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Foreword 
Sharon Hartman Strom
In the 1970s and 1980s young scholars influenced by the New 

Left, the Women’s Liberation Movement, and innovations in the field 
of social history reformulated labor studies in Great Britain, Canada, 
and the United States. One of the most critical shifts in this perspec-
tive was an intense focus on women’s employment in clerical work 
and other seemingly designated female occupations. Traditional 
labor historians had largely ignored them, focusing on male factory 
workers and elite artisans instead.

C. Wright Mills, an iconoclastic sociologist, had tackled the dif-
ficult job of describing a hierarchy of corporate owners, profession-
als, managers, and clerks in his highly influential 1951 White Collar. 
Mills, as had most on the left in the 1930s and 1940s, perceived work-
ers in this hierarchy to be inherently conservative, not in control of 
the means of production, and unlikely to engage in workplace mili-
tancy. Whatever the brilliance of his description of how paperwork 
and its producers were transforming the American economy, Mills 
also assumed that women’s roles in the office would remain frozen 
in place; his accounts of women clerks were largely drawn from nov-
els and short stories, a patriarchal order seemingly so natural that it 
needed no explanation. In his analysis of mechanization in the “new 
office,” he did predict that linking gender and office machinery would 
be a wave of the future and further consign women to “light manufac-
turing” in the assembly lines of office production.1

Historians Elyce Rotella and Margery Davies brought new atten-
tion to the material and social reality of women in office work that 
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both affirmed and questioned Mills’s analysis. Rotella’s statistical 
analysis showed how women’s growing presence in the modern 
office was linked to a shortage of young male clerks and the explosive 
use of business machines.  Women made better employees than men 
because they were more likely to attend some years of high school, 
had fewer alternative modes of employment, and were viewed as tem-
porary workers not acceptable for promotion to higher duties. She 
used “human-capital” theory to explain employers’ hiring practices, 
but in the process made their assignment of women to clerical jobs 
appear to be entirely rational, a mere matter of labor marketing. She 
ignored the agency of women, some of whom were acquiring col-
lege educations and had higher ambitions but were still assigned to 
menial positions.2 Davies found a wealth of anecdotal evidence in 
advertisements and popular print culture that portrayed women as the 
inevitable underclass of the office, defined in sexualized stereotypes. 
Women clerks were supposed to be young and pretty, put to work at 
typewriters, and destined for marriage and motherhood after a short 
tenure in the workforce—too flighty and unreliable to be considered 
for other office positions. 3

Three other works that appeared in the mid 1980s questioned what 
seemed to be inevitable links between feminization, mechanization, 
and deskilling in office work. Cindy Aron’s 1987 book, based on a 
1981 article, showed that women recruited during the labor shortages 
of the Civil War for the U.S. Civil Service, long before the appear-
ance of business machines, were not necessarily assigned to unskilled 
jobs, but that their placement in workplaces alongside men required 
some adjustments by managers to accommodate “ladies”.4 Graham 
S. Lowe’s comprehensive study, also published in 1987, looked at 
women in office work in Canada and found an uneven application of 
mechanization and sex segregation, with managers playing a critical 
role in organizing the particulars of office tasks and their gendered 
identities.5

In his 1985 book, The Process of Occupational Sex-Typing: The 
Feminization of Clerical Labor in Great Britain, Samuel Cohn agreed 
with this view. But his main goal was an ambitious attempt to explain 
“why women are concentrated in low-status jobs in the first place….
by explicitly examining the process by which men and women get 
sorted into particular jobs” (p. 90). He did not dismiss the cultural and 
ideological notions that had gone into this sorting; rather,  he wanted 
to explore the intersections of capitalism and patriarchy, intersections 
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that he thought might vary over time and among firms. He argued 
passionately for a statistical and micro-level approach rather than 
a macro-level strategy. Attention to the particular might show how 
gendered assumptions were not frozen in time and were therefore 
subject to the economic forces of the labor market. Drawing on data 
from two large British firms, the Great Western Railway (GWR) and 
the General Post Office (BPO), Cohn, as Cindy Aron said in a review 
of the book, sought not to show how women were inevitable cheap 
workers in the office, but to determine “what forces could induce an 
employer not to hire women, since women’s low pay would seem to 
make them more attractive than their male counterparts.”6   In Cohn’s 
words, “demand-side determinants of female employment” must be 
considered (p. 13).

Cohn began by unwinding long-standing arguments that cultural 
and economic historians had used to explain the feminization of cer-
tain occupations, such as the similarity of women’s domestic tasks in 
the home to those they held in the workforce, like sewing and nursing. 
But these factors had been applied so unevenly in occupations they 
could not be a real explanation: “It is hard to see how the traditional 
division of labor in the home would lead women in the labor force 
to can salmon but not to make butter or freeze TV dinners” (p. 14). 
Most importantly, Cohn debunked the shibboleth of “human-capital 
theory.” Once given the opportunity to pursue education in artisanal 
and clerical trades and the professions, women have proven eager to 
do so, and if anything, they were overqualified for the positions to 
which they were assigned. Nor was women’s office work unskilled. 
Using a typewriter or a comptometer requiring training and compe-
tence, not just nimble fingers. Proponents of women typewriters, as 
Davies had shown, often compared sewing to typewriting, although 
what one had to do with the other remained a mystery.

Cohn agreed with Lowe that given the hold of patriarchal notions 
in managerial and manual labor circles, employers preferred to hire 
men and to discriminate against women. The key difference between 
the GWR and the BPO is that the GWR was capital intensive and the 
BPO was labor intensive. The BPO, in order to save costs, had to find 
a secondary labor force that could be paid less than traditional male 
clerks (who expected promotions and pay raises), while the GWR, 
although increasing the numbers of female clerical workers some-
what, could continue to avoid the wholesale feminization of clerical 
tasks. In Cohn’s words, “managerial sexism,” if the GWR could be 
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used as a model, “remained the most potent barrier to clerical femini-
zation” (p. 224).

In order to maintain the advantages of low-cost gender assign-
ments in a labor- intensive environment, firms employed several 
strategies. Although women clerical workers sometimes said they 
were willing to organize into unions or to go on strike, they had no 
control, unlike professionals or manual labor unions, over entry into 
their occupation. Discrimination in most other fields helped to guar-
antee low wages for women clerks. But the main tactic employed 
by corporate management to undermine collective identity and action 
was “synthetic labor turnover.” By firing most women after roughly 
six to ten years of employment (usually coinciding with marriage and 
or motherhood), and refusing to promote women to higher positions 
and increase salaries, employers could employ skilled clerical work-
ers temporarily and replace them with a fresh batch of cheap workers 
starting at the lowest wages. These tenure rules or “marriage bars” 
cut off opportunities of advancement for older women, who were 
viewed as antiquated oddities, and thus “gave (young) women a near 
monopoly on clerical positions,” (p. 225) a fact that enforced the cul-
tural notion that women were destined to be clerks, stenographers, 
and accounting machine operators.

Cohn found that male-controlled labor unions, except for “a small 
elite of workers in…traditional crafts” such as printing and con-
struction, had relatively little impact on whether women were hired  
(p. 138). But he also suggested that the growing presence of profes-
sional occupations in offices would increase these workers’ attempts 
to set up educational and licensing gateways that excluded others and 
to use their clout to agitate for higher salaries and all (white) male 
workplaces. Indeed, Cohn argues, “sexism survives because it serves 
a latent economic function for this class of individuals” (p. 235). 
Rosabeth Ross Kantor argued this same point in her 1977 Men and 
Women of the Corporation.7

I had been researching and writing a lengthy study of office 
work in the United States when Samuel Cohn’s book was published 
in 1985, and I eagerly consumed its pages. I was looking at large 
bodies of statistical, archival, and anecdotal evidence from govern-
ment agencies, banks, and financial firms to document the cost effi-
ciency of hiring young women clerical workers, their link to office 
machinery, and the all-important use of the marriage bar to control 
the labor market. In chapters devoted to the histories of education 
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and professionalization in engineering, personnel management, and 
accounting, I documented the strategies and smokescreens men with 
privilege used to bar women and reproduce themselves, finding 
Cohn’s predictions about professionals to be prescient.

But I also found there were significant numbers of older women in 
the office by the 1920s, some with managerial positions or working 
in personnel management, and that the ideas about the suitability of 
married women in the office was already changing.8 Women’s ambi-
tion, their devotion to doing good work, and their unhappiness with 
inequality emerged in oral histories and anecdotal evidence. A flurry 
of corroborating research on gendered work in the office emerged 
between 1985 and 1990, much of it  indebted to the pioneering think-
ing of Samuel Cohn.9

Cohn’s original strategy—to find the intersections between capital-
ism and patriarchy—resulted in a nuanced balance between the eco-
nomic advantage of hiring the cheapest workers and the ways in which 
certain kinds of privileged men—managers, elite skilled workers, and 
professionals—could intervene to maintain male privilege. But he may 
have underestimated the power of patriarchal values to override ratio-
nal modes of capitalism. Despite all the gains twentieth-century women 
made in the professions through their own ambition, the help of affirma-
tive action, and a second wave of feminism in the 1970s, there is little 
evidence to suggest that assumptions of male privilege have changed 
much over time. In both engineering and computer science, for instance, 
male professionals have tightened their control over their fields in edu-
cation and the workplace. A Bureau of Labor Statistics and other early 
twenty-first-century studies show that women were initially excited 
about computer science and entered the field in large numbers but found 
that, like the typewriter girls of the 1920s, they were stereotyped as card 
punchers and data entry clerks even as they were earning Ph.D.s in math-
ematics and the sciences. MIT graduate student Ellen Spertus found that 
the problem for women in computing was not so much outright dis-
crimination, “but rather gender biases encoded in professional culture.”10  
Women in business, politics, in the office, and on the factory floor have 
continued to encounter the glass ceiling, widespread sexual harassment 
and assault, and rampant “mansplaining” that discourages them from 
speaking, from deciding, from managing, and from penetrating male 
circles of control, whether they are in Silicon Valley, automobile facto-
ries, or corporate headquarters.11 Women are still doing most lower-level 
office jobs, something that has not changed significantly since 1900.12
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1 
Thinking about 
Occupational Sex-Typing 

One of the fundamental concerns in feminist social science has 
been specifying the relationship between capitalism and patriarchy. 
Since Heidi Hartmann's seminal essay "Capitalism, Patriarchy, and 
Job Segregation by Sex" was written in 1976, it has generally been 
accepted that the oppression of women by men is facilitated and 
maintained by the economic institutions of modern society. However, 
specifying the mechanisms by which this occurs has not been easy; 
within the 1970's and 1980's, there has been a resurgence of interest in 
generating a materialist explanation of patriarchy that is consistent 
with rational economic theory. This new scholarship has taken a wide 
variety of forms. There have been attempts to develop a theory of 
patriarchy that closely parallels the form and logic of Marxist theories 
of exploitation (Secombe 1974; Beechey 1978; O'Brien 1981; Power 
1983). Economists have used neo-classical economics, human capital 
theory, and, more recently, dual labor market theory to explain 
women's concentration in low-paid employment and production 
within the home (Barron and Norris 1976; Blau and Jusenius 1976; 
Polachek 1979). There has also been excellent empirical research on 
the history of women's experiences in the work world that has at
tempted to uncover inductively the obstacles impeding women's 
advancement (Kanter 1977; Dublin 1979; Kessler-Harris 1982; Milk
man 1982). Finally, there has been a flowering of demographic re
search and family history that has documented how larger economic 
changes affected women's domestic roles, occupational lives, and 
self-perceptions. (M. Anderson 1971; Zaretsky 1973; Tilly and Scott 
1978). Each of these styles of work makes its own distinctive contribu-

3 
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tion towards answering the question. There is one phenomenon, 
however, that has such an overwhelming effect on women's status and 
opportunities that writers of nearly every theoretical persuasion have 
made at least tacit acknowledgment of its importance. This phe
nomenon is occupational sex-typing. 

Occupational sex-typing is the process by which certain occupations 
are designated as being primarily male or female. Sex-typing has 
produced a virtual bifurcation of the labor market into male/female 
sectors; in 1960, fully 50 percent of all women were working in occupa
tions that were over 70 percent female (Oppenheimer 1970). This 
division of labor has had enormous consequences for women's eco
nomic opportunities and prospects. Valerie Kincaide Oppenheimer 
has compellingly demonstrated that occupational sex-typing has 
placed an upper limit on the extent to which women can participate in 
work outside the home. Between 1900 and 1960, the increase in the 
number of female sex-typed jobs far outweighed any supply-side vari
able in predicting the increase of female labor force participation 
(Oppenheimer 1970). 

Women's wages are also affected by occupational sex-typing. The 
most compelling explanation of women's inferior wage attainments is 
the overcrowding hypothesis. This argument claims that sex-typing 
forces a large number of women into a small, restricted set of occupa
tions, while men may select from a much wider range. The limited 
demand for female labor intensifies competition among women for 
jobs, thus lowering their overall market wage (Fawcett 1918; Edge-
worth 1922; Stevenson 1975A, 19756). The combination of limited job 
opportunities and low wages also serves to promote women's sub
ordination in the domestic sphere. The dismal economic opportunities 
faced by women in the marketplace induce many of them to drop out 
of the labor force to become full-time homemakers. Furthermore, 
their limited financial opportunities increase their dependence on 
male providers, which in turn makes them vulnerable to domestic and 
sexual exploitation. Thus, if one is to understand changes in women's 
work and family roles, it is essential to understand the process by 
which employers designate which jobs will be open to women and 
which jobs will be reserved for men. While occupational sex-typ
ing may not be the only mechanism by which economic forces shape 
those of patriarchy, it surely is one of the most central and impor
tant. 
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Common Explanations of Occupational Sex-Typing 

Thus far, however, no one has developed a clear and convincing 
theory of what makes a given job male or female. One of the major 
problems has been that discussions of women's work have been 
dominated by a series of propositions that are for one reason or 
another unsatisfying. The major issue that confronts any theory of 
occupational sex-typing is that both economic and patriarchical con
siderations affect the hiring decisions made by managers. Managers 
are basically businessmen, whose rewards and life chances depend to a 
large extent on the growth and profitability of their enterprises. As 
such, hiring policy should be a tool for lowering costs, raising produc
tivity, and furthering the organization's economic goals. At the same 
time, the firm exists in a society in which patriarchy is pervasive; 
commonly held sex-role ideologies might be expected to affect the 
hiring decisions of managers who are being ostensibly objective. The 
intellectual challenge has been to develop an explanation of occupa
tional sex-typing that incorporates both economic and ideologically 
based variables into a synthesis that is both theoretically coherent and 
consistent with the available evidence. 

Most theories of women's work do deal with both types of factors, 
but the strategies for combining them have often left something to be 
desired. It has often been argued that patriarchy affects hiring deci
sions through one of two following intermediating mechanisms: re
stricting female labor supply or creating normative and cultural limits 
on female employment. Let us consider each of these in turn. 

Restricting Female Labor Supply 

Many models of occupational sex-typing argue that women volun
tarily choose to limit their labor supply in order to spend their time as 
full-time mothers and housewives rather than as paid employees. 
These models are used by authors of many different intellectual per
suasions, but they have been most systematically developed by human 
capital theorists (Becker 1964; Zellner 1975; Polachek 1979; Rotella 
1981). * Human capital theorists start with the reasonable assumption 

1. For examples of the use of such theories in more eclectic presentations, see 
National Manpower Council (1957). and Oppenheimer (1970). 
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that both employers and potential employees are economically ratio
nal. Employers do not discriminate, but instead fill their job openings 
in such a way as to maximize productivity and minimize cost.2 Deci
sions about occupational sex-typing are based on employers' choosing 
between two types of workers: men, who are committed to long-term 
employment, and women, whose labor force participation is likely to 
be intermittent. There are two reasons why women supposedly choose 
to withhold themselves from the labor force. On the one hand, tradi
tional gender ideologies encourage women to stay home, thus giving 
them a greater taste for leisure. On the other hand, women are 
hypothesized as having a natural aptitude for home production and as 
having a comparative advantage in child care, cooking, and other 
domestic tasks. Thus, it will be rational for women to concentrate in 
home rather than market production, particularly in those stages of 
the family life cycle when there is a high demand for child care. 

Human capital theorists argue that women's domestic obligations 
result in their being excluded from high-status jobs. High-status jobs 
tend to be relatively skilled and require substantial amounts of both 
formal education and learning on the job. Because women anticipate 
interrupting their careers, they will choose neither to spend money on 
formal education nor to select occupations that require extensive 
training in the early stages of the career.3 Thus non-discriminatory 
employers of skilled labor will find relatively few qualified female 
workers applying for their vacancies, and they will be forced by default 
to give these skilled jobs to men. Furthermore, even if a supply of 
female candidates exists, employers will be reluctant to give these 
positions to women. There are many situations in which the employers 
themselves finance the cost of educating workers for high-level jobs. In 

2. There are of course neo-classical theories of discrimination. However, none of 
them predict hiring regimes that show significant deviations from those expected under a 
system of rational self-interest. Becker explicitly argues that employers who discrimi
nate will be driven out of business by the rigors of the market, while Phelps and Aigner 
and Cain view discrimination as the result of profit-maximizing under conditions of 
imperfect information (Becker 1957; Phelps 1972; Aigner and Cain 1977). 

3. The rationale for the latter is that, in human capital theory, a worker who is being 
trained is indirectly financing his education by taking a lower salary. Supposedly, when 
employers provide workers with skills that are of value to competing employers, they 
force the worker to incur the cost of the training. The long-term worker is willing to 
make this sacrifice because his education will raise his productivity and thus increase his 
market wage. However, a short-term worker pays for training costs without receiving a 
long-term benefit, and thus should be uninterested in acquiring human capital. 
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these cases, employers will choose to hire workers with long antici
pated tenures so they can minimize the number of times they have to 
provide basic training. If they hire short-term workers, such as 
women, there is a risk that the workers will leave employment before 
producing enough to cover the cost of their human capital. 

There are several possible objections to this account. First, it is not 
at all clear that women's domestic obligations keep them from wanting 
to obtain good jobs; in general the obstacles to women's entering 
high-status jobs have come from management rather than from 
women themselves. Second, the evidence does not support the claim 
that, controlling for occupation, women have higher turnover than 
men. Women seem as likely as men to remain in responsible positions. 
Third, even if women voluntarily choose to have discontinuous 
careers, it does not follow from this that employers would choose to 
bar women from jobs with high firm-specific training. There are coun
tervailing advantages to hiring women that can outweigh the costs 
associated with human capital loss. Let us consider each of these 
arguments in further detail. 

The proposition that female labor supply has been limited by 
domestic considerations may have some validity for the early 
nineteenth century, but it is indefensible for the modern period. 
Valerie Kincaide Oppenheimer's work (1970) has compellingly shown 
that supply-side theories do not convincingly account for changes in 
American female labor force participation from 1900 to 1960. 
Women's work rates during this period did not correlate in any 
meaningful fashion with changes in fertility, the availability of labor-
saving home appliances, or changes in national attitudes on traditional 
sex roles. Female labor force participation rose dramatically during 
the 1950's, despite the countervailing forces of the baby boom and a 
generally conservative social climate. In the fifties, women's economic 
opportunities increased, as employment in clerical work, education, 
and the female semi-professions expanded. Women responded to 
these opportunities and left their homes for paid employment even as 
the baby boom added to their domestic obligations (Oppenheimer 
1970). Cynthia Epstein's research on law shows that even women who 
had relatively conservative attitudes on sex roles entered law school 
when law schools changed their admissions policies and began to 
accept women. Despite traditional socializations, many women were 
capable of making the ideological adjustments necessary to prepare 
themselves for professional careers (Epstein 1981). Both these studies 
suggest that women are willing and eager to enter market employment 
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and that the primary barriers to female labor force participation come 
from management. 

Furthermore, it is not at all clear that women have desisted from 
obtaining human capital. Historically, women have been more likely 
than men to seek higher education. Between 1870 and 1930, between 
55 and 60 percent of all high school graduates were women (Rotella 
1981). If women invested in long-term job skills in the late Victorian 
era when traditional sex roles were quite prevalent, it is implausible 
that modern women would be unwilling to make such commitments 
when the potential economic returns to such commitment have been 
substantially improved. 

