone had put•it over real 
proper, and I said Cto the supervisor when Jennifer 
found outJ: "What a bloody rip-off." She said, 
"Oh but just think, Jennifer, you get paid a cent 
a minute fo.r your bonus, but if you earn a bonus the 
first day of say $2.62 but the next day if you don't 
make a bonus Cshe means make your wageJ you still 
get it, and I said, "Well they can bloody-well 
afford to give it to you." CPAUSEJ So I've earned 
up to. $15 bonus a week. That's 1,500 minutes ... 

Jennifer believed that the bonus system had been like that for 

five years. 



The girls don't realise. Each time we get a 
wage increase they're [the girls] losing. I 
laughed when I first went there. One of the best 
girls there (I don't know how she does it) she's 
earning $20 bonus a week. Now she's putting out 
2,000 extra minutes. And she goes home and she'll 
just flake. She does need the money, but her 
health! I tell her she's .a fool. 

I'd like to get on a loud-speaker and go into the 
Square Cin the centre of Christchurch] and tell 
the women how ripped-off they're getting. 
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A wage rise. which no more than compensates for 

inflation, but which is not applied to bonus times (as in the 

case of Mitchell's), can therefore actually turn out to be a 

reduction in real earnings. 

Jennifer's experience at the same factory suggested 

two other methods by which wages can be cut. The way she 

describes and understands how this is done also provides an 

appropriate summary of the complex processes which lie behind 

women 1 s lack of resistance during periods of recession. These 

processes are examined in detail in Section 4 (see pp. 90-99). 

The first method relates to the payment of $4 weekly 

as attendance money. The supervisor had said to Jennifer over 

the telephone that this was paid to all those workers who 

turned up every day on time for work, and took no time off 

during that week. Jennifer discovered that she was not going 

to be paid this money, because the payment had now been 

suspended, and new workers would not receive it. In her seventh 

week there, the union representative had a discussion with 

about half of the staff. It was 

only the ones who got [attendance moneyJ and I 
thought everyone got it. Well, the boss had put 
a plea across to the workers that ''Mitchell's 
isn't doin~ so well at the moment and things are 
tough in the clothing tr~de, and women are getting 
made redundant, and would those who get attendance 
money,.would you put up your hands and volunteer 
to give ii up?'' · So what did they do? They all put 



their hands up except for two women .. So, 
because those two women didn't, the union was 
called in. And did he do his nut: .the union 
~lake. [Contrary to what the boss had. saidJ 
he said the firm we were working.for was one 
of thi safest job~ around because we have 
export, and the government subsidises them.· 
So they had a secret ballot. Only tho~e wh6 
got attendance money. They all decided they 
didn't want to give Cit] up. 
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The second method concerns a seven·per cent cost

of-living.adjustment to machinists' wages. A dispute arose 

over the basis. on which part-time workers were to be paid 
' 1 

bonuses. The· seven per cent went to all workers on the first 

$100 of their wage. Full-time machinists at that stage were 

earning just over $100 gross, and receiv~d the full $7. The 

management at Mitchell's, however, paid part-time workers 

seven per cent on their weekly wage of $88, but were not 

prepared to adjust their bonus earnings over that amount. 

-The women voted on the issue~ Twelve were against 

the payment for the part-timers, .34 were for it. There was 

a meeting between the boss and the women, Jennifer said. 

The boss said "those girls who were full-time 
that had nothirig to do with them [the part-time 
workers]. Why were they backing the others?" 
He got really wild. He'd done his block. He 
ranted and raved. 

Q: Did.the girls say anything? 

A: The girls were so confused, they just didn't 
know what to think. ·Now, this is the stupid 
thing about it. Some of them were thinking 
they were going to lose their Jobs. This is 
how really terrifying [sic] the women do get. 
I said, "You can't lose your job, not over a 
union matter." "Oh yes we can." I said, 
"you can't.,; 

Two days later we had another meeting. The 
boss, the union [representative], ail ih the 

1The details of the dispute were subsequently clarified 
by a union official. 



room together. The boss put his point 
across, brought in about bonuses, and future 
pay increases. He really confused those 
girls' minds. And then we had a vote. [The 
union representative] said you vote for me 
or c she named the boss J. . In other words, 
t.he. union or. the boss,. and you know what, 
23 w~re with the union and 34 were.~gainst· 
it~ .This is _how [PAUSE] he really terrifies 
the girls. · · 

Q: Just him, or· is this fairly typical .of the. 
places you've been in.before? 

A: Oh, a lot of bosses do scare the ~irls, but 
he has his own way. 

