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Chapter 6

Change Won’t Happen Overnight: Polite Patient
Perseverance in Achieving Equal Pay

Carmel Niland

RESIDENT Gerald Ford, in an effort to
explain that some things take a long
time, said that ‘solar heating won’t hap-
pen overnight'! I agree with him, Some
things will not happen overnight: like
change or like the industrial relations
system becoming responsive to the pay
demands of women workers.

In 1975, Anne Conlon and Edna Ryan’s book
Gentle Invaders was published. It was a detailed
account of women workers’ struggle over the last
century to achieve equal pay. The theme of Gentle
Invaders is that polite, patient perseverance eventu-
ally wins equality. In recent memory, the Australian
Arbitration and Conciliation Commission had three
main attempts at equal pay. The first attempt was in
1969.

Their 1969 Equal Pay Decision was based on social
and economic considerations about the position of
women workers rather than an assessment of
women’s work. Later the 1972 decision permitted
comparisons of male and female occupations but it
essentially preserved existing job classifications as
the basis for comparison.

This decision enshrined existing inequalities. It fo-
cussed on the job content rather than the job value
assessed in terms of skills, education and experi-
ence. When the 1972 decision, called erroneously the
Equal Pay Decision, was handed down by the Full
Bench of the Arbitration and Conciliation Commis-
sion, it stated that an immediate move to pay parity
would be too drastic for the economy and therefore
it would be phased in over three years. Change, we
were told, cannot happen overnight.

Today, in 1989, seventeen years after the ‘Equal
Pay Decision’, women earn 79.0 per cent of the male
wage. Australia has the most sex-segregated
workforce of the advanced industrial nations. It has
changed little over time with 54.0 per cent of
women workers employed as clerks, shop assistants
and personal service workers. A further 18.0 per
cent are in professional and para-professional occu-
‘pations almost exclusively as teachers and nurses.

Further, women workers predominate in areas of
limited or no award coverage (such as community
service), of part-time and casual work and in areas
of the cash economy such as house cleaning and
outwork.

In theory, in 1972 women workers were granted
equal pay for work of equal value. In reality, equal
pay is a joke. Look at the pay issue logically. If
Australia has one of the most sex-segregated
workforces then it follows that men and women will
seldom work in identical jobs and seldom work
side-by-side but equal pay was only granted to
women who did the same or similar work to men.
Therefore the decision did not increase the pay
packets of nurses, airline hostesses, beauticians or
checkout operators because men in 1972 were not
working in those occupations.

The industrial relations system was designed to
promote economic and social cohesion and to
maintain industrial harmony. The bodies appointed
to adjudicate in this system have reflected the pre-
vailing social mores. The outcome of arguing any
wage case in such an arena will always be different
for women than it is for men because women
workers’ economic and social position is signifi-
cantly different from men’s. The outcome has been
that women have been held hostage to the past.

But equal pay is a joke for another reason. In 1972,
the Arbitration Commission did not determine that
sex (gender) was an unjust basis for wage determi-
nation and act to remove it. They did not find that
the value of women’s work was equal to men’s and
then act to reflect that in wage rates. What they
really did was establish some principles under
which it could be argued that in certain circum-
stances women’s work was similar to men’s and
therefore of similar value and that could be used as
a basis for changing the relativities. So it is a joke
because it is.not equal pay, it is similar pay. But only
if you can prove that you are similar. When new
tribunals and bodies were set up to investigate
complaints of sex discrimination in employment
they were designed to promote equality of opportu-
nity between the sexes. In other words not to reflect
the prevailing social mores. New bodies were
necessary because the established bodies had failed
to treat groups equally. However, the anti-discrimi-
nation laws which those bodies were to administer
specifically exempted the core, the kernel of the em-
ployment relationship: wages. Anti-discrimination
laws excluded discrimination in awards, discrimina-
tion in pay, discrimination in over-award payments.
This deliberate omission confined the impact of
equality laws to the margins of the established






