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in the US. l and among women
Gender Representation and Trade Unions

n . Thg
Worlds of Trade Unions $ In Japan: Different

rates correlate with size of company, varying from a high of 54.2% for
1,000 or more employees to 16.8% for 100-999, and a low of 1.3% for
those in firms with less than 99 employees, in 2002 (Araki 2002: 164).
The corresponding numbers in 2006 ranged from 47.7% of workers in
the largest firms to 15.0% among workers in middle-sized firms, and
1.2% among those in small firms. As the 2006 figures suggest, down-
sizing by large enterprises had the impact of reducing union density
even further (Japan Institute for Labor Policy and Training 2010: 71).
Women’s low union membership is rooted in the structure of the
labor market and the employment relations system. The coordinated
intermediation between labor and employers in large Japanese cor-
porations resulted in the negotiation of a reproductive bargain tying
benefits to employment status at the enterprise level, and generating
strict employment regulations over unfair dismissal t?mt pmﬁected
male workers. Corporate-centered welfare and industnfd. regula.uen
left a patchwork of residual policies over work conditions at the
national level (Gottfried 2009). What had been strength as long as ﬁw |
economy was expanding in the 1960s and 1970s tumed ln_' i
for workers and their unions, tied to the fate of pamcu:lar s
the Japanese economy entered the lost decade of w
Membership declined overall and the two worlds of trade u
tinued to characterize the Japanese employment relations:
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breadwinner and a work pattern based on a male norm of non.e
sibility for reproductive labor and care work. These Organizationg)
priorities and practices centermgg on core male workers undermineg
the traditional labor movement’s capacity to counteract declipjp
union membership when the economy slowed down in the 19805 and
later hit the skids during the recessionary 1990s.

Japanese union membership saw a downward §lide throughoyt
the 1980s and 1990s period of workforce restructuring that includeq
a “hiring freeze, ‘voluntary retirement’, and replacement of regy]a;
workers with non-regular workers” (Suzuki 2004: 10). From the 19805
to the early 2000s, union membership dropped steeply for both mep
and women: from 33.6% to 23.2% among men, and from 26.3% to
12.4% among women, widening the gender gap in union member-
ship.# Union density declined to 18.5% overall by 2009 (Fujimura
2012: 6), down from 20.7% in 2001 (see table 8.1). To stem hemorrhag-
ing of union membership in 1989, most enterprise-based industrial
unions unified under the umbrella of a new national labor federation,
the Japanese Trade Union Federation (RENGO); communist-leaning
unions coalesced around a smaller radical union federation. In addi-
tion to the national center based in Tokyo, the national federation set
up 47 local RENGOs in each of Japan’s prefectures.® This institutional
reorganization did little to either organize new members, especially
among women, or limit the loss of membership.

Declining union membership and the lack of new organizing among
women is not surprising given that few women have attained top lead-
ership positions in unions, a key to organizing success. By 2005, there
were no female presidents of RENGO-affiliated unions, and only SiX
affiliates have one woman in the top three positions (figures provided
by RENGO). Still, women’s integration in top leadership positions grew
to 22.2% in the national office of RENGO, although affiliate unions
averaged only 7.2% of leadership positions. Recently, RENGO and somé
affiliate unions, especially in the service sector (public-sector unions
and retail unions), have articulated successive action plans both ?o
promote gender equality and to recruit more women, especially I
part-time jobs. These action plans are rhetorical documents, eXpress
"€ an interest in increasing women’s membership without transfor¥
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Gender Representation in Trade Unions: Com