Q: Of those.really terrified; was it the older 
ones, the younger ones, married women?· Any 
particular group? 
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A: No, .it's just women .. It's just a feeling that 
a man is talking over them. CPAUSEJ That's 
the only way I can explain it. They were just 
scared because that's a man talking over them. 
He's the boss and he's got the say. Well, it's 
not always that way. But they just cannot see 
it. See, like when the union was there, one. 
particular lady was agreeing with the union so 
much, then when the boss was talking she'd be 
agreeing with the boss. You know. And that 
just doesn't go down with me. They're just too 
,scared to back each o"ther. 

Jennife~ then went on to suggest that 

you find that in mol:;lt faqtories. Women are just 
too scared to stick up for themselves. Yciu've·got 
to work in a factory for months on end .to really 
get the feeling of what it's like. There's always 
someone over in that corner talking about someone 
over there. It's just shocking. 

(b) Lay-offs 

As already pointed out, the union can interverie when 

times are directly cut. In the same way, if women are. fired; 

t?ey have a right to claim reinstatement, and the union can 

be called in. Furthermore, if retrenchment is necessary, 

then r~durid~ncy payments may have -to be paid to those who are 

laid off. In practice, however, it seems that·sta:ff numbers 

can be reduced and both th~se ~onsequences avoided. 
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During a recession when times or prices are 

manipulated, only the fastest machinists will bi able to make 

their wages.· .The slower ones wi'.1.1 be consistently. down each 

week. A boss or supervisor can then "legitimately 0 ' claim that 

the slow machinist· .is not earning her wages and must go. 

Since women tend to internalise the times as a norm 

for a fair day's wage, if thej are down on their wages they 

feel guilty and worry about their failure. This .feeling is 

heightened by remarks that are made to them about being."so 

many dollars down". Those who ar·e fired are then unlikely to 

go to the union; even if they con~ider their dismissal unfair, 

because being fired is partly seen as a personal failure. 

Two of the 21 machinists had been fired from jobs 

they went into on leaving Carters. Naomi was told to leave 

Trimwear.'s after one week. The way she described being sacked 

shows how readily she submitted to dismissal, although she 

obviously considered she had been treated unfairly. She had 

just explained that the bbss had come to her before work ended 

on Friday. 

The way he went about it, giving you the sack! 
I mean, . they could have given you a week's . . . 
notice, or said,. if you don't pick up in a week 
I'm afraid we'll have to let you go, But to give 
you two minutes' notice. That was a bit lousy 
that. It's just that I wasn't fast enough. 
Jeanette [supervisor at Carters] told me.I'd got 
six months' CtrialJ to try to get up to my quota. 
If he CTrimwear's bossJ had given me even a month's 
trial, I reckon I'd have got the hang of it. 

Naomi.went on to say that other workers had told her quite a 

bit about the place. 

He give others the push. rt•s a wonder they 
don't go to the union. But after I got it I 
just glve up. 

Q: Did you go to the union? 



A: No. 

Q: Why? 

A: Oh, I don't know, I just give up then. To 
be sacked, though, that was disgusting! In 
my books CPAUSEJ that was disgusting, in my 
books to be sacked. I just couldn't hack 
it, just couldn't face being· sacked. It's 
the first time I've been sacked. I've worked 
all my life. Never! 

Q: You could go to the union? 

A: Steve Cher husband] reckons I could have got 
reinstated, but I said no, I'm giving it up. 
I just went to the pack after that. I just 
CPAUSEJ being sacked CPAUSEJ that was the 
most disgusting thing. 
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For Naomi, having a husband to support her was 

clearly also a factor in her compliance. She did not seek 

work again for over two months. 

Robyn complied in a similar way. The following 

conversation with her also summarises reasons why women might 

play the r~serve army role of submitting ~o lay-offs or firing. 

When she was fired in June from a clothing factory after four 

weeks' work Robyn was pregnant and knew she would be finishing 

anyway in December. She had just been asked if she had 

contacted the union for anything. 

If I wasn't pregnant and I knew that I had to 
keep working for a period of time I would have 
thought about it, cos that's different [PAUSE] 
I mean, there are not that many clothing places 
left [because of factories closing] and it makes 
you think twice. 

Like Naomi, Robyn was too slow, but,. she explained, 

she "went slow at first to do a neat job. In a new job, you 

are slower, but you know you're going to speed up." She said 

that the factory "just wanted extra hard workers." She spoke 

of talks from the boss in which he said that "people have got 

to pull their weight on the machines [PAUSE] to keep the place 



going, cos sales are harder", and then commented, 

But I'm a hard worker anyway. I used to work 
quite hard. I really tried, an·a my work's not 
scruffy. I just couldn't keep up with .~he 

· [PAUSE J I couldn '. t produce what they wanted me 
individualli tb d6. 
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At another stage in the interview She referred back to that 

job. 

They didn't give me a chance. They said, if. 
you don't get your time up you have to go. I 
more or less got told to go. :t said, "I'll go 
anyway. 11 That was embarrassing that. part ; .. 