There are similar difficulties with the claim that women are dispro
portionately likely to quit their jobs. This proposition has received 
only lukewarm support from the empirical literature on turnover and 
exit rates. Some studies do find significant differences between men 
and women in career lengths (Parnes 1954; Burton and Parker 1969; 
Pencavel 1970); however, far more studies have found no sex differ
ences whatsoever (Stoikov and Raimon 1968; Fry 1973; Armknecht 
and Early 1972; Begnoche Smith 1979; Blau and Kahn 1981). The size 
of the relationship is not robust to minor changes in the control 
variables or to changes in the strategies of measurement. An example 
of the complexities involved in the relationship between sex and 
turnover can be found in an analysis of quit rates by K. P. Viscusi. 
Viscusi found that global rates of turnover for female employees were 
higher than the equivalent rates for men. However, there were no 
significant sex differences in tenure-specific exit rates; furthermore, 
women were far more likely to decrease their quit rates in response to 
organizational incentives than were men (Viscusi 1980). The evidence 
does not support the conclusion that there are no sex differences in 
turnover whatsoever. Given the lack of consistent findings on the very 
existence of a turnover differential, however, let alone any consensus 
that the size of this turnover differential is large, it would seem in
appropriate to base the explanation of such a pervasive institution as 
sex-typing on such an ephemeral phenomenon.45 

Even if women do systematically interrupt their careers to get 
married and raise a family, there are still critical logical problems with 

4. For an even stronger position against the existence of gender differences in 
turnover, see the extensive reviews of the empirical literature on quit rates by Anderson 
(1974) and Price (1977). 
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most of these supply-side theories. It is not at all clear that the most 
rational economic response by either women or employers to short 
anticipated careers is the elimination of women from high-status jobs. 
Consider this problem from the point of view of a female worker first. 
The primary reason a woman supposedly chooses a low-status position 
is that the job allows her to minimize her loss of human capital when 
her career is interrupted. The gains that come from the preservation of 
deteriorating skills would seem to be trivial compared with the overall 
benefits involved in taking a high-paying rather than a low-paying job. 
Furthermore, once a person has received his or her basic training in an 
occupation, skills that have been lost through short- or middle-term 
absences can often be regained fairly quickly. Adult students who 
return to school after several years in the job market usually regain 
their academic skills within the first year. Job skills are likely to have a 
similar rate of regeneration. And even if the rate of skill loss were 
catastrophic, the wages received during retraining in a high-paying job 
are likely to exceed the wages a fully trained worker receives in a 
low-paying job. Thus, it is very difficult to explain the concentration of 
women in low-status jobs in terms of a model of voluntary choice.6 

5. A reasonable objection can be made that most of the data presented above come 
from the twentieth century. Brenner and Ramas (1984) argue provocatively that supply-
side limits to female employment may have been more important in the nineteenth 
century. Market employment would have been less attractive to women due to the lower 
prevailing rates of real wages, while high fertility was an economic necessity due to 
children's importance as a source of security in old age. It is true that there were more 
incentives for women to remain home in the nineteenth century. However, it is still 
unclear that these incentives were so great as to restrict significantly the supply of female 
labor open to employers. The evidence that is required to show an independent effect of 
labor supply would be for employers to attempt to hire women for lucrative positions but 
be forced to hire men after experiencing a shortage of female job applicants. If an 
occupation de-feminized after employers failed to find an adequate supply of female 
labor, or after suffering from excessive rates of female turnover, this would support the 
Brenner and Ramas hypothesis. Empirically, it is hard to think of examples that fit this 
model. Those cases where de-feminization has occurred seem to have involved women's 
mobilizing into trade unions, the passage of laws banning female labor, or significant 
changes in the technology of industry (Kessler-Harris 1982). This is not to say supply-
based changes did not occur. No definitive settlement of this issue can be made until 
there is the same sort of rigorous test of supply and demand models for 1820 that there 
has been for 1970. 

6. This argument implicitly assumes that wages are not purely a function of produc
tivity but are affected by exogenous factors as well. The recent literature on dual labor 
markets, internal labor markets, and the effect of unionization on wages provides more 
than adequate support for this hypothesis (Parsley 1980; Kalleberg et al. 1981). 
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The argument is equally hard to justify from the employer's point of 
view. It is not clear that the benefits of conserving scarce human capital 
outweigh the costs of operating with a relatively inexpensive labor 
force. A woman will work at the rate of 59 cents for every male dollar. 
Even if the use of women requires higher levels of training costs due to 
more frequent replacement of personnel, retraining would have to be 
very expensive to exhaust the 40 percent wage subsidy associated with 
using cheap female labor. Admittedly, there are personnel who are so 
scarce as to be irreplaceable; the Manhattan Project would have paid 
anything not to lose Enrico Fermi. However, the skills of most workers 
are not so rare as to require conservation at any price. Many skilled 
workers are readily replaceable from the marketplace. If one loses a 
high school principal, one merely hires a new one from another sys
tem. Other vacancies can be easily filled from within. Most advanced 
positions are filled not by neophytes but by subordinates in the same 
workplace who have some relevant experience and need only a partial 
retraining. It is not implausible to imagine that, when an assistant is 
promoted to a position formerly held by her supervisor, she might 
work at 60 percent efficiency the first year, 80 percent efficiency the 
second year, and full efficiency for all years thereafter. From the point 
of view of the employer, this would represent substantial training 
costs, but hardly an overwhelming burden. In particular, it would 
hardly justify turning down a female candidate who was willing to 
work for 59 percent of a male salary. The benefits from exploiting 
women's inferior position in the marketplace would seem to far out
weigh the benefits that accrue from the conservation of human 
capital.7 

Even if one grants that women are likely to leave their jobs because 
of family responsibilities, however, and that the costs of retraining 
these workers is greater than the savings of using cheaper labor, it is 
still logically difficult to argue that such problems will induce em
ployers to bar women from high-status jobs. This is because only 

7. The savings from using women in high-status positions could be even greater than 
those associated with normal jobs. The logic behind the overcrowding hypothesis would 
suggest that since the supply of highly paid jobs for women is far more constrained than 
the general supply of jobs, employers could receive far greater savings in using women 
for superior jobs than they could by using them in average positions. The extreme 
scarcity of supervisory positions for women might induce women to work at 40 cents to 
the male dollar, instead of the normal 59 cents. 
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younger women are actually subject to the kinds of domestic pressures 
that could force withdrawal from the labor force. Older women can 
readily be hired for any job involving firm-specific learning and will 
have low rates of turnover, similar to those of men. The one domestic 
duty that might require withdrawal from the labor force is taking care 
of infants and children under five. Cooking, cleaning, and laundry may 
all be deferred or obtained through the market, but small children 
require constant attention and nurturance, which is not easily pro
vided by market labor. Nevertheless, only women in their twenties and 
thirties are likely to have young children in their households. Because 
fertility tends to be concentrated in the years just after marriage, by 
age forty most women have completed their childbearing and most of 
their children are old enough to free their mothers for work outside 
the home. Furthermore, because pre-industrial mortality schedules 
closely resemble modern mortality rates for ages after twenty, histor
ically a forty-year-old woman could have looked forward to good 
health until her late sixties or seventies. She thus could have entered 
the labor force anticipating an uninterrupted career of twenty-five to 
thirty years. Most jobs could be filled quite profitably by twenty-five or 
thirty-year workers, even if they required extremely long periods of 
initial training.8 

Occupational sex-typing divides jobs into subsets that are either all 
male or all female; there are very few jobs that are given to men and 
older women, but not to younger women. If employers were primarily 
concerned about conserving scarce human capital, such patterns 
would occur relatively frequently as employers differentiated between 
long-term and short-term employees. In fact, employers have hired 

8. It is true that many employers are reluctant to hire older workers. Some managers 
fear that older workers have suffered a deterioration in their skills because of the long 
period they have been out of school. This would not be an issue for a women who has 
gone back to school after completing her childbearing. Another objection is that older 
workers are often failures and cast-offs from other organizations. This again is not a 
problem for an older female labor force entrant. A third issue might be the higher chance 
of serious illness or diminished physical capacities among older workers. However, most 
middle-aged workers are in perfect health. Furthermore, although a forty-year-old 
worker only offers a prospective career of twenty-five to thirty years, while a twenty-five-
year-old worker offers a prospective career of forty years, it is not at all clear that the 
extra fifteen years offer any advantage to an employer. Over a forty-year period, most 
workers will leave their original employer for non-health-based professional or personal 
reasons anyway. 
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girls in their teens and early twenties quite readily, while discriminat
ing against older women; the labor force participation rates of teen-
aged women have always been high, while those of women over 
forty-five only increased in the 1950's (Oppenheimer 1970). Conserva
tion of human capital does not predict a division of labor that lumps all 
men into one category and all women into another. The phenomenon 
of occupational sex-typing that treats all women as mutually inter
changeable, though different from men, must be explained by a wholly 
different dynamic. 

Labor supply can also affect women's work through mechanisms 
that do not involve human capital. It has been hypothesized that 
sex-typing is affected by prevailing rates of female labor force par
ticipation at the time at which a given occupation is created. If the 
initial job openings occur in a period when traditional sex-role ideolo
gies are inhibiting female labor force participation, no women candi
dates will apply for the new vacancies and the occupation will become 
male. If the job is created in a period of increasing female labor force 
participation, it will be possible to staff the positions with women. In 
either case, once these first workers are hired, bureaucratic inertia and 
the development of self-reinforcing legitimating ideologies tend to 
perpetuate the sex mix of the original cohort.9 

This model rarely appears in explicit theories of occupational sex-
typing, but it is extremely common in empirical studies of particular 
occupations. Consider the standard claim that clerical work feminized 
because office work expanded in an era of rapidly increasing female 
education and labor force participation. These changes in women's 
work behavior ensured that a supply of women would be available to 
take these new positions (Davies 1975, 1982; Kessler-Harris 1982). 
Such an insight would not be terribly informative if occupations 
adapted instantaneously to changes in the labor supply. If this were the 
case, all types of jobs would have responded to these changes and 
there would be no such thing as occupational sex-typing. Increasing 
labor supply becomes an internally consistent theory of occupational 

9. The presence of this last provision makes the theory what Arthur Stinchcombe 
would call an historicist model. See Stinchcombe's Constructing Social Theories (1968) 
for an excellent discussion of the potential uses of such theories. See also Stinchcombe's 
1964 essay on the effect of period of creation on organization structure. 
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sex-typing only if older occupations such as mining do not respond to 
changes in the labor market and thus remain predominantly male. 

Although there are examples that can be used to support the 
theory, the number of counterexamples is quite striking. The femi
nization of teaching, clerical work, retail sales, social work, and nurs
ing have been explained in terms of the increasing female labor supply 
of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Between 1870 and 
1930, however, employers also first began to hire accountants, life 
insurance salesmen, airline pilots, truck drivers, electricians, elevator 
operators, advertising consultants, radio announcers, and automobile 
mechanics. All of these jobs became overwhelmingly male. The ex
panding turn-of-the-century supply of female labor does not seem to 
have had the same effect on every occupation that was created during 
the period. In fact, supply considerations seem to have very poor 
predictive power in explaining what types of jobs become male or 
female. In order to understand how new occupations develop their sex 
types, it is necessary to understand the demand-side determinants of 
female employment. 

Normative and Cultural Limits on Female Employment 

Many discussions of women's work explicitly argue that employers' 
hiring decisions are fundamentally shaped by occupational norms 
derived from the division of labor within the home. Because of 
this, women are given jobs associated with traditional female tasks 
or attributes (Caplow 1954; National Manpower Council 1957; 
Oppenheimer 1970). The training women receive in the household as 
young girls gives them a natural aptitude for jobs with a domestic 
component. Likewise, women's personalities, which are shaped by 
early gender socialization, makes them more suitable for work that 
requires "female" psychological attributes. Thus, women work in 
textile factories because as young girls they receive training in sewing. 
Women work as waitresses because at home they are more likely than 
men to serve meals. Women work in the helping professions because 
they are socialized to be expressive rather than instrumental. Just as 
women are concentrated in those areas where they have special exper
tise, men are concentrated in those areas where they have a particular 
gender-related advantage. Thus men are more likely to work in jobs 
that require physical strength, are dirty, or demand leadership skills. 

Not every writer would insist that men and women differ in their 
gender-related competencies. Whether women are truly weaker or 
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more understanding than men is a matter of considerable dispute. 
However, cultural theories of sex-typing need not be based on actual 
differences in the skills or personalities of men and women. It is 
sufficient for employers to believe that these differences exist and to 
hire on the basis of this consistent gender ideology. In their most 
credible form, normative theories predict the sex-type of occupations 
in terms of commonly held ideologies that blind employers to the 
possibility of extending the domain of female employment. Tradi
tional gender roles irrationally inhibit firms from hiring women for 
jobs characterized as masculine, making the occupational structure 
reflect patterns of patriarchy in the larger society. 

Although these considerations can provide seemingly plausible 
explanations of particular cases, they nearly always fail to provide a 
general principle that will correctly predict the overall distribution of 
male and female jobs. It is very hard to find a norm or a cultural 
prescription that seems to have been applied consistently by em
ployers in a wide range of occupations. Consider the argument that 
women take jobs similar to those tasks done within the home. 
Although women traditionally cook within the home, they have not 
always obtained such jobs in the marketplace. In 1970, the occupation 
of cook was roughly evenly split between men and women: just under 
40 percent of the cooks were men and just over 60 percent were 
female.10 Despite the fact that baking bread and cakes is done by 
women in the home, only 29 percent of all commercial bakers and 35 
percent of bakers' assistants were female. Only 35 percent of food 
manufacturing operatives were women. Within this set of occupations, 
the only occupation that was more than 50 percent female was the 
canning and preserving of fruits, vegetables, and seafood. It is hard to 
see how the traditional division of labor in the home would lead 
women in the labor force to can salmon but not to make butter or 
freeze TV dinners. 

Such incongruities can also be found in work resembling domestic 
labor. Women invariably do the housecleaning in most families. 
Nevertheless, only 32 percent of all cleaning workers were women. 
Likewise, although women made up 69 percent of all food service 
workers, they comprised only 38 percent of all dishwashers. Although 

10. All data on the sex composition of current occupations come from the 1970 
Census Report on Occupational Characteristics (U.S. Bureau of the Census 1970). 
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women have been traditionally associated with child care, and 84 
percent of all elementary school teachers were women, only 49 percent 
of all secondary school teachers were women. In the home, women's 
responsibility for their children hardly ends at age twelve. In the 
professions, women do tend to be concentrated in specialties that 
emphasize child care. In medicine, women are disproportionately 
likely to be pediatricians, and within mental health, women are more 
likely to be child psychologists. Nevertheless, none of these jobs have 
ever been female sex-typed occupations. Women at best have made up 
a somewhat larger minority than was to be found in other medical 
specialties. 

The same incongruities appear in textiles. The fact that women sew 
has been used to explain women's concentration in spinning mills and 
clothing factories. Nevertheless, only 32 percent of all commercial 
tailors are women. This is surprising, given that women make the 
clothing repairs in most households. Although many female jobs 
require skills similar to those women use within the home, there is a 
very substantial number of jobs involving domestic arts that tradi
tionally have been monopolized and dominated by men. Thus, the 
household division of labor actually turns out to be an unreliable guide 
to predicting occupational sex type. 

It is also difficult to find social-psychological correlates of male or 
female jobs. Although women are traditionally associated with nurtur-
ance, they have not always been used in jobs that involve care or 
sensitivity in dealing with people. Nursing and social work have been 
traditionally female jobs. However, psychiatry has remained a male 
occupation. Furthermore, most religions have traditionally provided 
only limited opportunities for women to act as clergy, despite the fact 
that this occupation specializes in the most profound emotional and 
spiritual concerns of human life. It is true that some religions have 
made use of women in specialized capacities. The Catholic Church has 
always permitted spiritually inclined women to serve as nuns, but nuns 
have been confined to a fairly narrow range of duties and rarely heard 
confessions or provided pastoral care. 

It is also difficult to find any physical correlates of men's or women's 
work. Women's supposedly superior hand-to-eye coordination may be 
invoked in explaining their concentration in textiles and electronics 
manufacture, but these skills have never gotten them hired as jewel
ers, engravers, or surgeons. It is true that women have not tended to 
appear in occupations that require physical strength, such as baggage 



16 / Thinking about Occupational Sex-Typing 

porters or freight and material handlers. However, they have also 
been excluded from manual occupations that involve very little physi
cal exertion at all. Women made up only 3 percent of parking atten
dants, 11 percent of vehicle washers, and 6 percent of taxi drivers. 
None of these jobs are particularly physically demanding. Women 
made up only 2.9 percent of all gardeners and groundskeepers despite 
the fact that many women routinely garden at home. Since most 
occupations do not call for very much upper-body strength, it is 
unclear how much of the difference between men's and women's jobs 
can be accounted for by physical strength. 

Although most cultural propositions can be contradicted with 
numerous examples, one can never prove definitively that ideological 
factors do not contribute to sex-types. There is no limit to the number 
of propositions that could be devised by a dedicated believer in sex 
roles. Furthermore, a cultural determinist could argue that the indi
vidual normative factors only work when considered in concert and 
that an ideological model must contain an enormous number of vari
ables before it can obtain predictive power. Nevertheless, deriving 
a sex-role socialization model that would be measurable, non-
tautological, and consistent with the complexity of most occupational 
systems is a formidable prospect. The task is made more discouraging 
by the poor performance most of the components of such a model have 
when considered individually. 

A Framework for Thinking about 
Occupational Sex-Typing 

It is necessary to develop an alternative to supply-side and norma
tive theories that can explain the creation and persistence of occupa
tional sex-typing. Such a theory should be capable of making concrete 
predictions of the sex-type of a given job, consistent with an assump
tion of economic rationality on the part of the employer and informed 
by the actual problems and concerns faced by real-world managers. 
There are many propositions that at first glance appear to satisfy these 
conditions. Some after closer examination can be shown to be flawed; 
others make important contributions to the overall theory. In order 
to organize the various alternatives to supply-side and normative 
models, it is helpful to place these models within a larger theoretical 
framework. 

Most theories of occupational sex-typing attempt to specify what is 
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distinctive or unique about women's work. Human capital theory 
argues that male workers are acceptable for all jobs, while female 
workers must be confined to a more limited subset. The theory then 
attempts to specify the properties of this female subset. Normative 
theories could concentrate on the attributes of jobs of either sex. In 
practice, however, they have tended to focus on women's domestic 
roles and personality and how these shape the universe of jobs that 
become defined as female. While there is nothing incorrect about 
proceeding in this fashion, it is more informative to proceed in the 
opposite fashion and ask what it is that is distinctive about those jobs 
that are defined as male. 

Employers should prefer to hire women rather than men, all other 
things being equal, because women work for substantially lower 
wages. At the global level, this phenomenon is caused by occupational 
sex-typing and by the overcrowding of the labor market that results 
from discrimination. For an individual firm, however, national pat
terns of discrimination are a given. An employer deciding how to fill a 
particular vacancy knows that, because of the hiring policies of other 
employers, women can be forced to accept a lower level of wages; this 
should make women the employees of preference for all positions until 
occupational sex-typing completely disappears. 

This argument was originally made in 1957 by Gary Becker in his 
Economics of Discrimination. Becker argued that any firm that chose 
to discriminate was arbitrarily restricting its labor supply and forcing 
itself to operate with a higher level of market wages. This economic 
handicap would restrict the firm's ability to compete effectively and 
could ultimately lead to the closing or sale of the firm. Becker thus 
concluded that discrimination was economically irrational; if prej
udice persisted, it was because either the employer or the workforce 
had a "taste for discrimination." There are many grounds on which 
this argument can be challenged, such as its overreliance on the 
principles of neo-classical economics and its strong prediction that in 
the long run discrimination would disappear. Nevertheless, Becker's 
main argument that employers pay a premium to employ men is 
basically sound. The important theoretical task is to move beyond the 
vague term "taste for discrimination" in order to specify the economic 
basis for not making use of cheap female labor.11 

11. In this light, it is hard to accept the argument that particular occupations 
feminize because of an employer's need for cheap labor (Oppenheimer 1970; Prather 
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Logically, there are four different categories of reasons for em
ployers not to hire women. No one particular category has any intrinsic 
logical advantage over any other. Although each type of argument has 
the capacity to be the basis of a reasonable, internally consistent 
theory of occupational sex-typing, individual arguments within each 
category will vary in their logical adequacy and empirical support. 
The four different strategies for explaining the non-hiring of women 
are: 

1. Identifying a countervailing economic advantage to using men. 
2. Identifying some environmental constraint that prevents em

ployers from hiring women. 
3. Identifying some sector of the male population that will work for 

lower wages than the average salary demanded by women. 
4. Identifying some factor that buffers employers from the require

ment of minimizing labor costs. 