paring the US and
Japan

Even though unions suffered a decline in overall membership in both
the US and Japan, the gender gap in union membership widened in
Japan but narrowed in the US. Union density among women is slightly
higher in Japan than in the US: 12.4% as compared to 11.6%, respec-
tively. Conversely, the low female share of union membership - around
17% in Japan - compares to the higher 44% in the US. So, even though
union density is higher among women in Japan than in the US, the
gender composition of unions remains more starkly male—domina.ted
in Japan. Notably, US women’s union membership still lags behind
men’s, despite the gender gap closing over the course of the 1990s
and into the first decade of the twenty-first century. An in-depth com-
parison of the US and Japan contrasts different employment rfelat.m;lss
Systems influencing gender representation and cqmpomtmn ;1 : 1;11;0 ;
Institutionalization of employment relations ~estabiis art-
framework for the extent of interaction betheeI; 1b;2gra$ldn§a§it al
ners, the level of wage-setting, and the‘ 1nten51t}]; 0rs tfip dipped below
relationships (see table 8.1). Overall, union membe ntralized employ-
dlready low levels in the US and Japan, where d:ece ational power at
Mment relations weakened the labor movement‘;.l'tlh wage-setting at
the ballot box and in the economy as a Wh°1e'a rlee mehts in the US
the firm in both countries, and some pé.ltternaf cbllé,ctive bargain-
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preserve a reproductive bargain that reinforced a StI.‘Ong male bread- voic
winner family model. Japanese women who worked in smaller indus- the
trial settings and in different enterprises remained largely outside of cou
the traditional labor movement. High levels of part-time employment poir
among women further dampened their overall and relative share ing
of union membership in Japan. Despite high hurdles for certifying and
unions, depressing union organization overall, the individualism of Fi
the US employment system paradoxically makes unions more open add
to those women who secure employment in the same establishments. nar
Mostly, gender representation reflects both the decline in men'’s mem- afi
bership and the rise of women’s membership in health care and the org
public sector in the US. -
Despite these challenges, new organizations have turned these 200
disadvantages into a means of appealing to workers. In Japan, the em
d%-a.matic increase in non-standard employment has threatened tra- bar
ditional union membership, leading unions to search for strategies wit
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From networks to workers’ centers, new labor organizations
address a multiplicity of issues and identities rather than either a
narrowly based workplace interest or a singular identity formed at
a fixed workplace or space. In the US, new organizing strategies and
organizational forms include professional associations that engage
in union-like practices, most notably collective bargaining (Cobble
2007: 7). The National Education Association, the largest professional
employee association with 2.7 million members, turned to collective
bargaining during the 1960s in order to compete more feffectively
with its rival, the American Federation of Teachers, the union organ-
izing teachers since the beginning of the twentieth century (Cobble
2007). : j o
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the absence of a central or even well-defined workplace, Ag One
newest types of hybrid organizations in the United States
centers are situated between the community and the work

Of the
Place,

Workers’ Centers: Representing Gender, Class, and Citizenship

Workers’ centers promote workers’ interests rooted i 4 Combinatjy,
of employment and citizenship status and gender relationg, Provig.
ing an array of resources and political advocacy to those immigmnt
workers relegated to low-waged precarious jobs with Minimaj aeceg
to traditional unions (Fine 2007). There are 137 workers’ Centers,
operating in over 100 US cities that serve as advocates for immigrap,
workers’ rights and as an interface between immigrant COmMmunjtijeg
and various institutions (government, unions, and employers) (Fine
2007). Their hybrid form derives not only from Cross-cutting advocacy
for workers and immigrants and often women’s rights, but alsg from
their organizational strategies and practices, often filtered through
a feminist lens. As community-based and community-oriented, these
centers take a page from feminist social movements and community
organizing methods. This section draws on Janice Fine’s comprehen-
sive study of workers’ centers in general, and The Workplace Project
more specifically, to get a more detailed picture of these new hybrid
organizations that Inerge race, gender, and citizenship status with
labor organizing, and address key elements and conditions of new
service jobs.

Workers’ centers mobilize participants from all regions of the
world, but largely from Mexico, Central America, and South America,
although about 15% of workers come from the Caribbean and East
Asia, and another 8% from African nations. The concentration f{f
workers from Latin America reflects the larger number of immi
grants from that region, which in turn stems from the history Of
immigration and Proximity of theijr country of origin. Some workers
centers exclusively focus on women in female-dominated jobs, such as
Asian Immigrant Women’s Advocates in San Francisco, the Garmﬁﬁf
Workers Center in Log Angeles, and Domestic Workers United in New
York City, Others establish women’s committees within the worker
center to address the Specific needs of women, as in The Workplacé
Pr(.)J €cton Long Island, or women of color in the Carolina Alliance
Fair Employment (Fine 2007: 216,
IslAs :;I.le of the longest-standing v-vorker centers, established on

R b 1?92' The Workplace Project advocates for Central and
o erican immigrants who Migrated to New York in large N
m’;lgll‘lfot:lk; 980s. The Workplace Project seeks to represent v
; S" rights Simultaneously, A women's com:
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