His wife Cwhci worked- in. the office] s·aid, ''Oh 
you've been good here, but yoh're riot quite up 
to our standard. 0 So I said, oh well, I'll make 
it easier, so I '.11 just· leave, and that was that. 

4. Why Women Comply 

The preceding discussion reveals the complex processes 

that lie behind women's lack of resistance during periods of 

recession, to mechanisms which raise the rate of exploitation, 

and I now examine these iri detail. 

It seems that women in the clothing industry tend 

to comply with increased exploitation for either one, or a 

combination, of three main reasons. First, the exis·tence of 

a reserve army means they cannot readily find new jobs should 

they lose their pxesent ones, and th~ir fear is that they 

"will be sent down the· road" if they resist management's 

demands. This is why.they tend not to raise with their union 

such matters as time-cuts, excessive work discipline, or wage-

cuts. 

Second, women are accustomed to complying with 

authority, particularly male authority. At the same time, 

male bosses are accustomed, in their domesti6 role as husbands, 

to exercising authority over women. Since women also lack 
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confidence and are unsure of their abilities, they tend to 

be vulnerable to suggestions that their work is too slow. 

Third, production under i bonus system di~ides 

members of the female workforce against one another. This 

prevents them from pursuing any common interest they have as 

workers, and makes it hard for them to stick tog~ther on issues 

that individuals raise with the union. Some examples of the 

importance the women attached_ to .each of the three reasons 

reveal the subtlety of the mechanisms which compel them to 

submit. 

(a) The Reserve Army ·as a Reason for Compliance 

In speaking of factories where they felt pressured, 

women.characteristically made reference·to "little·cri.ats" from 

the.boss or supervisor about the need to increase ciutput 

because 11 things were tough". For. ex.ample, Ida commented that 

before they were made redundant from Carters, 

Jeanette [the supervisor] used to come and say 
"You girls have got.to hurry. They're going 
crook about you .girls not working harder." And 
"You'll· all be without jobs if you don't work a 
bit-harder. cut out talking and work harder." 

During a gen~ral recession, bosses can-alsb increase work

speed by claiming that the firm is declining, even if it is 

not. In rep·lying to .a question about whether there had been 

any cut-backs in staff at Mitchell' _s, Jennifer said IIOh, the 

boss did say a few m_onths back if anybody ·left they wouldn't 

_be replaced, but. they hav_e been.". She was 1,mder no illusions 

·about hi~ motive: "~e's all talk. He does it. to make you work. 

To think things are getting a bit tough, That's hi~ way. I 

can read him like a book." 

Like Jennifer, other women may come to realise that 
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the firm is actually quite viable. Nevertheless, comments 

such as these create an atmosphere of uncertainty, particularly 

if at the same time women know or are told of other factories 

which are_laying off staff or are closing down. ·For this 

reason it is easy to see why, in the attendance ~oney issue 
. 1 . 

referred to above, all _but t:wo women voted to give up .this 

allowance. 

(d) Compliance as a Female Phenomenon 

Second, women are socialised into-accepting malei in 

positions of authority, particularly in school and in the home, 

and later when they. marry. · For similar reasons, men are used 

to being in authority over females. The relationship between 

male boss and female worker reproduces the ideas nurtured in 

these experiences, providing the potential for intimidation. 

Nevertheless, women also complied with.unreasonable requests, 

or appeared unwilling to complain to the union, because they 

feared female supervisors, or in one cise a female boss. It 

seems therefore that socialisation as a female makes compliance 

with any person in authority more likely, and that authority 

relations based on class are merely reinforced by those based 

on sex. 

The interviews revealed several examples of how 

women accept male authority in the home. Two were quite 

explicit. When I located Sandra's new flat, Richard, with whom 

she had lived for two-and-a-half years, answered the door, and 

Sandra was showering. He was initially very hospitable, and 

when Sandra entered the room she followed his cue. However, 

1see Section 3 (a), p. 85. 
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Richard became wary as I explained to Sandra the purpose of 

the study, and her attitude also changed. Sandra turned 

constantly to him and, by saying repeatedly "Is·. th~t alright 

do you think?", requested his response to the things which I 

had said to her. After considerable ambivalence, s_he said, . 
in effect, that she would be prepared_ to be interviewed only 

if Richard vetted the questions. He was present thtbughout 

the entire interview. 

A second incident arose whe.n I went to the home of 

one of the two women who refused to be inte.rviewed. She was 

quite -relaxed as she sp?ke at the front _door for. over ten 

minutes, discussing her current job. She spoke of her children, 

their ages and the schools they attended. When I ~sked 

specifically about calling back at a convenient time to inter-

view her she looked uncomfortable, and refused. She told me 

her husba·nd .was out that night at bowls, but "if he knew you. 

were round, he'd send you packing." 