Let us consider each of these in turn. 

Countervailing Advantages 

Employers could hire men because men are associated with coun
tervailing advantages that can compensate for their relatively higher 
pay rates. Both human capital theory and cultural theory argue that 
men are inherently more productive than women in performing cer
tain kinds of tasks, which justifies paying a premium to obtain male 
labor. These two specifications are the most common forms of coun
tervailing advantage arguments; however, there are a variety of 
alternative specifications. Consider Michael Reich's theory of the 
racial division of labor markets. He would argue that by dividing the 
labor force into two hostile groups and carefully rationing employment 
between the two sectors, employers can lower the level of working-
class militancy (Reich 1981).12 Such a strategy requires the hiring of 
both white adult males and some other category of workers. 

1971; Davies 1975). Since, at a superficial level, all employers have some interest in 
obtaining cheap labor, it is necessary that authors use this argument in tandem with 
other considerations that explain why feminization does not occur universally. 

12. This argument is generally more convincing for race and ethnicity than it is for 
sex; however, it is a non-trivial theory of gender that will be examined in detail in 
Chapter 7. 
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A model will be presented in the analysis called the "synthetic 
turnover hypothesis" that links occupational sex-typing to motivation 
problems in internal labor markets. Under a narrow set of conditions, 
employers within a bureaucracy can find themselves forced to reduce 
the levels of rewards to some workers within the system arbitrarily, 
while maintaining these rewards for the rest of their labor force. Under 
such conditions, it is necessary to create a caste system within the 
organization in which differential placement and treatment are legiti
mated in terms of pre-existing social and demographic distinctions. 
Under such conditions, it is necessary to hire both a set of victims, such 
as women or blacks, and a set of elite members, namely white adult 
males. These conditions do not apply to all employers; in those settings 
where synthetic turnover operates, however, men are hired because of 
the countervailing advantage they provide in maintaining segmented 
reward systems within the firm. 

Environmental Constraints 

Even if employers prefer to hire women for a given position, they 
may find themselves prevented from using women and forced to use 
men. Labor supply arguments make use of such environmental con
straints. In these models, employers wish to hire women because of 
their lower wages; however, because women are choosing domestic 
production over market employment, female job candidates are 
scarce, and employers are forced to use men as a more expensive 
alternative. Two other environmental constraints that are often dis
cussed in theories of occupational sex-typing are exclusionary de
mands from organized labor and legislative limitations on female 
employment. 

The exclusion of women from certain occupations can be caused by 
a strong, well-organized, sexist male union. Gary Becker argued that 
discrimination can come from two sources: employers and employees 
(Becker 1957). Employee discrimination is actually easier to account 
for than employer discrimination. The traditional worker strategy for 
increasing wages is to limit the supply of potential workers. Thus, 
organized labor has attempted whenever possible to enforce ex
tremely restrictive limits on who may obtain employment, a policy that 
has encouraged racism, sexism, ethnic prejudice, and the develop
ment of barriers to exclude some categories of white men. The hostility 
of male workers to women has been fueled by patriarchical concerns as 
well. Thus, it is not surprising that historically there are many exam-
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pies of male unions' actively agitating for the formal restriction or 
abolition of female employment (Hartmann 1976; Kessler-Harris 
1979; Foner 1979, 1980; Milkman 1980). 

While organized labor represents an important source of exclusion
ary pressure, its importance in determining sex-type is limited. Not all 
unions have the strength to impose a male workforce on an employer 
who is committed to resisting these demands. In most union-
management confrontations, management has bargained from a posi
tion of strength. Union security is a very recent concession for many 
workers; obtaining economic benefits has often been problematic. It 
has been extremely difficult to win concessions on issues not involving 
wages, such as limits on the rate of work or protection from redun
dancy. Most unions have very little control over hiring decisions and 
only limited control over promotions and job assignments. Without 
such power, unions can contribute little to the process of occupational 
sex-typing, and gender decisions remain a matter of managerial pre
rogative. 

There are, however, some exceptions to this. Workers in very 
strong positions, notably craft workers, professionals, and managers, 
have historically maintained tight control over recruitment into their 
occupations. The exclusionary powers of doctors, lawyers, and plumb
ers is well known. Thus, the concentration of men in the most skilled or 
powerful occupations can be plausibly explained in terms of the en
vironmental constraint of male organized labor, as long as one com
pares average jobs with those of the very elite. 

Many employers have been unable to use women because hiring 
them for a particular job was illegal. In the nineteenth century, women 
were barred from many manual occupations by protective legislation. 
In some cases, these laws limited the number of hours and times of the 
day that women could work when long night shifts were a substantive 
requirement for employment. In other cases, women were forbidden 
from workplaces that were legally defined as dangerous (Creighton 
1979; Kessler-Harris 1982). The prevalence of these laws can be ex
aggerated. Most occupations were wholly unregulated by the state, 
and even within the most heavily regulated industries, women were 
barred from employment in only a limited number of localities (Bren
ner and Ramas 1984). Nevertheless, protectionist legislation provides 
an obvious environmental restriction on female employment that 
should have a measurable effect on occupational sex-typing. 
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Alternative Sources of Secondary Labor 

The discussion thus far has assumed that there are only two kinds of 
workers, cheap women and expensive men. Thus, the theory of sex-
typing devolves into a theory of what jobs can be filled with cheap 
labor. However, women are not the only source of secondary labor 
available to employers. An employer who is seeking inexpensive labor 
can hire blacks, hispanics, or local teenagers, all of whom work for less 
than the average white male. Some white males will also work for a 
marginal wage, particularly if they are unqualified, desperate, or 
looking for very temporary employment. Given that women do not 
have a monopoly on the market for cheap labor, it is necessary to 
specify the conditions under which secondary jobs will be given to 
women as opposed to members of other groups whose wages are 
depressed. 

There are several factors that can determine whether women will be 
used to fill a secondary position. One consideration is the human 
capital requirements for the job. Some secondary jobs require few 
skills and little education. Others, despite their low pay, require 
substantial amounts of human capital. Virtually anyone can qualify to 
be janitor; nursing requires years of formal study and practical experi
ence. Many workers would be unlikely to have the qualifications for 
the more demanding secondary positions. Juveniles can not take any 
position that requires advanced education; recent immigrants can not 
take a job that requires fluency in the host language. For many sec
ondary jobs that require substantial human capital, women may be the 
only source of cheap labor having the necessary skills. 

A second consideration of equal importance is the relative supply of 
alternative sources of labor. Many desirable sources of inexpensive 
labor are not available to particular employers. There are legal restric
tions on certain kinds of workers. Child labor laws and school attend
ance requirements remove certain juveniles from the labor market 
entirely. Immigration policy restricts the minority labor supply. The 
juvenile labor supply will be affected by the availability and impor
tance of schooling. Where higher education is open to the general 
public, many teenagers will voluntarily delay labor market entry in 
order to attain a degree. There may be regional strictures on the supply 
of labor as well. Very few communities aside from frontier communi
ties have a shortage of women; however, some areas are ethnically 
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homogenous and lack minority labor. In each of these cases, an 
employer may be limited in his options for filling the secondary posi
tions within his firm. Women should be hired in those situations where 
alternative sources of labor are scarce. 

There may be other considerations that affect the trade-off between 
competing secondary labor forces. The wages for these different 
groups are unequal. Juveniles make less than women, while the rela
tive cost of ethnic labor depends on the amount of discrimination 
suffered by any particular group. The least expensive workers should 
be relatively more attractive to employers. Likewise, there may be 
differential psychic costs to employers in hiring women as opposed to 
hiring minorities. The theory of the competition between women and 
other disadvantaged groups is far less developed than the theory of 
competition between majority males and majority females. Neverthe
less, both are important to a fully predictive theory of sex-typing. 

Buffering from Labor Costs 

Men are more likely to be hired into occupations in which em
ployers are under little pressure to economize on labor costs. The 
prime consideration that makes women more desirable than men as 
employees is that women work for substantially lower wages. If wages 
cease to be a significant concern for management, then hiring can be 
based on other principles that can be either gender-blind or overtly 
discriminatory. Either way, fewer women will be likely to be hired 
under these conditions than would have been the case had the firm 
been trying to minimize labor costs. 

There are several conditions under which employers can be re
leased from the obligation of having to seek the cheapest possible 
labor. Most of these involve situations in which labor costs are rela
tively unimportant in determining organizational survival or rates of 
organizational growth. Consider the case in which labor makes up a 
relatively small proportion of costs within the firm. In labor-intense 
industries, staff expenses make up the overwhelming majority of 
operating costs. Employers in such firms must work aggressively to 
contain levels of salaries and wages or risk seriously overrunning their 
total budget. This problem is far less pressing for capital-intense 
employers. Although they may have total wage bills that are abso
lutely high, these expenses are relatively small compared to expendi
tures on raw material and technology. Technological increases in 
productivity or savings from obtaining cheaper sources of raw mate
rials can all subsidize a relatively expensive staff. 
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The same argument holds for isolated subgroups of workers within 
a larger population of workers who are being managed efficiently. If an 
employer obtained 95 percent of his staff at the cheapest possible 
rates, he could afford to hire somewhat more expensive workers for 
the remaining 5 percent. Thus, if one could identify a set of positions 
that for exogenous reasons an employer might prefer to staff uneco
nomical^ with men, such positions might remain male so long as they 
represented such a small share of total staff that their cost would not 
significantly raise the total wage bill. Most firms do not control remu
neration to executives with the same rigor that they control the other 
aspects of corporate expenditure. High salaries, generous expense 
accounts, and lavish fringe benefits have been justified in terms of the 
high productivity of top administrators. To some extent, however, the 
extremely generous executive remuneration found in most corpora
tions stems from managers' choosing to reward themselves when they 
know that such payments will have little effect on the overall profitabil
ity of the firm. 

Another case of buffering is when organizational success depends 
less on the conservation of costs than on other criteria of performance. 
A firm with a solid cost-plus contract need not worry about hiring 
female labor. Likewise, a firm whose profits depend on the irregular 
success of particular products may put all of their resources into 
product development and few into obtaining cheap factors of produc
tion. In Hollywood, where a single hit can finance the expenses of a 
studio for years, one would expect that film executives would empha
size artistic values and marketing and be less concerned with the costs 
of studio labor. Another example is the political organization that runs 
on patronage. The purpose of a patronage organization is to provide 
lucrative jobs for the supporters of the incumbent political party. 
Because of this, it is less important to economize on labor costs and 
more important to make salaries as attractive as possible. Women 
should appear in those firms that engage in price competition, and men 
should be hired in those firms that are protected from such considera
tions. 

The Study of Occupational Sex-Typing 

General Considerations 

The preceding discussion of the theory of occupational sex-typing 
suggests two general conclusions. First, there are a very large number 
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of variables that play a major role in determining the sex-type of a 
given occupation. Second, there are an equally large number of vari
ables whose relationship to sex-typing is either non-existent or spu
rious. This implies that empirical studies of the economics of women's 
work need to use data of sufficient richness and detail to permit the 
identification of the complex historical and contextual factors that 
could be contributing to the determination of a particular sex-type. At 
the same time, the research methodology needs to be sufficiently 
rigorous and scientific to permit the testing of alternative hypotheses 
and the rejection of those variables that do not play a significant role. 

In general, most of the recent research on women's work has been 
either historically detailed or methodologically rigorous, but rarely 
both. Great historical works such as Margery Davies' Women's Place 
Is at the Typewriter and Alice Kessler-Harris' Out to Work represent 
sophisticated treatments of women's economic life that are based on 
enormous masses of historical and archival material. These authors 
have, with good reason, emphasized intellectual and historical breadth 
rather than the niceties of social-scientific methodology. Their analy
ses are compelling because of the large number of examples they 
provide, but they rarely apply alternative models to their data to see if 
different perspectives provide a better explanation. In the interest of 
maintaining an integrated perspective, they incorporate as many vari
ables as they can into their explanations, without attempting to test 
particular theories with an eye to disconfirmation so that a simpler, 
more parsimonious explanation can be extracted.13 These accounts, 
while often convincing, leave the reader curious about how their 
implicit models would behave when subjected to rigorous quantitative 
examination. 

The quantitative work on occupational sex-typing has been ex
tremely informative, but limited in the types of questions it could 
address. Most of these analyses have used census data or other compa
rable national aggregate statistics to study inter-occupational variance 
in the use of women. David Snyder and Paula Hudis in the late 1970's 
and William Bridges in the 1980's have provided stimulating analyses 
using this technique. However, most national economic data do not 
provide information on many factors that could reasonably affect the 

13. For an exception to this tendency, see Kessler-Harris's excellent discussion 
(1982) of the extent to which the impact of World War II on women's employment has 
been exaggerated. 
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feminization or de-feminization of an occupation. Union membership 
data are available, but little is known about which male workers accept 
or resist the extension of female employment. Statistical measure
ments of skill are available, but these hardly describe whether a given 
job requires upper-body strength. Salary data are available, but little is 
known about the effect of female employment on promotion chains or 
job queues. Most of the interesting questions concerning women's 
work require detailed information on organizational functioning that 
is hard to synthesize from national statistics. 

An alternative strategy is to collect one's own data on the determi
nants of occupational sex-typing in a form readily amenable to quan
titative analysis. Although it would be desirable to do this for an entire 
national occupational structure, in practice it is very difficult to obtain 
detailed information on more than a small number of related occupa
tions at one time. In order to do sophisticated multivariate analyses, 
however, it is essential to have a relatively large case base. One 
solution to this problem is to abandon the occupation as a unit of 
analysis and investigate variations in the use of women within a single 
occupation. One can contrast firms versus firms, departments versus 
departments, industries versus industries, or periods versus periods, in 
each case contrasting those units that use men with those units that use 
women. The concentration on one occupation considerably simplifies 
the analysis, since it is far easier to grasp the underlying economics of 
staffing a small number of related positions than it is to understand the 
complexities of every single job in the economy. At the same time, the 
smaller units of analysis virtually force the investigator to become 
aware of the firm-level and workplace-level considerations that are 
affecting the use of women. Such immersion in the organizational 
micro-dynamics of the firm can produce unexpected and counterintui
tive findings that can have implications for macro-level research. A 
study based on a single occupation does have the drawback of being of 
limited generalizibility. If scrupulous attention is paid to the ways in 
which the central occupation differs from jobs in other sectors of the 
economy, however, the research can suggest global propositions about 
sex-typing as a whole. 

The Research Design 

This is an organizational-level investigation of the feminization of 
clerical labor in Great Britain. Within the subject of occupational 
sex-typing, there are two reasons why clerical work is an especially 
important case to study. First, clerical occupations make up a very 
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large proportion of female employment. In 1950, 15 percent of all 
American women worked in some sort of clerical occupation 
(Oppenheimer 1970). Second, clerical work is one of the few occupa
tions that has undergone a drastic shift in sex type. In the mid-
nineteenth century it was a virtually all-male occupation. Then, be
tween the 1870's and the 1950's, it feminized so rapidly as to become 
virtually all female. This is a somewhat remarkable transition con
sidering that most occupational sex types remain constant over time. 
Between 1960 and 1970, fewer than 25 percent of all occupations 
changed their sex composition by as much as 5 percent (Snyder and 
Hudis 1976). Clerical work represents a rare opportunity to study 
significant historical change in a field where most longitudinal changes 
are relatively trivial. 

More specifically, this study is a contrast of the employment policies 
of two major employers of white-collar workers. One, the British 
General Post Office (GPO), was one of the first employers in England 
to use large numbers of female clerks, while the other, the Great 
Western Railway (GWR), was one of the last employers to maintain a 
clerical force that was overwhelmingly male. These particular firms are 
especially important because of their completely different solutions to 
the problem of clerical hiring. The Post Office was the lead sector of 
feminization (see Table 1.1). It hired its first women clerks in 1870, and 
by the late 1870's nearly a quarter of its clerks were female. By the 
onset of World War I, the Post Office was 40 percent female, and by 
the mid-1930's nearly half of the postal clerks were female. The Great 
Western Railway did not even begin to hire women clerks until 1906. It 
had considered hiring women in 1876, but explicitly rejected the 
possibility. In the pre-World War I period, while the Post Office was 

Table 1.1 
Percentage of All Clerks Who Were Female in the Great Western Railway 

and the General Post Office, Selected Dates 

Date 

1876 
1896 
1914 
1933-36 

GWR (%) 

0 
0 
0 

16.2 

GPO (%) 

24.6 
22.0 
39.2 
46.6 

Source: GPO Establishment Books (1857-1937); GWR Women (1906); GWR Staff 
Census (1933). 
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feminizing dramatically, the railway hired only a handful of women. 
The war period significantly increased the GWR's use of women so 
that, by 1924, 16 percent of all GWR clerks were women, but this 
number remained virtually fixed throughout the next fifteen years, so 
that by World War II, despite the national trends, the Great Western 
Railway still filled five out of six of its clerical positions with men. 

The General Post Office and the Great Western Railway are typical 
of the behavior of the civil service and of railways overall. Table 1.2 
shows the percentage of clerks who were female in various industries 
in Britain in 1901 and 1921. Following the example of the Post Office, 
the British civil service and local authorities feminized fairly rapidly. 
At the turn of the century, the public sector was the only industry in 
Britain whose clerical force was more than one quarter female. Many 
important clerical employers, such as insurance and banking, had not 
begun to feminize at all. By 1920, most of the private sector had caught 
up with government. A conspicuous exception was railways. The 
railways had hired no female clerks during the nineteenth century, and 
even after World War I they continued to be alone in maintaining a 
clerical force that was more than 85 percent male.14 15 

In order to test competing theories of occupational sex-typing sys
tematically, it is necessary to go beyond a simple comparison of these 
firms. Because only two cases are being considered, it would be easy to 
identify many empirical differences between the Great Western Rail
way and the General Post Office and link them in some convoluted 
fashion to the use of men or women clerks. To differentiate effectively 
between the valid and invalid explanations, it is necessary to consider 
additional data. One strategy for doing this is to examine internal 
differences within each case. Each firm had several semi-autonomous 

14. The London and Northwestern Railway experimented with hiring women in the 
1870's, but seems to have abandoned the project soon thereafter (GWR Women 1906). 

15. American industries closely resemble British industries in their history of using 
women clerks. The federal government was the first employer to hire women clerks. 
Women were introduced to the Treasury Department in 1862; by 1870, no other private 
employers had yet begun to hire female clerks, although the practice had spread to other 
federal offices (U.S. Bureau of the Census 1870; Aron 1980). By the 1930's, private 
industry had caught up with the public sector, and as was the case with Britain, 
government had an average ratio of males to females. Railways, however, lagged 
considerably behind. In 1930, fewer than 20 percent of all rail clerks were female, 
despite the fact that nationally the clerical force was 55 percent female (U.S. Bureau of 
the Census 1930). 
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Table 1.2 
Percentage of All Clerks who were Female in Selected Industries 

in England and Wales, in 1901 and 1921 

Industry 

Government 
Commerce 
Law 
Insurance 
Banking 
Rail 
Total 

1901 (%) 

27 
15 
0 
0 
0 
0 

14 

1921 (%) 

29 
37 
37 
37 
26 
13 
39 

Source: Adapted from Klingender (1935). 

departments with extremely different functions and technologies. 
These departments were responsible for setting their own hiring poli
cies, with central intervention occurring only on a limited basis. 

Furthermore, there is time-series data for each of the departments 
in the study. For the Post Office, there are observations of the percent
age of females in each department for every year from 1857 to 1937. 
This is a remarkably continuous body of data that one rarely finds at 
the organizational level. For economy's sake, this study uses fifteen 
panels, spaced roughly five years apart, giving over three hundred 
usable observations. The railway data are almost as detailed. Since the 
GWR hired women in substantial numbers only after 1914, the only 
period of interest for departmental contrasts is the 1914-39 period. 
Although there are data available for many of these years, the use of 
women by the various departments is relatively constant over time. 
Therefore, the study confines itself to one year for which there are 
exceptionally good data: 1933. In this year, the Great Western Rail
way took a census of its entire staff, which provides department-by-
department summaries of sex ratios, grade levels, and pay rates. This 
can be combined with the Great Western Railway staff chart of the 
same year, which provides sex ratios, grade levels, and detailed job 
descriptions for virtually every clerical work group within each depart
ment of the railway. This study will use both departmental and office-
level railway data to test the theories suggested by the larger two-case 
comparison.16 

16. See Appendix A for details of each sample. 
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This quantitative data can be supplemented by an unusually rich 
stock of archival materials drawn from the records of each firm. The 
papers of both the Post Office and the Great Western Railway have 
been preserved by the British government and are available for inspec
tion at Post Office headquarters and the Public Record Office. These 
two main collections are remarkably intact, even by the relatively high 
standards of British industrial archives, and include the correspon
dence, reports, budget estimates, and memos that preceded most of 
the critical managerial decisions concerning female employment. 
These are combined with a wealth of material on the normal operation 
of the various departments within each firm that allows for the un
covering of the relationship between gender policies, personnel prob
lems, and the concrete concerns of daily administration. Furthermore, 
there are several smaller archives that contain important additional 
material. The records of the unions of each firm have survived, as well 
as newspaper accounts of the major strike actions. Parliament made 
several investigations into both postal and railway operations and 
published detailed reports on the labor dynamics of each firm in the 
House of Commons Sessional Papers. Thus, the statistical analysis can 
be grounded in the historical context of the times; those hypotheses 
that are suggested by regression analysis can be validated from the 
actual writings of managers and observers who were intimately famil
iar with the operation of the firms. 

The Historical Background: The Great Western Railway 

Because these organizations are relatively unknown to the Amer
ican reader, some background material on both firms is provided to 
clarify the material that follows. The Great Western Railway was an 
extremely large and successful railway that operated the line connect
ing London with Bristol, South Wales, and the West of England. The 
system has always been one of the largest in Britain, and effectively 
dominated inland transport over a significant portion of England. In 
the 1920's, it controlled as a subsidiary holding every coal railway and 
coal-loading dock in southern Wales; all the coal that was shipped out 
of South Wales after 1921 was transported on some form of Great 
Western facility. The scope of the Great Western Railway is best 
appreciated in the light of the events following 1921, when the British 
government consolidated all the private railways in the country into 
four private regional cartels. In most cases, this was done to eliminate 
the inefficiencies of duplication, and most of the holding companies 
consisted of the merger of two or three major systems. The western 
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region, however, consisted of the Great Western Railway by itself. 
Although certain smaller lines were incorporated with amalgamation, 
the GWR had such hegemony over its region that the changes induced 
by the granting of a territorial monopoly were negligible (Nock 1964; 
Aldcroft 1968). The GWR was also a major manufacturer. It built 
most of its own locomotives and rolling stock and rolled many of its 
own rails. To this end, it operated an enormous complex of factories in 
Swindon, a rail junction in rural southwestern England. An additional 
minor holding was a chain of large hotels located near the major 
metropolitan depots. Furthermore, at various times, the GWR dab
bled in bus transport, trucking, and shipping. 

Railways represent the vanguard of modern-day business adminis
tration. As Alfred Chandler has argued quite cogently, railroads were 
the first corporations to hire large numbers of people in geographical 
settings that were dispersed over a number of widely scattered physical 
locations. Funds had to be collected from stations located all up and 
down the lines and safely delivered and accounted for at central 
headquarters in London. The enormous potential for fraud and 
embezzlement implicit in widely decentralized work settings was coun
tered by the early development of a sophisticated coordinated system 
of financial checks and balances. Most of the modern bookkeeping and 
accounting procedures that we now view as the basis of sound business 
practice were first developed by the railways in response to their 
geographical vulnerability (Pollard 1965; Chandler 1977). Since an 
integrated accounting system required a clerical force to implement it, 
by the 1840's the Great Western Railway had become a national 
pioneer in developing a large, efficient, highly centralized administra
tive and clerical staff. Most of these employees were located in the 
company headquarters at Paddington Station, London. However, a 
substantial minority was located in the Chief Mechanical Engineer's 
Department in Swindon to deal with the western accounts, and many 
others were scattered among depots all over southern England and 
Wales. 

Although the GWR was large and relatively monopolistic, it must 
not be thought that it was entirely free from the pressure to run 
efficiently or conserve on costs. Throughout the nineteenth century, it 
was perpetually fighting off challenges from aspiring competitors to 
siphon off traffic onto other lines. The traffic for the southwest of 
England was evenly divided between the GWR and the London and 
Southwestern Railway, while the London and Northwestern Railway 
built numerous feeders into GWR territory. The GWR had to engage 
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in fare competition and invest substantially in subsidiary lines in order 
to defend its market against these rivals (Nock 1963; Macdermot 1964; 
Pollins 1971). 

By the twentieth century, the GWR's position relative to rail com
petitors was essentially secured. However, maturity brought a new 
and far more devastating set of problems. The development of road 
transport created the defection of business to busses, trucks, and 
private cars, all of which operated with significantly lower levels of 
overhead. The demand for shipping declined even further with the 
slowing of the British economy, and the depression of the 1920's and 
1930's especially lowered freight traffic. At the same time, operating 
costs began to rise significantly. Railway unions became established in 
the late nineteenth century and exerted a great deal of pressure on 
wages throughout the twentieth century. Furthermore, the physical 
capital of most lines had depreciated, requiring ever-increasing 
amounts of investment in order to maintain the quality of service. The 
result was that the railways became a high-cost provider of transport 
services in a period of declining market share (Nock 1964; Aldcroft 
1968). Although the Great Western Railway enjoyed some competi
tive advantages relative to other railways, it was affected by these same 
adverse industry-wide trends and had to manage aggressively in order 
to preserve an ever-shrinking margin of profitability. 

The Historical Background: The Post Office 

The Post Office is one of the few bureaucracies that actually pre
cedes the railways. Mail delivery has existed in England since the 
Renaissance. However, the nineteenth century gave rise to an expan
sion of national mail services that far outstripped the rate of change 
that had gone before. Part of this increase can be attributed to the 
Industrial Revolution and the general growth of commercial com
munication. However, the Post Office contributed to this expansion 
itself by dramatically dropping the price of postage in the 1840's. 
Furthermore, in the late nineteenth century, a wide variety of new 
functions were assigned to the Post Office. Its financial role was 
expanded by the addition of a money order system and the creation of 
a national postal savings bank. In the late nineteenth century, the Post 
Office expanded into telecommunications as well, as Parliament 
granted it a national monopoly on both telegraph and telephone 
service. The telegraph service was nationalized in the 1860's and the 
phone service in the 1890's. The Post Office became responsible for 
the construction, maintenance, and day-to-day operation of these 
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services. As a result, the postal labor force became extremely diver
sified. Mail delivery required a staff of postmen and sorters, with a 
modest supporting staff of clerks. The financial divisions trebled the 
demand for accounting personnel, while the telegraph and telephone 
divisions created a demand for engineers, linemen, construction work
ers, telegraph signallers, messengers, and telephone operators. The 
rapid popular acceptance of both telegraphs and telephones led to 
dramatic growth in each of these divisions, while a simultaneous 
increase in the volume of mail produced a parallel although smaller 
growth in the more traditional postal occupations (GPO Establish
ment Books 1857-1937; Cohen 1941; Gladden 1967). 

Like the Great Western Railway, the Post Office enjoyed some 
protection from price competition; however, it was still under pressure 
to conserve costs. The Post Office enjoyed a monopoly of mail, tele
graph, and postal communications, which were under no significant 
pressure from alternative services. Furthermore, because the Post 
Office was a division of the British government, it could count on 
public subsidies if required to make up any financial shortfalls. Never
theless, postal administrators still had to be budget conscious. Only a 
portion of total postal expenditures was financed by user fees, such as 
the sale of postage stamps. The remainder had to be requisitioned 
from the legislature, and Parliament was often reluctant to provide too 
generous a subsidy. To ensure that postal operations did not produce 
too great a drain on public revenues, a major check was provided on 
spending by placing the Post Office under the fiscal control of the 
Treasury. Every matter of postal policy that implied a change, either 
positive or negative, in the level of spending, had to be approved by 
the Treasury. In practice, the Treasury used its veto power frequently. 
In general, the Treasury rarely objected to technical considerations in 
the provision of service; the primary ground of contention was cost. 
Therefore, a major stage of the implementation of any innovation was 
the development of a proposal that would be financially acceptable to 
the Treasury authorities, and no staffing decision could be made 
without precise and defensible estimates of the implication of the new 
policy for overall costs. The tendency of the Treasury routinely to 
reject proposals introduced significant financial discipline into postal 
affairs.17 

17. A second source of fiscal review came from Parliament itself. Parliament 
routinely held committee hearings on the postal budget and operations, in which the 
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Preliminary Considerations 

The very nature of the cases being compared rules out certain 
preliminary explanations of clerical feminization. It would be difficult 
to argue that clerical work feminized as an automatic response by 
employers to the presence of cheap female labor. The staffing patterns 
of the Post Office are consistent with such a claim, but those of the 
Great Western Railway are not. Despite the availability of women 
clerks, the GWR waited thirty years before feminizing, and even then 
used female clerks sparingly. Labor supply can also be ruled out as an 
explanation for differences in these cases. Both firms recruited from 
almost identical labor markets. Both firms were hiring from 1870 to 
1940 and both firms were headquartered in central London. Both firms 
also maintained a series of branch offices throughout Britain, in similar 
although not identical locations. The Post Office hired throughout 
Britain, while the Great Western Railway hired primarily in southern 
England and Wales. However, regional factors do not seem to have 
had any effect on hiring. The London offices of each firm show pre
cisely the same differences in the propensity to use women that are 
found in the national organizations overall. Furthermore, differences 
in local labor markets do not seem to have had any effect on sex-typing 
within each organization. There were no significant regional differ
ences in hiring within the Post Office. There were modest differences 
between English and Welsh offices in the Great Western Railway, but 
these invariably disappear when the substantive variables of the analy
sis are introduced. The distinctive hiring patterns of the Great Western 
Railway and the General Post Office were created by the firms them
selves, not by the external supply of labor. 

The reader should be aware that the clerical force employed by 
these firms was somewhat more diverse than is the case for the average 
office. These offices used large numbers of traditional clerks, but the 
Post Office employed a significant number of mail sorters, telegraph 
signallers, and telephone operators as well. Most commercial offices 
have used a handful of such workers. Most offices maintained mail-

administration would be expected to justify its expenditures. In practice, this was 
sometimes an easier forum than the Treasury, because fiscal conservatives were often 
counterbalanced with members whose primary concern was with the level of services 
provided. Nevertheless, many legislators were primarily concerned with reducing gov
ernment expenditures, and parliamentary votes show significant opposition to a number 
of costly postal bills, in particular those that would have increased the level of wages. 
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rooms and telephone switchboards; in the nineteenth century, some 
firms had private telegraph lines for their most urgent communica
tions. Nevertheless, the Post Office had a massive concentration of 
sorters, signallers, and operators that would have dwarfed the require
ments of most private firms. This somewhat specialized labor force 
makes the so-called "clerks" of the postal analysis not at all compara
ble with the population of a modern office. 

These additional workers provide an important analytical opportu
nity to test competing theories of clerical feminization. Each of these 
three types of exceptional workers differed from the more traditional 
clerks in important ways: the telegraphists were highly unionized; the 
sorters were in departments that were particularly prone to political 
manipulation; and the telephone operators had unusually low promo
tion opportunities. By systematically comparing these workers with 
those in more truly clerical offices, we can isolate the effects of un
ionization, patronage, and promotion chains in promoting clerical 
feminization. The semi-clerical workers increase the power of large 
sample tests using postal data by providing a larger range of variance in 
the independent variables. Including these extra occupations carries 
with it a small cost in generalizability; employers with a purely clerical 
force might not be subject to some of the processes observable in the 
periphery of this sample.18 

The discussion that follows does not take the form of the theoretical 
discussion in the first part of this introduction. Rather, the main 
findings of the empirical analysis are laid out in terms of their own 
internal logic and then linked to the larger theory at the end of each 
chapter. In Chapter 2, the interrelation between the use of women and 
the need to conserve on clerical costs is explored. This leads to a 
two-part discussion in Chapters 3 and 4 of the relation between skill, 
internal labor markets, and female employment; Chapter 3 discusses 
the role of de-skilling in clerical feminization, while Chapter 4 pro
vides a more broad-based attack on human capital theory. Chapter 5 
discusses normative and ideological limitations on female employment 
and how they were related to exogenous economic needs. Chapters 6 
and 7 provide a two-part discussion of the relationship between occu
pational sex-typing and class conflict; Chapter 6 describes the role of 
male unionists in determining sex type, and Chapter 7 describes the 

18. For further details of the occupational base of this sample, see Appendix B. 
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extent to which women were used as a source of labor control. Chapter 
8 describes the relationship between female employment and the 
availability of alternative sources of secondary labor. Chapter 9 re
states the main findings of the analysis and discusses their implications 
for a larger theory of occupational sex-typing. 



2 
Buffering from Labor Costs 

The last chapter argued that men are more likely to be hired 
into occupations in which employers are significantly buffered from 
having to economize on labor costs. In order to understand the 
rationale for this prediction, we need to consider the interrelation 
between patriarchy and the economic needs of employers. 

Maintaining patriarchy is a secondary utility for employers. A 
secondary utility is a goal that an actor would like to attain but that can 
be overridden by more important concerns. For most employers, their 
primary goal is assuring the economic viability and profitability of their 
firms. For managers, secondary utilities might be the preservation of 
executive expense accounts, upgrading the food served in the com
pany cafeteria, or providing corporate sponsorship for the arts. These 
goals are not essential to the economic well-being of the firm, although 
they may have mildly positive consequences for organizational func
tioning. As long as the company grows at a healthy rate, few people 
would question the allocation of funds for these peripheral projects. If 
these side activities came into serious conflict with the survival of the 
firm, however, most managers would eliminate the budget line for 
these items and concentrate their resources on more immediate needs. 

Discrimination is a secondary utility for management when it does 
not provide an immediate economic return. There are certainly occa
sions when a policy of not hiring women is profitable, as would be 
suggested by many of the arguments in the introduction. Nevertheless, 
it is clear that many employers are openly sexist and would simply 
prefer not to work with women. There are several forms such overt 
sexism can take. 

Some managers have moral objections to hiring women. They sin-

36 
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cerely believe that women should remain in the home, and they are 
reluctant to participate in arrangements that they perceive as having 
deleterious effects on the family. Other employers are concerned with 
preserving male employment; they don't wish to hire women when 
men have no jobs. In both cases, the manager in question is purchasing 
a public good; he is using corporate resources to maintain patriarchy in 
the rest of society. This is a secondary expenditure comparable to any 
other form of corporate philanthropy, albeit for a somewhat more 
questionable goal. 

Other employers believe that women are inferior employees. As the 
examples below will show, managers in the Great Western Railway 
and the Post Office certainly perceived women as being sickly, physi
cally frail, and incapable of performing tasks requiring intellectual 
sophistication or training.1 While many of these statements can be 
dismissed as rationalizations, it would be hard to deny that the image 
many employers had of women was extremely negative and that these 
stereotypes exist to the present day. If women were in fact inferior 
employees, then the secondary utility argument would not hold; not 
hiring women would be consistent with a bona fide need to staff the 
organization with the most productive employees available. However, 
since women and men are equally productive in virtually every setting, 
these beliefs are the product of imperfect information. When man
agers consistently operate on the basis of faulty information, this 
suggests that their data collection and research has been less than 
authoritative and complete. Thus, the persistence of sexist beliefs 
among managers often reflects the secondary utility of not wanting to 
invest resources in obtaining accurate data about male and female 
capabilities. 

A third form of sexism is the unwillingness by males to interact 
professionally with females. Rosabeth Moss Kanter has argued com-
pellingly that managers prefer to surround themselves with colleagues 

1. Citing all the cases I have found of managerial criticisms of women workers would 
be tedious and uninformative. The reader seeking particularly flagrant examples of 
belief in feminine frailty will find plenty of material in the writings of British civil service 
medical advisers. A good published source for these is the testimony given by medical 
personnel at the 1914 McDonagh Commission hearings. The 1881 Telegraph Control
ler's Report on the use of women for telegraph work contains an extensive discussion by 
local management of the physiological incapacity of women to work long distance lines 
(Telegraph Substitution 1880; McDonagh 1912-13). 
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similar to themselves. Employers prefer social interactions that are 
routine and unstrained; they attempt to achieve this by filling their 
environment with workers whose background is similar to their own. 
This provides a comparability of personal style that eliminates awk
ward "cross-cultural" contacts (Kanter 1977). This concern with 
homophily is an obvious secondary utility. 

There is a last secondary utility that is germane to the exclusion of 
women that is not explicitly sexist in nature. Some employers might 
have resisted feminization because this would have produced adminis
tratively inconvenient changes in what was an otherwise satisfactory 
situation. The transition from an all-male to a mixed labor force does 
entail a number of minor adjustments. Rest facilities will have to be 
reallocated, or possibly redesigned. New sets of pay and benefit sched
ules will have to be developed. Offices and personnel may have to be 
reshuffled, especially if the women are expected to be segregated. 
None of these obstacles are especially time-consuming or difficult to 
overcome. However, managers are human, which means they are 
lazy. Delays in feminization may have been the product of procrastina
tion and a concern with avoiding the nuisances associated with any 
type of major personnel change. 

Firms can tolerate policies that are not in their best interests so long 
as the costs of such policies are reasonably contained. The best analysis 
of such suboptimalities comes from the work of the decision theorists. 
The decision theorists argued that firms do not attempt to maximize 
profits but merely to satisfice them. The rationale for this is that 
managerial energy and attention are not unlimited. Employers tend to 
work on a small set of problems at a time and turn their attention to 
other matters only as needed. This sequential problem-solving implies 
that many organizational matters are relatively neglected until they 
deteriorate into major crises: these crises produce dramatic interven
tions and responses by management, which in turn distract attention 
from yet another subset of problems. The result is that those matters 
that are central to organizational growth are often perceived as being 
at unsatisfactory levels and are constantly upgraded, while more 
secondary matters are administered in a relatively inefficient and 
negligent fashion (Simon 1957; Cyert and March 1963). 

The cost of discriminating against women is a labor force that is 
overly expensive. Such a policy can be tolerated if labor costs are a 
relatively unimportant factor in determining organizational survival. 
There are a number of situations in which employers are buffered from 
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the need to minimize labor costs. An important example is when firms 
are capital-intense. Although such firms may hire a large number of 
workers, their expenses are relatively small compared to their expend
itures on raw material and technology. Such firms can afford to hire 
males if the extra labor costs are absorbed by savings in the manage
ment of the capital budget. No such subsidies are available for the 
labor-intense firm. Most of the working budget is committed to paying 
for personnel; the slightest upward drift in wages will have an immedi
ate impact on overall operating costs. Therefore labor-intense firms 
should take advantage of every form of staff economy available, which 
implies an increased willingness to employ female labor. 

This hypothesis has an obvious implication for the two firms in this 
study, the Great Western Railway and the General Post Office. The 
Great Western Railway was extremely capital-intensive, with its heavy 
investments in locomotives, rolling stock, permanent way, stations, 
and both the machinery and the raw materials used in the locomotive 
factory. The Post Office was far more labor-intensive. Mail delivery 
was virtually unmechanized; the telephone and telegraph services 
required surprisingly small amounts of physical plant relative to the 
armies of signallers and operators and required virtually no expendi
ture on raw materials. As would be expected, the labor force of the 
Great Western Railway was overwhelmingly male, while the General 
Post Office was heavily female. 