The authority relation was more often implicit as in. 

this conversation with 20-year-old Rosslyn. Because she was 

single, she was asked; 

Q: Some people say the husband should be the 
breadwinner of the family while the wife looks 
after the children, while others say both the 
woman and the man can work and make arrangements 
to look after the children. What do ?ou think? 

A: If the guy wants to be.- he actually sits down 
and says to you, "I want to be the breadmaker 
of this family. I want to work. I don I t want 
you to ~ork." wiil, fair enough, that•~ just· 
it, isn't it? But if you - unless you say to 
him, well I want to work, say a part-time job, or I want to have something else to do besides 
stay home, and he agrees on that well, that's 
fair enough (emphasis added) . 

. It is to b~ expected, therefore, that ma1~·bosses 

will be able to exact far greater compliance from women workers 
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than they can from male workers. However, socialisation as 

a female also seems to make women more compliant with authority 

as such,. whether or not it is exercised by a male. The 

following conversation with.Jennifer conveys something ot the 

nature of the relationship between management and female staff 

in several of the.factoriE!s referred to by the women. She was 

speaking about.a large Christchurch clothing firm .. 

The CfemaleJ supervisor would have the girls 
crying. The same with.[she named·a small work
room] when I worked there. They woul.d walk them 
into the office and give them such a lecture that. 
the girls would.break down and cry .. '1'hey'd go 
in asking· for something, · and they'd walk out. · 
crying,. and "Oh; the boss is right after all." 

Caroline also spoke of "girls bursting into tears", 

and the women "fearing the boss" at the small suburban factory 

referred to above .. Lee was so scared of the boss at Trimwear 

Garment~, she would not go back to retrieve a good pair of 

scissors she had accidentally left after she walked out. Her 

husband had to go back to pick up her pay packet. 

Another conversation reveals the interaction between 

authority relations based on sex, and the effects of a 

recession, in compelling women to submit to mechanisms that 

intensify their work. Jennifer had been expiiining how the 

bonuses were negotiated between the employer and the employee. 

The union could be. called in, she said, if work being paid 

28 cents, for example, was cut back to 20 cents six months 

later. She then added that the times at Mitchell's, where she 

currently works, had been cut but nothing had been done about 

it. When asked why, she replied, 

the boss says, "We've only got a ·certain amount 
to give you and that's it." You say to the super-. 
visor, "This is not enough time, i, and she says 
"That's all we've got to give you." If the boss 
is in a good mood he may give iou an extra half a 
minutes 



Q: Why don't the women complain? 

A: They 1 re scared of him, his attitude, 
losing their job. He'd say, "Oh, you 
can go down the road." 
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·The relationship between .a male boss and female 

worker need not.be, and more typically is not, based on fe~r 
. . 

but mere.J,.y on the readiness of a woman to comply with requests ,. 
. . . . . 

from ~male. As Jennifer pointed out in.discussing the part-
' . 

time workers' issue ,1 "it's just a feeling that a man. is 

talking over_ them," and, she illustrated her point: . a woman 
' . . 

had agreed - first with the male union official_ when he spoke,_ 

and then with the boss when he spoke. ·Nevertheless, her comment 

in the same statement that "he's the boss and he's got-the 
. . 

say," reveals the way .iri which relations of authority based on 

class arid on sex reinforce each other. "This can also be seen 

in the attitude of the boss towards the women at the factory 

where Robyn worked for four week~ before being fired. She had 

just explained her sacking with the remark that "they wanted 

extra hard workers." 

He told everyone [in a "pep-talk" to the staff] 
that if you didn't work you'll lose your job_ 
CPAUSEJ arid at the same time there were a lot 
of repairs going back, and I was one 'cos I 
was just new there anyway. There were six 
people tPAUSEJ there were six piles Cof 
garments which these six people had made, but 
which were requiring repairs] up the back 
CPAUSEJ - actua.J,.ly they treated us a bit like 
school - and he said_ "Oh, if this goes on any 
further I 1 m going to put a blackboard up and 
put everybody's name on it and how many repairs 
they get back at the end of the week, so, you _ 
feel embarr~ssed aboµt it, so you'll feel like 
kiddies." 

It is doubtful . that a mal_e boss would speak to male workers in 

a similar way or that they would accept it, although both men 

1 . . . 
See Section 3 (a), p. 86. 
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and women can be intimidated by threats of being laid-off. 

Women are also compliant, not simply because of a 

fear of being unable·to get another job, but because-their 

socialisation instils in them a tefl:dency to be cooperative, 

helpful, or even soft,· whatever the demands made of them. 