Employers may also choose to hire men for certain occupations if 
these occupations make up a relatively small percentage of the total 
labor force. Just as high labor costs can be subsidized by efficient 
capital management, high labor costs for a minority of workers can be 
subsidized by efficient management of the majority. This principle has 
an important implication for clerical work. Clerical work should be 
more likely to be female in firms in which office work makes up a 
relatively large proportion of the total labor force. There should be a 
larger proportion of males in the clerical force of firms whose overall 
labor forces are blue collar. The Great Western Railway and General 
Post Office fit this pattern as well. The Great Western Railway hired 
mostly manual workers to run the trains, maintain the lines, and staff 
the factories. Clerical workers made up a far greater proportion of the 
General Post Office, which hired massive numbers of sorters, tele
graphists, and telephone operators as well as pure clerks. The clerical 
force of the Great Western Railway was male while the clerical force of 
the General Post Office was female. 
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Another type of buffering occurs when organizational success de
pends less on the conservation of costs than on other criteria of 
performance. Most firms cannot allow their total overhead to become 
excessive; however, there are cases when objective criteria of eco
nomic efficiency become irrelevant to organizational survival and 
functioning. An important example is an organization run by patron
age. The purpose of patronage is to provide lucrative jobs for sup
porters of the current political regime. Because of this, salaries are 
expected to be generous. Political hiring not only makes the savings 
from hiring women irrelevant, but it may disqualify women from 
employment totally if the administration decides to concentrate its 
rewards among its male followers. In general, the Post Office was not a 
patronage organization; however, there were particular offices and 
particular periods in which politics did interfere with the hiring pro
cess. An internal examination of the use of women within the Post 
Office clearly shows the impact of patronage in reducing female em
ployment. 

Four types of evidence will be presented to support the buffering 
model that has been presented here. First, the model will be used to 
account for variance within each organization in the use of female 
clerks. Longitudinally and cross-sectionally, men should appear in the 
least clerical-labor-intense departments and in those offices subject to 
political hiring. Second, the Post Office will be shown to be quantita
tively more clerical-labor-intense than was the Great Western Rail
way. This difference in cost structure will be shown to outweigh the 
competing pressure from the small sector of the Post Office that was 
politically buffered. Third, it will be shown that managers sought to 
exclude women from their offices. This theory places the prime re
sponsibility for excluding women upon management. If the historical 
record showed managers doings everything within their power to 
feminize, but being prevented by some sort of environmental pres
sure, then the buffering model would be incorrect. The arguments 
presented here claim that managers chose not to hire women due to 
their own personal preferences for a male labor force. Thus, there 
must be clear evidence of exclusionary sentiments among employers.2 

Fourth, non-clerical-labor-intense offices will be shown to be rela
tively inefficient in the handling of clerical matters not related to 
hiring. Most economic theories are based on the maximizing profit
ability and minimizing cost. This model follows decision theory in 
arguing that managers merely "satisfice" these utilities; they only 
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reduce costs to levels that will avoid a crisis in profitability. Materialists 
should always exercise caution in using models that explicitly posit 
some level of non-rationality. What the analyst views as being in
herently irrational may upon subsequent examination be discovered to 
have a sound economic base. If the hiring of men in non-clerical-labor-
intense offices is the product of inattention to economic detail, this 
inattention should be manifest in a large number of areas besides 
hiring decisions. Record-keeping, office procedures, and the organiza
tion of the division of labor should all show signs of carelessness, 
neglect, and objectively low levels of operating efficiency. 

Intra-Organizational Variance 

In general, women were extremely underrepresented in offices that 
were not clerical-labor-intensive. Very few women worked in en
gineering, storehouse, or warehouse offices. Each of these adminis
tered a large number of factory workers and warehousemen. Women 
did not sort mail, because the same officers that administered mail-
sorting also administered the mail carriers, a large blue-collar labor 
force. Women rarely did the clerical work in railway depots. The 
stationmasters in charge of the booking clerks also controlled the 
operating staff of the railway stations, an enormous force of freight 
loaders, train drivers, signalmen, and rail switchmen. The clerks were 
a very small proportion of the station staff. 

Women appeared in very large numbers in the departments whose 
specialty was paperwork. Among the heavily female offices were 
financial offices, such as accounting offices, the Money Order Depart
ment, and the Postal Savings Bank. The labor forces in paper-
collecting offices such as record registries and the Returned Letter 
Office were all primarily female. 

Within the Post Office, an illustrative contrast can be made be
tween, on one hand, the Telegraph and Telephone Departments and, 
on the other, the Engineering Department. All three departments 

2. Note that, for the theory to apply, the amount of sexism need not vary across 
departments in any systematic way. The claim is not that clerical-labor-intense em
ployers are intrinsically less opposed to women, but rather that such employers are 
organizationally less capable of acting on their non-economic preferences. 
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were involved in the general business of telecommunications. Both the 
telephone and telegraph services required extensive quantities of both 
capital and labor: a nationwide system of transmitting equipment and 
wiring with which to send messages, and a large force of signallers or 
operators with which to work the system. The Post Office bifurcated 
the administration of these systems, with responsibility for physical 
plant entrusted to the engineers and labor management entrusted to 
the telephone and telegraph departments. The engineers predomi
nantly used male clerks. The telephone and telegraph clerks were 
overwhelmingly female. 

This impressionistic account can be supported by more rigorous 
quantitative tests. Data for the analysis of the Great Western Railway 
come from their staff censuses. As we saw in Chapter 1, before World 
War I so few women were hired that there was no variance between 
departments in their sex composition. After World War I, depart
mental sex ratios were virtually constant. Therefore, the analysis 
considers only one panel: 1933. Departments were subdivided into the 
headquarters, the divisional offices, and the staff working in depots. 
Each of these subsections was treated as a separate unit. 

There are two measures used for clerical labor intensity. The first is 
the ratio of clerks to total staff within each department. This is a literal 
measure of the degree to which clerks dominate the total budget for 
labor. As expected, this ratio varies inversely with capital costs: the 
departments with obvious raw material and physical plant expenses 
have very low clerk/staff ratios. 

The second measure classifies the observed unit into office buildings 
or depots. The major concentrations of the blue-collar staff on the 
railway were found in depots. Even though the clerical staff in the 
depots could be large, it was always dwarfed by the operating staff. 
Most depot managers would have thus concerned themselves largely 
with blue-collar matters. The headquarters and divisional offices con
tained the clerical-labor-intense enclaves of the department, the cen
tral bookkeeping offices being an example. Thus we would expect to 
find lower percentages of female clerks in the depots, despite the 
clerical labor intensity of the whole department. 

Table 2.1 shows that both measures are effective predictors of the 
percentage of clerks that are female. The zero-order correlations with 
the dependent variable are .43 for the percentage of clerical workers 
and —.46 for being a depot. When combined, the two variables 
explain almost 30 percent of the variance after adjusting for the small 
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sample size. Both coefficients are significant at the .03 level. Overall, 
then, the clerical-labor-intensity model seems to be supported by the 
railway data. 

The Post Office data come from the Postal Establishment Books. 
The sample consists of those years for which there were women hired 
by the Post Office: 1876 to 1936. The postal analysis uses two measures 
of buffering from labor costs. The first is the clerk/staff ratio that was 
used for the railway analysis. The second is the degree to which hiring 
was done on an economic rather than a political basis. 

Before 1870, most civil service positions, including those in the Post 
Office, were filled by patronage. Members of Parliament and other 
notables would receive the right to nominate various individuals for 
government posts. Since government jobs were designed to be polit
ical rewards as well as positions of responsibility, salaries were set at 
fairly high levels, usually substantially above prevailing market rates. 
For comparable reasons, job holders were also given lifetime job 
security. It should be no surprise that, before 1870, the Post Office 
never made any attempt to feminize. 

The patronage era came to a partial end in 1870, when a major 
program of civil service reform was instituted. There had been exten
sive parliamentary agitation for the abolition of patronage throughout 
the 1850's and 1860's, sponsored by such reformers as Sir Stafford 
Northcote and Sir Charles Trevelyan. In 1870, a set of Orders in 
Council were passed that completely overhauled recruitment proce-

Table 2.1 
Regressions of Selected Variables on the Percentage of Female 

to Total Clerks in The Great Western Railway, 1933 

Model Clerk/staff Depot Adjusted/?2 

Clerk/Staff Only .176 — .16 
(.018) 

Depot Only — -14 .2 .18 
(.011) 

Both .148 -12.3 .29 
(.031) (.020) 

Note: N = 30. The Top figure is the unstandardized regression coefficient. The lower 
figure is the significance level. 
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dures for civil service jobs; the nomination system was abandoned in 
favor of a system of nationwide, open, competitive examinations 
(Cohen 1941; Richards 1963; Gladden 1967). Subsequently, new hir
ing was based on the relatively economic criteria of merit, except in the 
case of offices involved in the sorting of mail. Here patronage con
tinued, albeit at reduced levels, until its demise in the 1890's (Hanham 
1960; Richards 1963). 

It is significant that, the very year that the Orders in Council were 
passed, the Post Office began to hire women. Furthermore, the period 
of the most rapid feminization of the Post Office was the 1870's. Some 
of this was purely coincidental. In 1868, the Post Office absorbed the 
private telegraph companies. The introduction of female telegraphists 
in 1870 was in response to a shortage of trained male telegraph oper
ators (Scudamore 1871). In 1870, the Accountant General's Office 
began hiring women and in six years had become nearly 15 percent 
female. In 1872, the Returned Letter Department introduced women, 
and thereafter it feminized so dramatically that merely four years later 
it was 48 percent female. In 1875, the Savings Bank introduced 
women, and in 1876 a new Postal Order Division was created that was 
virtually all-female. These were all departments that were vigorously 
growing in both the 1860's and the 1870's. Before the Orders in 
Council, new positions had been filled with male political appointees, 
but after 1870 new openings were filled with women. 

There was a second form of political hiring that affected women's 
opportunities. This was the use of government positions to support the 
unemployment policies of the welfare state. In the early twentieth 
century, the British government was advocating National Unemploy
ment Exchanges and preferential hiring for veterans. In each case, the 
government decided to act as a model employer and itself reserve a 
substantial number of positions for both registered exchange users and 
veterans. Nearly all of the reserved openings were for postmen and 
sorters, including both permanent positions and the seasonal positions 
used for the Christmas rush. These political considerations un
doubtedly restricted women's access to employment as sorters. 
Throughout the entire 1857-1940 period, sorting remained an all-male 
occupation. In 1912, the Huddersfield postmaster experimented with 
using women to assist with sorting during the Christmas pressure. He 
reported that the women performed their duties completely capably 
and at costs substantially below those associated with temporary male 
labor. His superiors ordered him to dismiss the women immediately. 
They acknowledged that using women was cost-efficient, but it would 
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undermine the official policy of giving these positions to male labour 
exchange candidates (Christmas Pressure 1912). 

In 1921, the Post Office systematically considered the future of 
female employment within the department. A substantial number of 
temporary women had been hired to replace men serving in the armed 
forces. The government had to develop a systematic policy as to 
whether such temporary women would be allowed to staff any of the 
permanent positions that had previously been held by men. Among 
the most important areas that had been feminized during the war had 
been mail sorting. The central administration avoided making any 
commitments about women in general. Women were to be used in 
situations where female employment was "appropriate." However, 
the relevant committees did make one consistent policy recommenda
tion: that it was important to give some preferential consideration to 
the claims of ex-servicemen. Subsequently, the Post Office dismissed 
all of the women who had worked as mail sorters during the war. This 
created a manpower shortage that was partially filled by exams that 
were open to veterans only. The remaining vacancies were filled with 
an open all-male exam similar to those normally used for sorting 
recruitment (Whitley Council 1919; Ex-servicemen's Employment 
1921). The national campaign to provide for ex-servicemen un
doubtedly contributed to the de-feminization of post-war sorting. By 
removing economic criteria from hiring from some positions not only 
was a special enclave created for male hires but the general disregard 
for cost efficiency was extended to other positions in the department. 
The non-veterans' positions could have been filled with women. 
However, the administration exploited the laxity encouraged by veter
ans' hires to indulge their uneconomic pre-war male preference. 

The measure of economic hiring is an adjusted estimated percentage 
of jobs that are recruited by open competitive hiring. Before the 
Orders in Council, this percentage is assumed to be zero. For all offices 
that were created after the Orders in Council, the score is 100 percent. 
For other offices, this figure is the percentage of all employees that 
were hired after 1870. This figure is adjusted for sorting offices to 
reflect those positions whose sex composition was determined by 
welfare state considerations.3 

3. The percentage of post-1870 hires was estimated by calculating the number of 
employees working in 1870 and then estimating retirements per year based on Post 
Office actuarial data (War Cabinet 1919). The average male postal career was approx-
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One control variable was added, namely the percentage of non-
entry-level jobs in each department. Most writers on occupational 
sex-typing argue persuasively that women are confined to jobs with 
low pay and status. As Chapter 4 will show, in both the Post Office and 
the Great Western Railway, women were disproportionately repre
sented in entry-level jobs, for reasons that are different from those 
discussed here. The percentage of high-status jobs was measured by 
the percentage of positions attainable only through promotion.4 

The analysis is presented for each panel separately. Such a presenta
tion is somewhat unwieldly when compared with pooled equations, 
but it possesses a number of statistical advantages. It is absolutely free 
from autocorrelated error and allows for the most explicit delineation 
of period effects. This removes most of the time-based disturbances 
that distort pooled ordinary least squares analyses of cross-sectional 
time-series data.5 

There are two types of findings presented in Table 2.2: those that are 
essentially the same in all periods and those that change over time. The 
first general finding is that the model does a good job in explaining the 
variance within each panel in the use of women clerks. The adjusted R2 

is greater than .30 in every period, and in most of the early twentieth 
century it is over .50. Second, both the control variable, percentage of 
non-entry jobs, and the substantive variable, percentage of non-

imately forty years in length. In each year from 1871 to 1910, one fortieth of the number 
of workers in 1870 were estimated to have retired. Once the number of survivors was 
calculated, it was possible to calculate the percentage of staff not in this survivor pool. In 
sorting offices, all postmen were coded as having been hired through political channels. 
Other occupations were treated normally. This overestimates the political hiring of 
postmen, but underestimates the political hiring of sorters, providing a roughly accurate 
overall score. 

4. This control was also included in the preliminary analyses of the GWR. As 
Chapter 4 shows, on the railway men were ten times more likely than women to hold 
non-entry-level jobs. However, this control does not predict office sex composition in 
this case. Due to the high percentage of male clerks overall, low-status offices contain 
large numbers of low-status male clerks along with the women. This weakens the 
ecological relation between status levels and gender. 

5. The analysis begins in 1876. The Establishment Books generally reflect hiring 
practices two years before the observed date. This is because there was bureaucratic 
delay in formalizing and recording staffing levels. Typically, when new employees would 
be hired, they would not be recorded in the Establishment Books until the details of their 
long-term salary scales were determined. Thus the first observation point in the data that 
contains women is 1876, rather than 1871. 
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Table 2.2 
Regressions of Selected Variables on the Percentage of Female 

to Total Clerks in the British Post Office by Date 

Date 

1876 

1881 

1886 

1891 

1896 

1901 

1906 

1911 

1914 

1918 

1921 

1926 

1931 

1936 

Zero order correlations 

% 
non-

political 

.46 

.33 

.43 

.31 

.30 

.31 

.35 

.41 

.41 

.45 

.48 

.40 

.44 

.56 

Clerk/ 
staff 

- . 0 5 

.20 

.25 

.27 

.36 

.37 

.33 

.45 

.51 

.56 

.55 

.51 

.51 

.34 

% 
non-
entry 

- . 4 4 

- . 4 5 

- . 4 4 

- . 4 6 

- . 4 9 

- . 3 8 

- . 4 1 

- . 4 6 

- . 4 8 

- . 4 8 

- . 4 7 

- . 4 2 

- . 4 2 

- . 4 4 

Regression coefficients 
from quadrivariate equation 

% % 
non- Clerk/ non-

political staff entry 

.572 
(.000) 

.313 
(.021) 

.581 
(.005) 

.588 
(.085) 

.411 
(.038) 

.400 
(.107) 

.451 
(.169) 

.481 
(.053) 

.461 
(.067) 

.466 
(.063) 

.515 
(.044) 

.572 
(.168) 

.622 
(.120) 

1.204 
(.047) 

- . 051 
(.766) 

.241 
(.071) 

.235 
(.138) 

.214 
(.271) 

.212 
(.116) 

.305 
(.084) 

.339 
(.213) 

.417 
(.024) 

.504 
(.005) 

.543 
(.003) 

.504 
(.011) 

.538 
(.034) 

.541 
(.041) 

- .123 
(.794) 

- .794 
(.001) 

.474 
(.006) 

- .727 
(.002) 

- .626 
(.026) 

- .618 
(.002) 

- .619 
(.012) 

- .629 
(.007) 

- .676 
(.000) 

- . 741 
(.000) 

- .924 
(.000) 

- .900 
(.000) 

- .789 
(.107) 

- .828 
(.016) 

- .762 
(.041) 

Ad
justed 

R2 

.58 

.36 

.46 

.32 

.42 

.31 

.31 

.52 

.56 

.59 

.57 

.43 

.46 

.44 

I 
AT 

19 

24 

23 

15 

25 

24 

25 

25 

30 

30 

29 

20 

19 

13 

Note: T h e top figure is the uns tandard ized regression coefficient. T h e b o t t o m figure is 
the significance level. 
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political hiring, perform as expected. In most cases, the zero-order 
correlations with the dependent variable are in excess of .40, and the 
regression coefficients are highly significant. 

The behavior of clerical labor intensity is somewhat more complex. 
The size and significance of the coefficients for this variable increase 
monotonically over time. In the nineteenth century, clerical labor 
intensity is a weak predictor of sex composition, the raw correlations 
being only in the twenties, with the regression coefficients being insig
nificant. By 1911, however, the effect of clerical labor intensity has 
doubled, with the regression coefficients being both significant and 
strong.6 

The steady increase in the predictive power of clerical labor inten
sity reflects the slow implementation of cost efficiency in the Post 
Office. In the nineteenth century, there was no tidy relationship be
tween office economics and sex composition because sex composition 
was determined in part by pre-existing policies of patronage. Every 
office contained a number of male employees hired before 1870 who 
were doing jobs that might otherwise have been done by women. The 
number of these holdovers declined steadily throughout the nine
teenth century until they disappeared completely in 1911. The strength 
of the clerical labor-intensity coefficient directly reflects the decline of 
this confounding factor; as the hiring policies of the Post Office in
creasingly came to resemble those of the private sector, clerical labor 
intensity increasingly affected sex-typing. 

These equations show a consistent correlation between clerical la
bor intensity and sex-typing. However, there has been little evidence 
presented to rule out alternative interpretations of this data. Women 
were relatively underrepresented in sorting offices, engineering of
fices, factory offices, and depots. There could be some other distinc
tive quality about these offices that may have contributed to excluding 
women. 

The most plausible alternative explanations of the clerical-labor-
intensity correlation involve the presence of physical labor, manual 
laborers, or unusual skills. It could be that the non-clerical-labor-
intense offices involved some sort of dirty or physical work. Women 
might not work in factories or depots because such clerks might be 

6. An exception to this trend is 1936. There are severe missing-data problems with 
this panel, producing an N of only 13. 
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expected to do non-clerical tasks as part of their duties. Second, 
working in non-clerical-labor-intense offices might involve social con
tact with blue-collar workers. Males employers might have kept 
women from such positions out of a paternalistic sense of gentility and 
class prejudice. Finally, it could be that non-clerical-labor-intensive 
offices involved some sort of special skills. If the work was highly 
technical or involved unusually high proficiency in math or science, 
women may have been educationally unqualified to take these posi
tions. While each of these theories sounds plausible initially, they are 
inconsistent with the historical data on actual job content. 