This is ~uggested i"n Caroline's attitude towards her boss at 

Charlton's clothing factory. She had been speakin~_ai length 

of the continuously stormy relationship.between the boss and 

the staff, when she commented, 

He· was really bad news~ Nobody liked him. ·. 

Q: Why didn't you .leave"? . [She was there 
nearly two years.J 

A: Oh, he'd talk me into ·staying. He used. 
to say, "Okay, · you can leave, I don't care~ 11 

Then a co~ple of days later he'd be, "Oh, 
if you'd just stay," a;I.l greasing .•.. 

Q: And why do you think you agreed? 

A: Oh I just got s·oft I suppose, f.elt sorry 
for him. · 

Later in the interview, she referred back to this boss. 

If you didn't mak~ your wages, he'd pick on 
you for the next couple of weeks until you'd 
made your wages . .Oh, he'd stand up the front 
and watch you. He'd stand ·there just 10 feet 
away and he'd just watch, and you could feel 

· }:lim just watching you and y_ou 'd be all fingers 
and thumbs. I've not met· anyone that likes him. 
He was really _bad news that guy. 

Q:. And yet you were soft ehough to keep going? 
Were you worried.about whether you'd get 
another job? 

A: I .don't like starting new jobs,· but I wa~n't 
worried. I used t_o feel sorry for him. 
Maybe he' 11 be alright this time •... 

. In addition, severa,l of the women seemed to lack 

confidence in assessing their. own abilities as machiniits. 

At one level, they qould see that their failure to make their 

wages was the result of a reduction in the times they were 
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' given, and they would point out that even the fastest machinists 

had difficulty making their wages. Nevertheless, they still 

talked about feeling awfully guilty when they were down $20. 

In the following comment, which illustrates how the women's 

lack of confidence was reinforced by th~ir attitudes towards 

authority and their fear· of lo_sing their jobs, Robyn reveals 

the ambivalence she felt about being down in her wage, 

Say I was $5 .down. Jeanette [the supervisor] 
would just go past and say "Oh, you're down $5 
this week Robynu, and walk off. But you never 
took it seriously. You'd know in yourself if 
you were doing alright. But a:t the same time, 
sometimes you don't know 'cos we'd get little 
wee talks. That was that times w~re getting 
hard. That was about six months before we were 
laid off. 

Q: What would Jeanette say? 

A: "If you don't make your pay you'll have to 
go, that's all there is to it. There's no 
hard feelings or anything like that." Some 
did go. 

Caroline spoke in a similar way. She mentioned how, "as it got 

to the end Cat CartersJ the prices got lower and lower and it 

got harder and harder to make your wages." Sometimes, she 

said, she'd be $20 down. 

I used to feel awfully guilty, but then you· 
used to know that you'd tried, but you still 
used to feel a bit guilty, because they knew 
CPAUSEJ in the office and that; that you hadn't 
made your wages ... And Jeanette the supervisor 
she'd know as well. She used to come round with 
a wee piece of paper . . . she'd say, "What 
happened to you last week?" She didn't used to 
get nasty abou;t it, but she'd let you know, and 
you used to feel a bit uncomfortable. Make you 
try harder that week. 

The statement graphically .illustrates how management could get 

women to increase output without any direct coercion. Naomi's 

response to her sac.king from Trimwear' s 1 also shows how self-

1see Section 3 (b) , p. 88. 
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regulating mechanisms ensure compliance with lay-offs. 

(c) Competitive effects of the bortus system 

The third main reasoh why machinisfs do not resist 

mechanisms which increase work-pressure relates to.the competit

ive effects of the bonus system. It was clear -from the inter

views tha_t the system divided the workers. Those who were 

slo_wer spoke of· "doing their work properly". They said they 

were not all that fast but took pride in what they· did. They 

felt those who made bonuses did not "clip off the threads", 

and would get back in repairs tomorrow "half of the work they 

did today". Machinists who were fast made the slow ones "look 

as though they weren't working." 

Robyn referred to big yellow cards which the women 

in one factory had to fill out each day with the times in which 

they had completed their work. These cards had to be put on 

individual clipboards face inwards as the women left the 

factory each afternoon. "Because people look at it," was her 

explanation. "You know what clothing factories are like," 

she went on, "especially with bonus systems." 

Rather than refer complaints to the union, women 

tend to talk in small groups about their working coriditions. 

They will, in Caroline's words, "moan and groan about it," 

but no-one will do anything. Women fear that if it becomes 

known they have gone to the union, the.boss will make work 

"hell" for them, or they might lose their jobs. In any event, 

if unions are-called in on any issue, fear of losing their 

jobs, deference to the boss and lack of assertiveness, and the 

divisive effects of the bonus system all incline them not to 

stick together or back the union against the boss. 
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5. Conclusion 

I have shown in this chapter how factory work is 

organised under -capitalis_t production. ih: order to extract .. 

absolute ~nd relative surp+us vaiue •. · in the cioth:Lng industry, 

the _bonuf? system which is based on payment "by the piece", 

is .ideally suited to _this purpose. I argued .that techniques 

normally used to extra·ct absolute surplus vai\:ie seem ·1::0 be 

intensified in a recession~ Times manageme~t set for· the 

completion of tasks, . as well as working hours, were cut back . 

to increase output~ Closer-supervision and work-discipline 

on the shop-'floor ensured that women kept up an extremely fast 

pace of work, and did-not lose production time by talking, or 

through visits to the toilet. - The interviews also showed that 

with declining profitability, management can increase relative 

surplus value by c~tting real wages ~nd by laying-off staff, 

without provoking union action or havirig to meet redundancy 

. payments. 

Three main reasons why women comply with .these 

various mechanisms of exploitation were revealed in the 

discussion. Since machinists know that in a recession they 

must compete with the labot1r reserve for scarce jobs, they_are· 

less likely to leave vo.luntarily, and they submit to greater 

. exploitation in order to avoid being sacked. They also do so 
. . 

because as females they have been socialised into compliance 

with authority, especially male auth~rity. Should an individual 

worker raise :any issue with management or the union, the others_ 
. . 

are unlikely to give her much support, since they are used to 

competing with each other under the bop.us system, an_d their 1 

deference to the boss and lack of assertiveness mean they wiLl 
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not stick together. 

The particular techniques of exploitation discussed 

in this· chapter are probably peculiar to the clotbing industry. 

However, from the evidence it seems likely that in general 

women in unskilled and semi-skilled occupations will play a 

similar reserve army role in increasing output and depressing 

wages to counter capital's declining profitability. This role 

can be played by any reserve army worker, but most effectively 

when the worker· is female. It also seems .that even in periods 

of normal profi tabi1i·ty, · ferriale workers. tend to comply with 

strategies for· raising exploitalion Which are les~ likely to 

be tolerated by men. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

CONCLUSION 

In.Chapter One I showed how a reserve army comprises 

three types of positions which ~re created and required by 

uneven capital accumulation, while the processes through which. 

women become ideal agents to fill these positions - at least 

in the clothing industry - were examined in Chapter Three. 

Chapter Four telated·these processes - all stemming from the 

sexual division of labour in the family - to the reasons why 

women also fulfil uniquely well the other function of the 

reserve army, to facilitate raising the rate of exploitation. 

Since in general girls are taught that their primary 

adult role will be spent in child-bearing and -rearing as 

well ~sin ~ssociated household activities, they are likely to 

anticipate limited workforce participation, and to put up 

with almost any conditions when they do participate. If an 

understanding of.these conditions and the sporadic availabiiity 

of the jobs is only possible from the point of view of the 

general laws of capital ~ccumulation, to grasp why women fill 

reserve army positions requires the insights of feminist 

analysis of the sexual division of labour in the family and 

sex-role socialisation. The links between capitalist develop

ment and the nuclear family can be most clearly summarised by 

~rawirig_together the findings of previous chapters under the 

two main categories of female reserve army workers: Latent 

and Floating. 
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Latent 

Women in the latent reserve who have children but 

who want employment will be available for semi-skilled and 

unskilled work when any one of three conditions prevail: 

i) child-care arrangements c::an be made with 
relatives, neighbours or through paid day
care, for either pre-ichool 6r school-age 
children; 

ii) child-rearing_ responsibilities have diminished . 
because the childreri are at sch6ol. Since the 
need for child-care after school, during school 
holidays,·and :when ·children are sick limits the 
type of jobs for which these women.can apply, 
-l-l,a~~ =ire ·ale,,-, mr,ro 1i'k.e1u+-o ,....,,.., -ln-1-,,.., U'"'C'k-l11erl· 
1--,U,'-'.J \.A...1.. . ..L.t,.JV .l \V '-- ..L _ - . ..J..:f \- '::jV ..LJ. V\..J J.J.-.;J ).,i_..L..L U 

or semi-skilled wo~k, even if they have other 
occupational-train:i,ng and experience; 

iii) responsibilities for child-care have ceased 
becatise the children have left home·. 

Since there is some stigma attached to mothers of 

younger children entering employment, such women will be more 

likely to ~emain in the latent reserve, and only be drawn on 

when their husband's wages fall below the value of labour 

power. Women whose children are at school, however, will be 

more inclined to seek employment~ largely because of the 

isolation of their work as housewives. However, women in the 

latent reserve will be transformed into floating workers only 

if they can compete successfully for available jobs, which in 

turn depenqs on the process of capital accumulation. In a 

recession when jobs are scarce, therefore, women who had 

previously left for domestic reasons may be forced to take·. 

lower~paid less-skilled work in order to re-enter the workforce. 