Few of the clerical jobs in these organizations actually involved 
physical, dirty labor. There were exceptions to this generality, such as 
shipping clerks, who occasionally had to handle their own packages, 
and inventory clerks, who often examined merchandise in unsavory 
surroundings. However, the majority of clerks in blue-collar settings 
actually did work that was clean and sedentary. Shipping clerks were a 
trivial proportion of the clerks in the analysis. Most goods and stores 
divisions used blue-collar workers to do much of the physical inspect
ing. The number of clerks who would have had such double duties is 
small. Depot clerks rarely got involved in the physical work of the 
station; they remained behind their windows, selling tickets and keep
ing accounts. Even mail sorters did not carry their own mail; the Post 
Office kept a special force of porters and bagmen to do the moving of 
heavy mailbags. Thus, in any of these offices, the physical demands of 
the jobs would have been extremely modest. 

These findings are not likely to be the spurious result of managers' 
unwillingness to allow women clerks to mingle with blue-collar labor. 
In the non-clerical-labor-intensive offices, most of the work was done 
in offices physically removed from the shop floor. In the Chief Me
chanical Engineer's Department, only 26 percent of all clerks actually 
had jobs requiring contact with manual laborers (Staff Charts 1933). 
Depot clerks would have worked in the booking windows and the 
accounts offices, while the physical work of handling freight and trains 
was done in the yards and on the loading quays. Of the workers in 
non-clerical-labor-intense offices, only sorters would have had sus
tained interactions with manual laborers. This is because they worked 
in mailrooms shared with porters and postmen. 

Furthermore, despite the enormous amount of paternalistic concern 
many Victorian employers showed for their female employees, it is not 
clear that managers particularly objected to women's working in prox-
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imity to blue-collar workers. There was substantial concern about 
shielding women from unsavory members of the general public. When 
the management of the London Post Office was determining what sex 
of telegraphist to put in what branch, they explicitly took into account 
the quality of the neighborhood; women were explicitly kept out of the 
Bethnal Green and Crystal Palace branch offices. Both offices were in 
slum areas with a lot of street crime (London Branches 1914). How
ever, nobody seems to have cared about lower-class employees. Most 
London Post Offices were sex-segregated. If women worked in a 
branch, then that branch was usually all female. However, the physical 
labor, such as hauling mailbags, was always entrusted to men. Thus the 
female offices would have had a blue-collar male staff that not only 
interacted with women but would have taken all of its orders from 
women. 

These findings are probably not a spurious result of unmeasured 
variations in skill or human capital requirements. In the postal equa
tions, differences in status have already been taken into account by the 
control variable, percentage of non-entry jobs, an imperfect but 
nevertheless valid measure of human capital stocks. Furthermore, 
although the non-clerical-labor-intense offices had distinctive types of 
workers doing tasks dissimilar from those performed elsewhere, the 
characteristic tasks of these offices were not particularly challenging. 
Mail-sorting was done in non-clerical-labor-intense offices. Mail-
sorting, however, is quite simple, requiring merely good hand-to-eye 
coordination and an ability to read addresses. Temporary assistants 
hired during the Christmas season were able to perform quite com
petently after receiving only minimal training. Depot work was prob
ably simple as well. Although the content of work cannot be measured 
directly, depots had the highest concentration of entry-level jobs of 
any type of office in the GWR. This suggests either that depot work 
was comparatively unskilled or that depot jobs were not highly valued 
in the railway status system. Either way, it would be unlikely that 
depot jobs were reserved for men because of their reputation for 
difficulty. 

The only case in which unusual technical skills would have been 
required would have been in early engineering offices. There was often 
little differentiation in such offices between the actual engineering 
force and the clerical establishment; engineering trainees served their 
apprenticeship doing clerical work, while their superiors often took on 
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some of the clerical work themselves (Engineering Clerks 1904,1919). 
Early Postal Establishment Books made no semantic distinction at all 
between engineers and clerks; both were called "engineering clerks" 
(GPO Establishment Books 1857-1900). Thus some of the workers 
nominally called "clerks" would have been doing work of an advanced 
technical nature. 

While technical skill somewhat distorts the equations in Table 2.2, 
eliminating scientific workers from the analysis has a negligible impact 
on the overall findings. Later twentieth-century Post Office data per
mits the division of engineering workers into two categories: those 
who did work we would now consider to be engineering and those 
whose duties were purely clerical. Eliminating the technicians from 
the data does not significantly increase the percentage of engineering 
clerks who were female. In 1921, only 6 percent of the pure clerks in 
engineering offices were female. Including the scientific personnel 
would only lower this figure to 3 percent. Both figures were among the 
lowest of any department in the Post Office. Running the regressions 
in Table 2.2 with either figure produces equations that are virtually 
identical.7 

The robustness of the analysis can be explained by the high propor
tion of purely clerical positions within technical offices. The engineer
ing offices did more than just design production processes. They also 
supervised the routine administration of large factories, docks, and 
communications networks. As such, they had to do many of the 
clerical tasks associated with any business: maintaining personnel 
files, paying wages, ordering raw materials, keeping records of stock, 
constructing budgets, keeping accounts, and corresponding with the 
outside world. Many of these tasks are fairly standardized and use the 
same procedures in both scientific and commercial settings. Thus, 
while the technical nature of engineering work may help explain why 
technical offices were female, this can not comprise the whole explana
tion. Clerical labor intensity helps to explain the use of men for tasks 
that do not have distinctive human capital requirements. 

7. The analysis in Table 2.2 includes technical personnel to allow comparability 
between the equations for different dates. Engineers can only be excluded from en
gineering offices for selected dates in the twentieth century. Combining technical and 
clerical personnel was the only way to create a standard sample that could be used for 
every panel in the analysis. 



52 / Buffering from Labor Costs 

Inter-Organizational Variance 

The Post Office feminized before the Great Western Railway be
cause the Post Office was more clerical-labor-intensive. The Post 
Office did suffer from the effects of patronage and political hiring. It 
can be shown, however, that the enormous gross differences between 
the two organizations in overall cost structure outweighed the distor
tions that came from the public sector. 

The Great Western Railway had a much lower ratio of clerks to total 
staff than did the Post Office. Although clerk/staff ratios are only 
available for the GWR for 1860,1919, and 1933, it is remarkable that 
three independent sources working over a span of seventy years pro
duced exactly the same clerk/staff ratio: 11 percent exactly (Railway 
Report 1860; GWR Staff Census 1919; GWR Staff Census 1933). 
Estimates of the postal clerk/staff ratio are approximately 50 percent. 
The ratio was 57 percent in 1876,49 percent in 1896, and 52 percent in 
1921. By these estimates, the Post Office was roughly five times as 
clerical-labor-intensive as the railway, a differential that was both 
substantial and constant over time. 

However, the clerk/staff ratio is only one component of clerical 
labor intensity. Clerical labor intensity is the product of the clerk/staff 
ratio and overall labor intensity, the ratio of labor costs to total costs. 
Although the intra-organizational analysis did not incorporate labor 
intensity, the data being unavailable at the departmental level, this 
variable can be included in an inter-firm comparison. In 1906, 41.5 
percent of the Great Western Railway's operating budget went 
towards paying labor. The comparable figure for the Post Office was 
61.6 percent. The ratio of labor to total costs in the operating budget 
slightly underestimates levels of capital expenditure, because large-
scale capital acquisition was usually financed out of a separate budget. 
Furthermore, the purchase of telephone lines and equipment was not 
included in the operating budget. However, including these items only 
lowers the postal labor/cost ratio to 59.0 percent, a figure virtually 
identical to the original estimate. The entire cost of a year of phone 
construction, in the period of the most rapid growth of the network, 
was less than 10 percent of the wage bill for mail delivery alone. Thus 
both measures of clerical labor intensity strongly favor the Post Office. 

Economic efficiency in the Post Office was somewhat impaired by 
political hiring. The effect of this dropped dramatically after 1870, 
however, and thereafter political hiring was concentrated in a small 
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subpopulation of offices. By 1890, half of the pre-Orders-in-Council 
employees had retired, and they had completely disappeared by 1911. 
Thus, by the twentieth century, 92 percent of all office hires were 
economically based. In a large minority of offices, those that had been 
created after the Orders of Council, political hiring had never had any 
impact at all. Among these were the telegraph offices, the telephone 
offices, the engineering department, and the factory departments. In 
the nineteenth century, patronage would have had an impact on postal 
hiring. However, the burden of the railway's massive capital and 
blue-collar labor obligations probably provided a far more substantial 
buffer against clerical costs than did the limited degree of postal 
political hiring. 

Managerial Opposition to Clerical Feminization 

The previous analysis was predicated on the assumption that the 
primary responsibility for excluding women lies with management. 
Male managers are assumed to prefer an all-male labor force, but are 
frustrated by economic factors that compel feminization. It is easy to 
imagine an alternative model in which managers prefer an all-female 
labor force, but are constrained by forces that compel de-feminization. 
This might be the case if employers face strong sexist unions or 
vigorously enforced female labor laws. An employer seeking to use 
women to reduce costs might find his plans frustrated by strike action 
or by the fear of prosecution. One strategy for addressing these coun
ter theories is to test them directly.8 Another is to examine the actual 
behavior of managers considering feminization, to determine if they 
are supporting or opposing the use of women. Both the GPO and the 
GWR left extensive archival records of the policy decisions concerning 
their female employees. Within these files is a rich assortment of 
letters, reports, and memoranda in which supervisors openly discussed 
their opinions of women as workers. Using these letters, we can 
reconstruct the managerial ideologies of the period and determine 
whether employers facilitated or limited women's economic options. 

In general, managers bitterly opposed the introduction of female 
workers. The overt objections took two forms: the claim that women 

8. See Chapters 5 and 6 for explicit discussions of the roles of law and labor. 
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were physically and mentally incapable of doing a particular kind of 
work, and the claim that feminization would pose prohibitively com
plex administrative difficulties. The vigor with which these arguments 
were pursued suggests that managerial resistance was sincere. These 
objections were fairly thin, however, in that they were based on gross 
misperceptions of feminine incapacity or on exaggerations of prob
lems that could be overcome with very minor levels of inconvenience. 

A typical case of the posing of thin objections and their subsequent 
easy resolution occurred in London Postal Sorting during World War 
I. Late in 1914, the Women's Institute had written to the Postmaster 
General suggesting that since the military was quickly absorbing the 
supply of available male labor, women should be used as temporary 
replacements of men on leave from sorting offices. The letter was 
referred to the head of the London Postal Service, who considered the 
idea entirely unworkable. First, according to the Controller, major 
structural alterations would be required to provide restrooms for the 
women. Second, women could not work side by side with men, but 
would require completely separate offices. This would require fun
damental alterations to the design of the main building. Third, sorting 
mail was too arduous for women. Men traditionally sorted while 
standing up; women would require chairs. Since the sorting boxes 
were at unusual heights, standard-issue chairs would be inadequate, 
and the Post Office would have to invest in specially ordered equip
ment. Furthermore, women could not be expected to work at night, a 
problem since a substantial percentage of mail-sorting had to be done 
at four or five in the morning. Given the enormous costs in construc
tion and supplies, and the difficulties of scheduling inherent with an 
inflexible workforce, it would be far more economical to raise male 
wages and attract a larger pool of job applicants. The Postmaster 
agreed with the substance of the analysis, and the female sorter project 
was abandoned.9 

A mere five months later, the situation had altered. The labor 

9. Note the use of this opportunity by the Postal Controller to put in a plug for higher 
wages. In general, postal administrators were always advocating better conditions for 
their staff, exploiting any issue to refer to the need for higher pay. Since budgetary 
control was centralized outside of the individual departments, it cost the department 
heads nothing to make these requests, which facilitated good relations between manage
ment and labor. 
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shortage had become so intense that the Post Office could not find 
suitable males at any price, making the use of women unavoidable. 
Once the commitment to use women had been made, the supposedly 
insuperable obstacles of a few months before were easily overcome. 
Women were given their own floor at the sorting station, providing 
them with separate offices and lavatories at no construction cost what
soever. Women were supplied with standard-issue chairs, which they 
rarely used, preferring to sort standing up like the men. Women were 
also quite willing to cover the late night shifts. The experiment in 
feminizing was so successful that the Post Office used women in 
increasingly large numbers throughout the war years (WWI Sorters 
1915). 

A similar story can be told about the upper management of the 
Great Western Railway. In 1876, a mere six years after the introduc
tion of women to the Post Office, the board of directors of the GWR 
suggested an inquiry into the viability of using female clerks. The 
initial response from the department heads was overwhelmingly nega
tive. Virtually every administrator raised the same objections, the 
non-availibility of lavatories and the impropriety of women's working 
side by side with men. Most of the reporting offices were located in the 
firm's headquarters at Paddington station, a very large multistory 
complex, making it hard to believe that these difficulties could not 
have been resolved with a modest amount of shuffling. 

The board felt the accommodation argument was persuasive and 
ruled out the use of women in already-existing facilities. However, the 
argument was hard to justify in the case of offices currently undergoing 
construction for expansion. In these cases, the structural features 
necessary for the segregation of women could be obtained at nominal 
expense. Therefore, the board approved the use of women in a facility 
undergoing complete renovation, the goods department in Birming
ham. However, before the plan could be implemented, managers from 
all over the system started submitting remodeling requests using as 
their rationale a desire to incorporate women workers. The same 
individuals who had opposed feminization were willing to accept 
women if this was the cost of having their offices redecorated. The 
board feared that granting these requests would set an expensive 
precedent and, rather than embark on a firm-wide construction proj
ect, canceled the plans for feminization. This suggests an extremely 
weak commitment to feminization by the board. Neither the option of 
mixing men and women nor the option of dividing pre-existing offices 
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between the sexes was ever considered as an alternative to remodel
ing. On the basis of this very superficial analysis of the use of women 
clerks, the issue died entirely for twenty-nine years. 

In 1905, the question of women clerks was renewed, after the 
General Manager of the company had taken a tour of American 
railways. At the time, the United States was considered to be in the 
vanguard of progressive railway administration, and the General Man
ager had noted that the Americans used female clerks. He took a poll 
of department heads, and as was the case in 1876, the response was 
overwhelmingly negative. The traditional complaints about sex-
mixing and bathrooms re-emerged. These were buttressed with a 
variety of individual objections. The Relief Cashier argued that 
women could not take a job involving travel and thus could not go to 
out stations to perform relief duties. The Rates and Taxation Office, 
which had a wide variety of clerical and accounting positions, declared 
at the outset that women would only be suitable for messenger posi
tions and then provided a long discussion of why messenger work is 
inherently better performed by men. 

This time the General Manager was in favor of feminization, so he 
used his position to override the objections of his subordinates. 
However, he did acknowledge the legitimacy of the accommodation 
arguments. Therefore, he ordered the hiring of women clerks, but 
made remodeling funds generally available throughout the system to 
provide for segregated offices and facilities. As before, women were 
first placed in an office that for exogenous reasons was undergoing 
physical renovation, in this case the clerical section of Paddington 
Goods Station. The remodeling stricture severely impeded the rate of 
feminization, since the delays in implementing and completing con
struction could often be substantial. Therefore, by World War I, only a 
small number of female clerks had been hired, and these were concen
trated in a select set of remodeled offices (GWR Women 1906). 

In the Great Western Railway, a strong central executive had to 
force the introduction of women over the initial objections of upper 
and middle management. A similar set of incidents occured in the 
Postal Savings Bank. The debate over women in the Savings Bank 
began in 1874, by which time several other clerical-labor-intense de
partments, such as the telegraph offices, the Receiver and Accountant 
General's Office Department, and the Returned Letter Department, 
had already feminized. The Secretary of the Post Office observed that 
the Savings Bank was still all male, and suggested to the Controller of 
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the Bank that he consider hiring some women clerks. The Controller's 
response was extremely negative. His main objection was a lack of 
"suitable accommodation" for women. Subsequent correspondence 
clarified what he meant by "suitable accommodation." Not only would 
women need to have separate lavatories and offices, but they would 
require separate lunchrooms and kitchens as well. The use of women 
would thus require a complete duplication of Post Office facilities. 

The Secretary of the Post Office was unimpressed with these argu
ments. He ruled by fiat that the next sets of staff increases for the 
Savings Bank would consist entirely of female clerks, with the Con
troller left free to use these women as he saw fit. Because the Bank was 
very severely understaffed, the Controller could not afford to turn 
down the help. After several futile pleas for additional men, rather 
than women, he was forced to take in the new female clerks. 

However, the battle was not over. The Controller next sought to 
demonstrate that women could not do bookkeeping. Since bookkeep
ing comprised the main activity of the Bank, barring women from the 
ledgers would guarantee that some fraction of future replacements 
would have to be male. Therefore, the Controller put all of his women 
to work addressing envelopes and copying receipts. Receipts were 
printed forms in which one filled in the name of a depositor with the 
date and amount of the deposit, as simple a job as could be found in the 
office. He then commissioned a set of pseudo-scientific tests to demon
strate that women lacked the mental capacity to keep accounts. Sev
eral women sorters were borrowed from the Returned Letter Depart
ment. These were basically filing clerks, who were hired with compara
tively little skill or education and whose work did not involve any 
computational tasks. They were then given a one-morning crash 
course in calculating compound interest by hand. This involves some 
fairly complex arithmetic and requires practice to obtain proficiency. 
That very afternoon, the women were given several trial passbooks 
and told to balance the accounts and calculate the interest. About 
two-thirds of the women did very poorly at this exercise. The remain
ing third were given a second test with more difficult passbooks, and 
they too failed the exam. The Controller then sent the results of both 
tests to the Secretary of the Post Office as clear evidence of women's 
lack of quantitative skills. The Secretary criticized the unfairness of the 
makeshift exams and sent an explicit order to put the women on ledger 
duties. 

The Controller then attempted to demonstrate that women were 
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physically incapable of doing bookkeeping because they would be 
unable to lift or handle the heavy ledgers. This sounds outrageous to 
the modern reader, but would have been easier to justify in Victorian 
times. Before modern filing systems were invented, accountants kept 
related records together by writing them on the same page of a ledger. 
If the account was complex, this could require a very large physical 
document. The Savings Bank kept some record books that weighed 
over twenty-five pounds and stood over four feet high. The Controller 
argued his case successfully before the Chief Medical Officer, who in 
turn filed a report claiming that allowing women to lift ledgers would 
seriously impair their health. This argument the Secretary found con
vincing, but he decided that, rather than get rid of the women, he 
would have the ledgers redesigned so that workers of both sexes would 
find them more portable. The Medical Officer was then told to pro
duce a signed statement giving full approval of women's doing ledger 
work, and the Controller was ordered to provide a comparable signed 
statement announcing his intention to put women on bookkeeping 
duties. The entire debate, from the Secretary's first suggestion to the 
receipt of the final signed concessions, had taken over a year and four 
months (Bank Introduction 1875). 

Several points are illustrated by these stories. Managerial opposi
tion to clerical feminization was quite widespread. This vigorous re
sistance to feminization was not merely confined to non-clerical-
labor-intensive offices. It was endemic to managers as a whole, even in 
such clerical-labor-intense enclaves as the GWR Accounting Office 
and the GPO Savings Bank. In each of these cases, women were only 
introduced after the exertion of pressure from outside forces, usually 
central management. Cost structure did not cause local managers to 
change their preferences concerning women so much as it introduced 
pressures from organizational gatekeepers not to discriminate and 
instead to emphasize cost efficiency. The effect of cost structure can be 
clearly seen in the differing policies of the 1906 GWR General Mana
ger and the Secretary of the Post Office in 1874. The GWR General 
Manager exerted significantly less pressure than his counterpart for 
the implementation of feminization. He never advocated the reshuf
fling of offices to attain segregation; he never redesigned normal work 
procedures to facilitate women's employment; he permitted the pre
liminary remodelings to occur at a very slow rate, significantly delaying 
the introduction of women to many offices. In distinct contrast to the 
Postal Secretary, he never accelerated feminization by banning male 
hires in particular offices. The greater capital intensity of the GWR 
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decreased the urgency of achieving clerical cost controls, producing a 
far less intense commitment to implementing feminization over man
agerial resistance. 