Floating 

If women who are for any reason drawn out of the 

latent reserve see their involvement in employment as of 

secondary importance, they are more likely to be prepared to 
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enter .semi-skilled vrnrk in "female" industries and occupations, 

and to move from job to job in•response to fluctuations in 

labour demand. Young women who have hot had childr:en, but 

who.have expectations of doing so, will for .the same reasons 

also make up part of the floating reserve. 

Floating workers are transformed into a latent reserve 

in the following way: first, younger women leave the workforce 

voluntarily for child-bearing and remain out of employment 

until any one of the three conditions referred to above allow~ 

them to return. Second, any married woman will 16ave her job 

voluntarily if her husband acquires a job. in another part of 

the country. Third, women are more likely to remain out of 

the workforce when their husband's wage is an adequate means. 

of subsistence. Fourth,women with children who have re-entered 

employment under the first two conditions are always potentially 

latent for either of two reasons: 1) child-care arrangements 

can change (a neighbour or a relative moves, for example); 

and 2) the domestic and.work-roles become too much of a strain, 

and a period of time out of the work-force provides a welcome 

relief. 

Since women are for all these reasons prepared to 

leave and remain out of the workforce voluntarily, if they Sre 

made redundant when jobs are scarce these same reasons may be 

factors in their cmripliance wi tb lay-offs·, and in their 

preparedness to return to the latent reserve. At the same 

time, their voluntary "r.etirement" means that employers can 

always reduce the number of female workers mo.r:-e easily and 

cheaply than is possible with a purely male workforce, simply 

because they need not replace those who leave for domestic 

reasons and because they can avoid possible redundancy 
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pa.yments. 1 

In summary, at any one stage there will always be 

a group of women prepared to move into the latent reserve and 

others ready to move from it into employment as floating 

workers. This procesi of production and reproduction of agents 

for reserve army positions in the female industries and 

occupations is a direct consequence of the sexual division .of 

labour within £he family and of the socialisatidrt of males and 

females into appropriate sex-roles. It also explains why women 

are so effective reserve army agents, partic~larly for the 
. . 

floating and latent posi~ions·which are created and destroyed 

at different stages of capital accumulation. 

The second major function of a reserve army is to 

regulate the rate of exploitation. Many writers have shown 

how domestic labour lowers the value of male labour power, 

because use values, like cooked meals and washed and ironed 

clothes, are produced by women without payment. In addition to 

this, I argued that since women in employment receive part of 

their subsistence from their husband's wages, they can be paid 

less than the value of their labour power. Both these ways of 

raising the rate of exploitation by lowering wages take place 

at all stages of the accumulation process and not simply during 

general recessions. 

From the evidence presented in Chapters Three and 

Four, it seems that. the role of working women during a 

recession can be understood as follows: since redundancies 

mean fewer available jobs, the ability of women to choose 

1Gardiner, op. cit., makes this point in her analysis 
of female unemployment in Great Britain; seep. 13. 
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wheth~r or not to accept ones they dislike i~ reduced. Further

more, they must accept not simply the more unpleasant jobs, 

but also greater exJ_)loitation when in·them, and the:r:efore not 

necessarily a total discharge from the workforce. However, 

the role of women workers outside times of general recession 

is very similar, because i) women who leave jobs voluntarily 

for domestic reasons must return with the disadvantages they 
. . 

bring as wives and mothers, and are therefore.also more likely 

to enter unpleasant jobs, and ii) the· sexual division of labour 

provides them with financial support from their husbarids, and· 

they are therefore prepared to accept lower wages. 

· Although in a general crisis of profitability both 

absolute and relative surplus value can be raised, what needs 

to be emphasised is that the employment of women at any stage 

of a business cycle facilitates high exploitation,· since women 

can not only survive on low wages, but are socialised in the 

home and in schools to comply with authority, particularly 

when it is exercised by men. The nuclear family - through the 

material subsistence it provides and the power relations it. 

embraces - is therefore the key to explaining why women are 

ideal reserve army agents. 



TABLE 1 SUM.MARY OF AGE, AGE AT LEAVING SCHOOL, QUALIFICATIONS, RELATION
SHIPS,. CHILDREN AND WORK EXPERIENCE OF THE 22_ WOMEN INTERVIEWED 

Name 

Lisa 
Sandra 
Kim 
Lee 
Belinda 
Caroline 
Cheryl 
Rosslyn 
Judy 
Jennifer 
Robyn 
Ruth 

Clare 
Naomi 
Mary 
Pauline 

Olive 
Francine 

Sylvie 
Jeanette 

Ida 
Jessie 

Age 

17.5 
18 
19 
19 
20 
20 
20 
20 
22 
23 
23 
23 

25 
32 
37 
40 

41 
43 

45 
55 

63 
69 

a2nd.Mariiage 

Age at d . 1 1·t· . 1 . h" S L . E ucationa Qua i ication Re ations ip tatus· 
eaving • • 1 · · b d · ( ) School or Occupationa Training an Duration Years 

Children 
Number Ages 

Total Jobs 
Since Leav
ing School 

14.5 
15 
15.5 
15 
17 
15 
15.5 
18 
15 
15 
18 
17 

15.5 
15 
15 
15 

15 
17 

14 
14 

14 

"' 

School Cert. 6th Form Cert. 
School Cert. 