The substance of the objections the department heads raised is also 
important. In many cases, the administrators were clearly trying to 
avoid having to make adjustments in their normal procedures that 
would have been required by the addition of new types of employees. 
An example of such an objection is the binder reform, which, though 
precipitated by the introduction of women to the Savings Bank, was 
nevertheless a long-overdue rationalization of record-keeping. How
ever, not all of the resistance can be attributed to bureaucratic inertia 
alone; some represents sexist ideology and a genuine preference for 
male colleagues. Both in the railway and in the Post Office, employers 
insisted that women be segregated from men. Segregation came to 
serve latent functions in the Post Office; however, the initial justifica
tion of this policy in both organizations was the normative impropriety 
of men's and women's having informal contact in an office setting. 
That such a factor dominated the discussion of an issue that had 
enormous implications for the lowering of operating costs suggests 
that Victorian sex-role ideology still played an important part in man
agerial decision-making. This can be seen as well in the continual 
references to feminine frailty in the debates over women's suitability 
as employees. 

There is also evidence that men really wanted male offices and were 
willing to work quite hard to get them. The sixteen-month campaign of 
the Controller of the Savings Bank is an excellent case in point. A 
more dramatic example can be found on the Irish railways. When the 
Post Office nationalized the telegraphs, railway telegraphs were ex
plicitly excluded. Subsequently, special arrangements were made to 
allow them to remain in private hands. In most cases, this merely 
formalized the railways' existing control over their own lines. In Ire
land, however, a large number of telegraph lines on railway property 
had been built and operated by the Post Office. In these cases, the 
telegraphs were to be transferred to the appropriate private railways. 
When the Post Office operated these telegraphs, they were operated 
by women. After the transfer, the railway companies fired all of the 
women and hired men to do the signaling (Telegraph Report 1876).10 

10. Fortunately, in the transfer the women were legally guaranteed employment, so 
the Post Office had to hire them back at considerable expense. Because the rail 
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This expulsion is remarkable for several reasons. First, telegraph 
operators took a long time to train, and the nation was suffering from a 
shortage of telegraph workers. Dismissing a fully functional operating 
crew and replacing them with raw recruits would have been an ex
tremely substantial upheaval. Managers could not have been avoiding 
administrative complexities, for in this case clearly the simplest solu
tion would have been to maintain the status quo. The railways volun
tarily gave themselves an enormous organizational problem as the 
price of a male labor force. Second, ignorance about female capacities 
is not likely to have been a factor. Female telegraphists were now well 
established in both England and Ireland. Railway management would 
have had ample opportunity to see how well women worked when the 
Post Office was running telegraphs on the railways' own lines. This 
suggests a solid commitment by management to a male labor force, 
even when presented with good information on objective criteria 
favoring female employment. 

Variations in Attention to Office Management 

The main argument of this chapter is consistent with the earlier 
claims that patriarchy is in contradiction to the needs of both indi
vidual and collective capital. Discrimination is not wholly dysfunc
tional for capitalism; the GWR and the GPO used sex discrimination 
to solve problems involving their internal labor markets, as subse
quent analyses will demonstrate. When employers chose not to use 
cheap female labor, however, their reasons were often cultural rather 
than economic, and the profitability of their offices often suffered as a 
result. The offices that chose not to save money on clerical labor took 
other liberties with office management, ignoring other economies in 
the administration of the clerical work itself. The fact that the most 
discriminatory offices were particularly inefficient lends support to the 
proposition that discrimination can run counter to the logic of capital
ist rationality. There is unlikely to be an ulterior materialistic logic to 

telegraphs had been a substantial proportion of postal employment, the Dublin office, 
which absorbed the women, was the only telegraph department in the country with a 
labor surplus. 
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the exclusion of women, if discrimination is correlated with inferior 
economic performance.11 

The Post Office Engineering Department, which used a predomi
nantly male clerical force, was notorious for its disorganized and 
inefficient office management. The paperwork fell into such over
whelming disarray that two separate formal inquiries had to be made 
into the department's clerical procedures. In 1904, investigators re
ported that the administrative work of the office was in extensive 
arrears. There was widespread confusion as to who was processing 
what materials and what actions the department had taken previously. 
The committee diagnosed the problem as largely self-induced. First, 
the engineering department had never made any attempt to create a 
division of labor among the clerks. There had not even been a clear 
division of labor between technical and clerical duties. Paying the staff 
and keeping accounts sometimes devolved upon technicians hired to 
design telephone systems. Second, the filing system had completely 
broke down. Part of this was a simple backlog in returning documents 
to the files; however, this was compounded by a system of file orga
nization that was archaic and inefficient, resulting in very difficult 
document retrieval. Third, there had been little attempt to provide an 
overview of just what records were being produced. Many of the 
assignments that were clogging the office workflow were duplicates of 
tasks that had already been done elsewhere. No attempt had been 
made to eliminate redundant paperwork. Finally, the committee 
noted, the department was severely understaffed. 

This last consideration was beyond the control of the engineers, 
staffing levels being determined exogenously by the Post Office Secre
tary. But these personnel shortages only intensified the problems; the 
basic inefficiencies of the system had been created by the engineers 
themselves. The relationship between the engineering department's 
capital intensity and its poor administrative practices was probably not 
coincidental. When the Post Office Secretary sought experts in office 
management who could rationalize the engineering department's pro
cedures, he turned to the heads of the clerical-labor-intense depart-

11. In this section of the study, the term "office management" will be used in a very 
narrow sense. Office management here refers to the administration of data-processing 
and paperwork within the office. It includes accounting, filing, and the processing of 
correspondence, but not the administration of substantive policy. This usage is consist
ent with that of the literature on office administration. 
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ments. The filing system was assigned to officials from the Registry and 
the Returned Letter Office. The other procedures not handled by the 
Secretary's own staff were assigned to the Receiver and Accountant 
General's office (Engineering Clerks 1904). These were three of the 
most clerical-labor-intense departments in the Post Office, so it is 
significant that they were viewed as models of efficiency in data man
agement. 

Despite the objective shortcomings of their administration, the 
engineers were not personally criticized for their inattentiveness. The 
explanation of this is consistent with the clerical-labor-intensity 
model. In a post-crisis report of 1919, the Engineering Work Commit
tee wrote: 

The position of the Engineering Department is peculiar in this respect 
that while the clerical work is of course ancillary to the engineering work 
and must to some extent be under the control of the principal engineer
ing officer, it has at the same time so special a character that it is 
impracticable without loss of efficiency to require of a technical officer 
more than a general knowledge of the clerical procedures which he 
controls. . . . It is imperative that technical matters should make the 
first and by far the greatest demand upon his time and that any change of 
procedure which may tend to encroach upon the time which he gives to 
engineering questions is in our opinion strongly to be deprecated [En
gineering Clerks 1919]. 

The Post Office thus explicitly encouraged its engineers to concen
trate on matters other than the administration of clerical work. The 
presence of capital responsibilities allowed upper management to 
tolerate some inattention to office management per se. This toleration 
can be exaggerated, since the mere presence of a commission on 
clerical work in engineering suggests a certain amount of overall 
concern. The Post Office at various times did authorize high-level 
accountants and office managers to concentrate exclusively on the 
administration of the engineers' clerical labor. However, these of
ficials were always subordinate to the Chief Engineer, who retained 
the ultimate control over staffing decisions. Engineering clerical policy 
continued to be treated as a secondary matter. 

In this particular case, lax office management produced a crisis of 
serious proportions. Most administrative inefficiencies do not result in 
such dire consequences. The Great Western Railway seems to have 
handled its office work with dispatch and efficiency. Data collected in 



Buffering from Labor Costs I 63 

the 1870's by both the Railway Clearing House and the GWR itself 
suggest that the error rates in freight returns and accounts were typical 
of those of other railways (Staff Statistics 1870; Northern Recruitment 
1904). Taylorite investigations of clerical performance in the 1920's 
reported adequate levels of overall efficiency (Clerical Work Commit
tee 1916-28; Goods Stations 1922). Nevertheless, there is suggestive 
evidence that the railway did not devote its full attention to reducing 
clerical costs. 

In 1879, a national recession severely reduced the GWR's traffic 
and revenues. The railway could not respond to the recession by 
reducing services and thus found itself under great pressure to reduce 
the costs of its fixed operations. The GWR introduced a program of 
labor austerity that cut pay rates for newly entering employees and 
imposed a stretch-out on existing staff. Most manual workers were 
paid by the day, with the hours of labor left up to the discretion of 
management. The GWR began imposing eighteen- and twenty-hour 
days upon most of the operating staff, compounded with consecutive 
shifts merely two or three hours apart. Workers could be on duty 
continuously for several days with only a couple of hours allotted for 
sleep. These abuses were so blatant and widespread that the eight-
hour day became the central issue around which railway unionism 
crystalized (Bagwell 1963). 

The Great Western Railway left written plans on the precise means 
by which these economies were to be obtained. They list pay cuts for 
several types of employees including guards, brakemen, switchmen, 
signalmen, porters, and police.12 Clerks are conspicuously absent from 
the list. There was no discussion at any time of achieving cost reduc
tions in the offices. A subsequent analysis reported the economies in 
total staff that had been made by each department. All of the staff cuts 
had been made in departments that hired predominantly blue-collar 
labor. Traffic, goods, signalling, and engineering all reported signifi
cant savings. In the offices that hired only white-collar labor, no staff 
reductions or pay reductions were made at all (Staff Expenses 1879). 
Such a policy could be justified economically in terms of the greater 
savings available from the numerically predominant blue-collar force. 

12. Engine drivers and firemen were excluded from wage cuts, although not from 
hours abuse. Engineers and firemen were the craftsmen of the railroad, being highly 
skilled and, more significantly, highly organized. 
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However, the presence of such a source of savings did buffer the 
clerical force from cost-cutting and allowed for relatively lax office 
management. 

Male office workers were thus associated with inefficiency in cleri
cal administration. However, this was not the consideration affecting 
the use of men as opposed to women. The postal equations show that, 
net of variables associated with buffering models, the status and pro
motion prospects associated with an office had a critical impact on 
determining the sex-typing of its jobs. The next two chapters will 
explore the relationship between women and low-status jobs: Chapter 
3 will discuss whether clerical feminization can be explained by de-
skilling; Chapter 4 will consider the relation between sex, turnover, 
and patterns of promotion within firms. 



3 
De-Skilling and 
Technological Change 

Many discussions of clerical feminization have put a great deal 
of emphasis on the ways in which office technology and strategies for 
organizing the labor process produced changes in the skill composition 
of the clerical force. Most discussions of office work claim that clerical 
jobs de-skilled during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries (Kling-
ender 1935; Mills 1951; Lockwood 1958; Braverman 1974; Davies 
1975, 1982; Glenn and Feldberg 1977). The argument is that clerks 
evolved from a set of management trainees in small personalized 
counting houses to proletarianized employees in large impersonal 
bureaucracies. The increase in the size of clerical staffs forced manage
ment to reconsider the administration of office work, leading to the 
development of various strategies for rationalizing and reorganizing 
the labor process. This resulted in the development of office machin
ery, the creation of detailed divisions of labor, and the introduction of 
Taylorite strategies for monitoring output, all of which served to lower 
the autonomy and promotion prospects of office workers. The end 
result was the creation of the semi-skilled clerical operative, who 
makes up the majority of the workforce of modern offices. 

This process has been linked, although with some reservations, to 
the explanation of the origins of clerical feminization. Historically, 
women have been confined to low-status occupations characterized by 
low levels of responsibility, inferior rates of pay, and limited prospects 
for promotion (National Manpower Council 1957; Oppenheimer 
1970). If clerical work had systematically been de-skilled, the increas
ing undesirability of office jobs would have facilitated the use of 
women for these positions (Davies 1975, 1982; Glenn and Feldberg 
1977; Rotella, 1981). However, those who have linked feminization to 

65 
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the degradation of office work have been very cautious in advancing 
their claims. One reason for caution is that de-skilling cannot provide a 
complete explanation of sex-type change. Davies, for example, argues 
that clerical feminization was a complex phenomenon that was caused 
by a number of different factors, such as changes in the female labor 
supply, the demand of employers for cheap labor, and changes in 
national gender ideologies. These would have contributed indepen
dently to the assignment of women to office tasks, weakening the 
overall importance of skill dynamics. This new caution can be seen in 
the work of Davies and of Evelyn Glenn and Roslyn Feldberg in which 
unfavorable technological change is treated as a burden affecting 
female occupations as well as a factor creating female occupations. 

However, there is a more fundamental problem with such an analy
sis. It is not at all clear that clerical work has been de-skilled to any 
significant extent. There are both theoretical and empirical reasons for 
suggesting that office skill levels may have been more stable than is 
customarily acknowledged. The theoretical reasons involve the rela
tionship between capitalist rationality and skill levels. Since Harry 
Braverman published Labor and Monopoly Capital, it has been cus
tomary to argue that managers seek to reduce overall skill levels in 
pursuit of the lowest possible labor costs (Braverman 1974). However, 
there is no necessary logical relationship between the goal of econo
mizing on personnel and the use of an unskilled labor force. This point 
has been made quite cogently by Michael Piore and Peter Doeringer in 
Internal Labor Markets and Manpower Analysis. Piore and Doeringer 
argue that most managers attempt to economize on labor by substitut
ing capital for labor to eliminate jobs entirely. Interviews with en
gineers showed that the criterion used by systems designers to evaluate 
the impact of technological change on profitability is not the extent to 
which an innovation will use a cheaper form of labor but the extent to 
which it will lower the overall size of the labor force. Managers were so 
unconcerned with the impact of technology on skill levels that they not 
only neglected to make projections of the type of labor that new 
innovations would require but used only one base salary for all work
ers regardless of skill in their calculation of overall labor costs (Piore 
and Doeringer 1971). 

Furthermore, the use of technology to destroy jobs has important 
implications for skill distributions. An innovation that eliminates posi
tions in the lower end of the status hierarchy will by default raise the 
average skill level of those workers who remain in the establishment. 
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An innovation that eliminates jobs at the upper end will lower the 
aggregate skill level. Job elimination thus can have varying effects on 
the resulting ratio of skilled to unskilled labor. To some extent, menial 
jobs are easier to eliminate by mechanization, since the work is simple, 
repetitive, and involves routine physical manipulations. Thus, there 
should be a slight bias for low-level jobs to disappear first, producing a 
net trend of upgrading. Since different technologies will have different 
effects, however, the overall impact of technical change should be 
somewhat random, producing no consistent pattern of downgrading or 
upgrading over time. 

The empirical basis for the clerical de-skilling hypothesis has come 
from the historical work of sociologists studying white-collar labor 
such as C. Wright Mills, Francis Klingender, and David Lockwood. 
These authors argued that white-collar work had suffered a cata
strophic loss of status. However, these conclusions are based on an 
overromanticized conception of the quality of clerical life in the 
nineteenth century. According to these accounts, nearly every Victo
rian clerk was a management trainee who in return for personal loyalty 
to an entrepreneurial patron could expect job security, future 
advancement, and job assignments with challenging substantive re
sponsibilities. Gregory Anderson's work on nineteenth-century 
offices provides a serious challenge to these accounts by documenting 
the existence of a large clerical secondary sector. Much of the work in 
early offices was done not by clerks but by copyists. Copyists were 
temporary workers, comparable to modern Kelly Girls, who were paid 
by the piece to do tasks involving writing. The work consisted of simple 
duties such as making copies of correspondence, addressing receipts, 
or making entries in ledgers. The job security, pay, and prospects of 
these positions was marginal. The skills required were negligible, since 
transcription requires few skills other than literacy and penmanship. 
The status of permanently established clerks was often not much 
better. Nineteenth-century commerce was extremely cyclical, and 
many firms were forced by business conditions into bankruptcy. Small 
firms of the type Lockwood discusses would have been especially 
vulnerable to failure during the great financial panics. Anderson docu
ments extremely high levels of immiseration among Victorian British 
clerks. Unemployment was a persistent problem. Many clerks only 
avoided unemployment by taking marginal jobs and living in poverty 
(G. Anderson 1976). When one compares the modern typist with the 
Victorian clerk, the modern typist compares quite favorably. The 
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typist enjoys far greater job security, and although her duties may not 
be as complex as those of the semi-managerial trainees, they are 
certainly more complex than the duties of the copyists. 

Just as the traditional account tends to overstate the status of the 
nineteenth-century office worker, it understates the status of the mod
ern office worker. This is because most comparisons are made between 
those workers in both periods who are nominally called "clerks." In 
the Victorian era, the word "clerk" referred to anyone who worked in 
an office. The GPO Establishment Books use "clerk" for everyone 
lower than a department director but higher than a copyist. Many of 
the superior clerical positions would nowadays be referred to as 
"administrators," "accountants," or "middle-level managers." The 
claim that de-skilling has occurred because clerks no longer do the jobs 
involving supervision and responsibility that they once were assigned 
is based largely on a semantic difference rather than a substantive 
change. The real question consists of whether there has been a loss of 
skill or status among the entire population of office workers, whether 
the ratio of true managers to true clerks has declined over time. 
Measuring changes in the status of office workers as a whole is not 
easily accomplished with national census data. The population of 
office workers contains multiple occupational titles, whose meanings 
change in subtle ways over time. For example, the population of 
individuals called "managers" includes many proprietors of small 
firms, such as stores or family businesses, that do not use clerks in a 
formal sense. Such petty bourgeousie would have to be excluded from 
the analysis. Given the complexities of doing a methodologically rigor
ous study of national changes in office status, the white-collar histo
rians can scarcely be criticized for confining their attention to the 
population of nominal clerks. Nevertheless, consideration of the 
whole population of office workers is critical to the assessment of 
whether office work de-skilled. 

This chapter is an attempt to estimate the extent to which office 
work de-skilled between 1870 and World War II. If a significant 
amount of de-skilling occurred, it would not be unreasonable to sug
gest that this would have facilitated the feminization of clerical work. 
If the skill required for clerical work increased or remained constant, 
this would suggest the need to explore alternative explanations for the 
introduction of women to the office. The data that would allow for a 
completely rigorous assessment of the national evolution of office skill 
structures are unavailable. The fragmentary evidence that can be used 
consists of those materials previously examined in the literature on 
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changes in clerical status in England and America as a whole and 
materials from the archives of the Great Western Railway and the 
General Post Office that allow for a discussion of status changes in two 
particularly important firms. 

There are two types of data that have been particularly important to 
the discussions of national status trends. First, there are data on 
clerical wages. Large sample surveys of clerical incomes for different 
dates have been used to identify trends in remuneration. The postal 
and railway archives provide somewhat similar data. Both organiza
tions left extensive documentation on salary levels. The firm censuses 
allow the reconstruction of detailed pyramids of pay levels within each 
organization, along with the number of individuals who were found at 
each level. These pyramids can be studied over time to determine 
trends in levels of remuneration. The data also allow the identification 
of entry-level and non-entry-level positions. Such data can be used to 
evaluate the prospects of upward mobility within these firms. 

The second source of data is the writings of Taylorites and other 
advocates of scientific management. The usual way these materials are 
used is as chronicles of the attempts of the scientific managers them
selves to impose rigorous regimes of work discipline on the labor force 
(see Davies 1982). Such a reading can be extremely informative. 
However, these works can also be read in their own right as descrip
tions of the skills required to do clerical work. In the process of 
attempting to reform the office, the Taylorites left a large number of 
technical discussions of the right way and the wrong way to do a wide 
variety of clerical tasks. One can use these descriptions of job contents 
to make an informed assessment of the actual difficulty of performing 
various office duties. By comparing earlier and later technologies for 
doing comparable clerical tasks, one may do a subjective assessment of 
whether such work was upgraded or de-skilled. As in the case of the 
salary data, there are parallel bodies of material for clerical work at the 
national level and clerical work within the firm. The latter materials 
are provided by scientific managers' in-house analyses of clerical work 
on the Great Western Railway. 

National Trends in Salaries 

The most systematic data available on long-term trends in clerical 
skill level comes from the traditional measure of status levels: salaries. 
Salaries are a useful index of changes in skill; however, these data must 
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be treated with caution due to the presence of many potential sources 
of measurement error. Pay levels can increase because of general labor 
scarcity or because of a peak in labor demand within a particular 
industry or occupation. Institutional factors such as an increase in 
union activity will produce non-skill-related raises in wage rates. Sala
ries have a component that is skill-related. Artisanal workers tend to 
be highly productive, which raises the ceiling on the range of pay rates 
that would be economically justifiable. Furthermore, since skilled 
workers tend to be relatively scarce, they can command premium 
salaries through market competition for their services. Salaries are 
thus predictable from skill levels and a number of exogenous variables. 
One can use salaries to measure skill provided one pays explicit 
attention to the likely impact of these contaminating factors. 