Secretarial Course 
School Cert. 6th Form Cert. 

Community Nursing 

Apprenticeship in Clothing 
Apprenticeship 

Uncompleted Nursing Course 

Apprenticeship in Clothing 
Apprenticeship 

De Facto 
De Facto 
De Facto 
Married 
De Facto 
Married 
Single 
Single 
Married 
Married 
Married 
Married 

Divorced 
Married 
Marrieda 
'Previously 
married twice 
now solo 
parent 
Married 
Married 

Married 
Marrieda 

Married 
Previously 
married 
now solo 

bwhere this was revealed in the interview 

0.8 
2.5 

·1 
1 
0.5 
0.8 

0.6 
2 
1 
1.5 

14 
14 

20 
23 

16 
26 

38 

FU:11 time Casual 

(Pregnant) 

(Pregnant) 

2 
3 

Sc+ 2 

13, 11.5 
19,17,9 
13,12 

4 
4 
5 
7 
6 
7 
4 
2 

11 
13 

5 
4 

9 
6 

10 
8 

3 
5 

.20,17,16 5 

5 

1 
1 

23,22,20 7 
18,16 

. 14 
33,32,25 16 

24,19 
34 9 · 
32 9 

cChildren from first marriage 

0 
0 
0 
1 
0 
0 
0 
0 
0 
1 
0 
0 

0 
0 
5 
4 

1 
1 

0 
5 

1 
1 

I-' 
0 
O'I 



Name 

Lisa 
Sandra 
Kim 
Lee 
Belinda 
Caroline 
Cheryl 
Rosslyn 
Judy 
Jennifer 
Robyn 
Ruth 
Clare 
Naomi 
Mary 
Pauline 
Olive 
Francine 
Sylvie 
Jeanette 
Ida 
Jessie 

a Includes: 

TABLE 2 SUMMARY OF REASONS FOR LEAVING JOBS 

Employment Terminated Domestic a Jobb 
Redundant Fired Reasons Related --

1 2 
1 2 
1 3 
1 6 
2 2 
1 2 2 
1 1 1 
1 2 
1 3 
1 2 9 
2 1 1 
1 2 1 
1 3 1 
1 1 2 1 
4 7 1 
2 3 3 
1 2 1 
2 1 1 
4 6 
4 7 5 
3 - 2 3 
2 1 2 

-

Miscellanebusc 
Reason.s 

1 

1 
4 

2 

3 

leaving to be married, husband's job, break-up of marriage, having children. 

bincludes: not getting on with others at work, boredom, move to better job, dislike 
of supervision, pressure of work, familiarity of employer, temporary position only, 
poor pay, return to former employer, dislike of situation. 

cincludes: travel, moving with parents, personal health problems. 

I-' 
0 
--.J 



Name 

Lisa 
Sandra 
Kim 
Lee 
Belinda 
Caroline 
Cheryl 
Rosslyn 
Judy 
Jennifer 
Robyn 
Ruth 
Clare 
Naomi 
Mary 
Pauline 
Olive 
Francine 
Sylvie 
-Jeanette 
Ida 
Jessie 

TABLE 3 EMPLOYMENT EXPERIENCE SINCE LEAVING CARTERS 

Current Number of Total Time Unemployed 
Age Jobs Since Since Mid - 197 8 Situation Mid - 1978 (Weeks) 

17.5 Employed 2 3 
18 Employed 1 0 
19 Employed 2 3 
19 Employed 3 5 
20 Employed 3 2 
20 Employed 1 2 
20 Employed 1 3 
20 Employed 1 5 
22 Employed 1 0 
23 Employed 2 0 
23 Employed 2 4a 
23 Home 0 (Not looking for .work) 
25 Employed 3 2 
32 Employed 2 4 
37 Home 1 (Doing outwork - family problems) 8 
40 Home· 0. (Sewing for self - out of town) 
41 Employed 1 0 
43 Employed 1 0 
45 Employed 2 8 
55 Employed 3 7 
63 Employed 1 0 
69 Home 0 (Retired because of·.age) 

aDid not actively look, due to illness 
~ 
0 
00 
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