The data consist of a 1909 survey of British clerical salaries con
ducted by Cannon and Bowley and a 1929-30 survey of clerical salaries 
in London included in the New London Survey. These were the 
materials from which Klingender (1935) and Lockwood (1958) drew 
most of their conclusions for this period.1 These two sets of data are not 
fully comparable. They refer to different geographical areas and used 
inconsistent sampling strategies and definitions of their industrial clas
sifications. Furthermore, the periodization is not ideal. There is no 
information on any changes between 1929 and 1945, a period that 
included the clerical wage cuts of the Great Depression. Even worse, 
there is no data for any period before 1909. Not being able to measure 
differences in status between 1870 and 1909 truncates a very important 
period in the evolution of office work. 

Despite these severe limitations, it is possible to draw some useful 
conclusions from the data. The findings suggest that the period from 
1909 to 1929 saw very little deterioration in clerical standards. Since 
feminization occurred primarily between 1870 and 1945, with 1909 to 
1929 being a critical period in this transformation, this suggests that the 
level of clerical de-skilling may not have been pronounced. 

Table 3.1 is a recalculation of material originally presented in 
Klingender (1935). The figures presented here are methodologically 
superior to those in the original; however, a comparable analysis could 
be made of the published figures. The estimates of average industry-

1. For the period 1946-56, Lockwood also used reports from the Office Manage
ment Association. 
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specific levels of salaries in shillings per week come directly from 
Klingender. Real wages were calculated using the 1909 Sauerbeck-
Statist price index.2 The figures generally show clerical salaries remain
ing constant or improving during the period. Men maintained their 
economic position, while the women clerks made substantial percent
age gains.3 

There is one condition under which these data would be consistent 
with clerical de-skilling. If some exogenous force had independently 

Table 3.1 
Average Weekly Salaries of British Clerks in Selected Industries, 

1909-10 and 1929-30 

Sex of 
clerk 

Male 
1909-10 
1929-30 

Female 
1909-10 
1929-30 

Total 
1909-10 
1929-30 

Commerce 
and industry 

Money Real 

40 
65 

15.5 
40 

31.5 
57.9 

40 
41 

15.5 
25 

31.5 
36.3 

Transport 

Money Real 

36 
75 

—t 
45 

32.7 
71.6 

36 
47 

—t 
28 

32.7 
44.9 

Banking* 

Money Real 

53 
90 

—t 
60 

53 
56 

—t 
38 

54.2 
70.5 

Insurance* 

Money 

53.5 
75 

23 
45 

54.2 
44.2 

Real 

53.5 
47 

23 
28 

*Sex Ratios for banking and insurance merged in the original. 
fNo females hired in this period. 
Note: All figures are shillings per week. Real wages adjusted to 1909 shillings using 

the 1909 Sauerbeck-Statist price index. 
Source: Adapted from Klingender (1935). Industry-specific clerical sex ratios from 

Klingender (1935) and the British Census. These sex ratios are used to create weighted 
averages of male and female salaries. 

2. The figures on total combined salaries were calculated by weighting the male and 
female salaries by the percentage of male or female clerks within each industry. 

3. It is also significant to note that the introduction of women to clerical work did not 
significantly undercut total wage levels. Women worked for significantly less than men, 
their salaries generally being only 50-80 percent of those of their male counterparts. 
However, the secular increase in both male and female wages counterbalanced the 
gender differential. Feminization helped to contain spiraling clerical costs but did not 
allow management to lower overall absolute levels of pay. 
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raised office salary levels, it is conceivable that de-skilling could have 
dampened the effect of this externality, producing a modest increase 
where one would have expected an increase that was more dramatic. 
Office work expanded dramatically during this period; the explosion 
of new jobs could reasonably be expected to have increased labor 
demand and thus contributed to an overall inflation of salaries. The 
effect of such market forces can be exaggerated, however. The expan
sion of clerical occupations produced a simultaneous increase in 
female labor force participation. The increasing supply of women 
would have eased the competition among employers for clerical work
ers and thus would have dampened the effect of occupational growth 
on rates of pay. Conceivably market forces could have produced 
increases in clerical salaries that were anywhere from massive to 
negligible. It is thus very difficult to examine a specific empirical case 
of an increase in the pay of office workers and judge whether such an 
increase is likely to have been caused by expansion, de-skilling, or 
some combination of the two. 

In the light of this ambiguity, the following conservative conclusion 
seems warranted. The data do not show any patterns that positively 
support the contention that clerical work de-skilled. Had real clerical 
salaries declined during this period, this would have been a very strong 
confirmation of the de-skilling hypothesis. Since the natural factors 
affecting pay rates had an upward bias, the observed declines could 
only be attributed to the negative effects of skill. This data is also 
inconsistent with any claims of clerical immiseration. The standards of 
living of both male and female clerks were generally improving, due to 
a favorable mixture of market mechanisms and skill dynamics. These 
findings cannot disprove the hypothesis that a strong expansion in the 
demand for clerical workers was capable of compensating for a weaker 
tendency for office jobs to de-skill. Nevertheless, these data provide 
little support for the bleak picture that is usually painted of changes in 
the prospects of office workers.4 

4. Both Klingender and Lockwood acknowledged the robust character of clerical 
salaries between 1909 and 1929. Both authors attempted to bolster their conclusions by 
arguing that, although white-collar salaries had risen absolutely, they had fallen relative 
to blue-collar wages. The blue-collar argument is irrelevant to the issue of skill. The 
relative decline argument was based on the assumption that clerks experience depriva
tion by losing their customary pay differential over manual workers. As Bain points out, 
this assumes that blue-collar workers are a meaningful reference group for clerks. 
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Lockwood (1958) does provide data that suggest that some de-
skilling may have occurred after World War II. This finding is of 
definite interest, but is less important than the data he provides from 
earlier periods. The usual arguments about clerical de-skilling main
tain that the downgrading occurred during the transformation of the 
offices from small personalized enterprises into large, bureaucratically 
administered, corporate firms. Furthermore, in these arguments, 
Taylorism is identified as being central to the process by which de-
skilling occurred. Both arguments strongly suggest that the lowering of 
clerical standards should have occurred in the early twentieth century; 
this is the period in which Taylorism was at its height and the personal
ized offices of the nineteenth century became transformed into large 
centralized establishments. By 1945, the fundamental bureaucratiza
tion and redesign of clerical work had already occurred. If salaries 
were robust throughout the early twentieth century and only declined 
after World War II, this disconfirms most of the traditional accounts. 
Furthermore, clerical feminization occurred in the late nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries. By World War II, the sex-typing of office 
jobs had been long established. The timing of the decline of clerical 
salaries is inconsistent with the proposition that the feminization of 
clerical work was caused by de-skilling. 

Salary Trends within the Great Western Railway and 
the General Post Office 

The discussion of national salary trends concentrates on the period 
1909-29. While 1909-29 is important in its own right, the absence of 
the earlier material diminishes the utility of the national data for the 
discussion of long-term trends. Fortunately, both the Great Western 
Railway and the General Post Office have excellent data on salary 
levels that span the period from 1870 to World War II. With these 

Manual workers are probably significantly less important in this regard than the clerk's 
family, his former schoolmates, and other members of his occupation (Bain 1970). 
Furthermore, the psychological well-being of white-collar workers is not an index of the 
objective conditions of white-collar work. What is at issue is whether the human capital 
requirements of clerical work declined and whether this would have affected the 
economics of hiring women. The perceptions and world views of clerical workers have 
little to do with corporate hiring policies. 
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data, one can replicate the analysis and the findings of the previous 
section. In both cases, clerical salaries rose, although there were 
exogenous factors that would have predisposed salaries to increase. 
Evidence exists for some departments that suggests de-skilling, but 
outside of this subset, clerical skill levels probably did not decline. 

Tables 3.2 and 3.3 show the evolution of clerical wages in the Great 
Western Railway as a whole and in selected departments of the Gen
eral Post Office. The rail data come from the two staff censuses of 1870 
and 1933. The postal data comes from the Establishment Books. The 
sample used in Tables 3.2-3.5 is slightly different from that used in the 
rest of the book. The usual analyses exclude managers and profession
als to allow for the study of the determinants of clerical sex-typing. In 
these analyses, however, the ratio of managers to clerks is what is at 
issue, so all white-collar workers are included. 

Table 3.2 shows that real clerical wages more than doubled between 
1870 and 1933. The trends in real wages were actually more favorable 
than the trends in money wages since prices declined during the 
period. Table 3.3 shows that real wages also improved in the Post 
Office. However, there was considerable diversity among the offices in 
the rate of improvement. The most dramatic wage increases came in 
the telegraph offices. Between 1876 and 1931, real telegraph wages 
more than tripled. The situation in sorting offices is almost as impres
sive: sorting salaries more than doubled. There was a set of intermedi
ate offices such as the control offices, the Registry, and the Savings 
Bank. Lastly, there were offices whose salaries showed very modest 
improvement, such as RAGO, (the Receiver and Accountant Gener
al's Office), the Money Order Department, and the Returned Letter 
Office. 

Table 3.2 
Trends in Mean Salary on the Great Western Railway, 1870 and 1933 

Population 

All clerks 
Adult clerks only 

1870 
(money = real) 

78.7 
98.6 

1933 

Money Real 

202.8 243.4 
204.1 244.9 

Note: All salaries are given in pounds sterling per annum. All real wages are calcu
lated in 1870 pounds. 

Source: Staff Statistics (1870); GWR Staff Census (1932). 
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The figures in the middle columns of Table 3.3 actually underesti
mate the extent of salary improvement. That is because most of these 
offices feminized between 1871 and 1931. Because of the overcrowd
ing hypothesis, women would have worked for less than men, even if 
they were doing precisely the same tasks. Correcting for such a bias 
produces even greater increases in salaries over time. Appendix C 
describes the procedure by which the sex-adjusted pay rates were 
calculated. The figures in the right columns of table 3.3 represent an 
estimate of what wages would have been in the absence of a change of 
sex in the Post Office. The estimating procedure uses the properties of 
a small set of occupations that are extrapolated to the dataset as a 
whole. Therefore the reader is advised to view the sex-adjusted figures 
as very rough approximations of the true rates. Nevertheless, when sex 
discrimination is taken into account, most offices can be shown to have 

Table 3.3 
Trends in Mean Salary in Selected Departments 

of the General Post Office, Selected Dates 

Department 

Returned Letter 
Savings Bank 
London Post Control 
East Central Sorting 
West Sorting 
Registry 
RAGO* 
Money Order 

Central Telegraph 
Control 

Central Telegraph 
Signal Room 

West Telegraph 

1871 
Observed 
(money = 

real) 

132 
144 
297 
77 
79 

109 
245 
187 

— 

— 
— 

1876 
Observed 
(money = 

real) 

— 
— 
— 
— 
— 
— 
— 
— 

275 

62 
64 

1931 

Observed 
Money 

136 
202 
289 
209 
156 
179 
239 
157 

364 

156 
152 

Real 

164 
243 
348 
252 
188 
216 
288 
189 

494 

212 
207 

Sex-adjusted 
Money 

187 
246 
296 
210 
156 
205 
276 
211 

368 

N A 
N.A 

Real 

226 
297 
356 
253 
188 
248 
332 
255 

500 

* Receiver and Accountant General's Office. 
Note: All salaries are given in pounds sterling per annum. All real wages are calcu

lated in 1871 pounds in the first half of the table and in 1876 pounds in the second half of 
the table. 

Source: GPO Establishment Books (1871, 1876, 1931). 
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doubled their pay rates. The superior gains of the telegraph offices 
remain unchanged in these calculations. These offices had already 
feminized by 1876, so the impact of further sex change would have 
been negligible. However, the dramatic improvements of the tele
graph department now appear in most of the other offices as well. Out 
of all the departments in the Post Office, only RAGO and the Money 
Order Department show modest rates of salary increase, and even 
here real wages went up 30 percent. 

There were both upward and downward exogenous pressures on 
salaries in these firms. The Great Western Railway and the postal 
sorters and telegraphists were highly unionized. Although this union
ism was of mixed effectiveness, there was undoubtedly some impact on 
pay rates, leading to the relatively favorable increases for all three 
groups of workers. Likewise from 1870 to 1930, both the firms and the 
British economy as a whole expanded, creating some inflationary 
pressure through increased labor demand. On the down side, the Post 
Office eliminated patronage in many of its operations. During the 
period the civil service moved from a regime of premium wages to one 
based on market rates. The main device for lowering pay rates was to 
transfer work being done by higher job classifications to workers with 
pay scales more in line with private rates. For example, in telegraph 
work, it was fairly common to transfer work customarily done by 
supervisors to rank-and-file signallers (Hobhouse 1906). A related 
development was the consistent introduction of new job titles lower 
than those that had existed previously with a concomitant knocking 
down of work assignments one level. Financial offices saw the intro
duction of male assistant clerks and female writing assistants, who did 
work previously done by male and female second-class clerks (Evans 
1934). These semantic changes would have produced a lowering of pay 
that was not due to any real reduction in the true complexity of office 
tasks. 

All things considered, the exogenous factors affecting salaries 
would have had a mixed effect, although those that raised wages 
probably predominated. Nevertheless, every office in the sample 
shows a very strong increase in real levels of remuneration. Thus, the 
conclusions for the GPO and the GWR parallel those made for the 
clerical force of Britain as a whole. The data consistent with de-
skilling—an absolute decline in salaries or a modest wage increase 
coupled with overwhelming external wage pressure—do not occur. 
Although there can be no certitude, the best estimate would appear to 
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be that skill levels in these firms remained constant. If there was any 
noticeable de-skilling, it is most likely to have occurred in the GPO's 
Receiver and Accountant General's Office or the Money Order De
partment, where the pay raises were markedly inferior to those found 
elsewhere in the sample. 

Non-salary Measures of Status 
in the Great Western Railway 
and the General Post Office 

Salaries provide a useful measure of clerical status. However, they 
are subject to factors external to the dynamics of the firm, such as 
changes in the labor market or in price rates. An alternative approach 
is to study the distribution of relatively good and bad jobs within the 
firm, as measured by hierarchical position. The skill distribution plays 
a key role in determining the overall ratio of superior to inferior 
positions. Entry-level work is considered to be relatively simple com
pared to non-entry-level work. Presumably, an individual equipped 
merely with the skills available to the population as a whole can do an 
entry-level job, while jobs reachable only by promotion require some 
level of firm-specific knowledge. A highly skilled firm may have a 
rectangular status pyramid—that is, one in which there are roughly 
equal numbers of individuals at every level of the hierarchy. A highly 
unskilled organization will have a small number of supervisors and a 
large number of subordinates. This will produce a triangular status 
pyramid, with most of the workers located at the bottom. 

The advantage of such a measure is that it actually reflects the ratio 
of managers to subordinate workers, a critical concept in a claim that 
there is a relative proliferation of inferior jobs in clerical work. Fur
thermore, the rate of promotion is largely determined by the shape of 
the status pyramid, with promotions being relatively more frequent in 
rectangular firms. Lastly, the measure is independent of global exoge
nous factors that complicated the analysis of the salary data. The 
interpretation of these figures is much less ambiguous, which permits 
the generation of simpler and more straightforward conclusions. 

The shape of the status pyramid will be measured by the percentage 
of workers who are non-entry-level. Where multiple ports of entry 
exist in a given job ladder, the highest port is considered to be entry-
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level even if it can be reached by promotion. The percentage of 
non-entry-level jobs does not capture all of the inter-office variance in 
skill levels. Differences in skill that come from moving to advanced 
entry-level tasks are not reflected in the measure, nor does the mea
sure make any distinctions among the superior levels of the hierarchy. 
There are semantic problems as well. Skill is a continuum in which 
many conceivable cutting points are possible. Firms with identical 
human capital requirements could have different percentages of non-
entry workers if one firm had a slightly lower cutting point in defining 
the first promotion. 

Furthermore, status and skill are not identical phenomena. Some
times a high-level worker can be less skilled than the individual he 
supervises. A hotel manager may be less skilled than the French chefs 
in his kitchen. A production manager may know less about his 
machines than the repair personnel. Even when these types of errors 
are taken into account, however, the percentage of jobs that are 
non-entry-level still captures a basic split between those workers at the 
bottom and those at the top of the status hierarchy. Since on-the-job 
learning and skill represent a significant proportion of the difference 
between the superior and inferior jobs, the crude perentage of non-
entry-level jobs is still useful as a measure of the overall distribution of 
job complexity in the organization. 

The measurement of the percentage of non-entry-level jobs on the 
Great Western Railway poses some minor methodological problems 
due to the differences in job classification schemes used in 1870 and 
1933. In 1870, sixteen-year-old boys were hired as junior clerks. In two 
years' time, they could take an examination to become senior clerks. 
Thereafter, jobs were formally unclassified, although managers had 
explicit ideas about the maximum pay and natural ladders of progres
sion associated with different positions. In 1933, the same junior/ 
senior clerk distinction still existed. However, the senior clerks were 
divided into six grades—special and 1-5—with 5 being the lowest 
senior position. There were also three grades of adult women clerks, 
grade 2 being entry-level and grade 1 and special being advanced. 
There was a grade called "junior female clerk," but this was not a 
common port of entry as was the case with junior male clerk. 

There are two ways to conceptualize the definition of entry-level 
positions in the GWR. In one sense, the only entry-level positions 
were the junior clerkships of both sexes and the women's grade 2, since 
the grade 5 male positions were attained by promotion from junior 
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clerk. This definition of non-entry-level is called Assumption A; it 
explicitly treats the male grade 5 as a superior ranking. However, such 
a procedure creates an inequity between men and women. A male 
could become a grade 5 virtually automatically by waiting two years 
and then passing a test. The overwhelming majority of men passed 
their senior exam on the first sitting, while many of the remainder 
passed on the second or third examination. Leaving grade 5 was 
substantially more difficult. Over half of the adult male clerical force 
were employed as grade 5's, and many workers kept this status 
throughout their careers. Grade 2 was the equivalent job title for 
women. The overwhelming majority of women worked in grade 2 
clerkships with only a small elite being promoted to grade 1. Thus, 
there is a sense in which grade 5 represents an automatic promotion, 
with grade 4 being the first discretionary screen. Assumption B treats 
grade 5 men as entry-level, an interpretation that captures the trivial 
nature of the senior promotion. There is no literal equivalent of grade 
5 clerk in the 1870 data, so a false grade 5 was constructed using salary 
as a proxy for job grade. (See Appendix D for details of the calculation 
of the grade 5 equivalent.) 

Table 3.4 shows the trend in the percentage of non-entry over time 
in the GWR. Assumption A and Assumption B both produce very 
similar findings: clerical work upgraded between 1870 and 1932. Using 
Assumption A, jobs on the Great Western Railway went from 71 
percent high-status to 83 percent high-status. Under Assumption B, 
the improvement is especially striking. The number of superior jobs 
grew from 4 percent to 40 percent, a dectupling. The estimate for any 
given year of the absolute number of high-status jobs changes depend
ing on the methodological procedure used. The number of grade 5 

Table 3.4 
Trends in the Percentage of All Clerical Jobs in the Great Western Railway 

That Were Non-Entry-Level, 1870 and 1933 

Method 1870 (%) 1933 (%) 

Using Assumption A 71.2 83.3 
Using Assumption B 4.5 39.1 

Note: Assumption A is that grade 5 men and their 1870 salary equivalents are 
non-entry-level. Assumption B is that grade 5 men and their 1870 salary equivalents are 
entry-level. 

Source: Staff Statistics (1870); GWR Staff Census (1933). 
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men was so enormous that shifting the definition of grade 5 has an 
overwhelming effect. Nevertheless, there clearly was a trend for the 
relative share of inferior jobs to decrease and the share of superior jobs 
to increase. 

Estimating the percentage of non-entry-level jobs for the Post 
Office poses few methodological problems since the job titles were 
essentially comparable throughout the period. However, the empiri
cal findings are much more complex. 

Table 3.5 shows an enormous diversity of patterns, with some 
offices de-skilling, some offices maintaining their status, and some 
offices showing dramatic improvement. Among the offices whose 
relative share of non-entry-level jobs rose were the Returned Letter 
Office, the Savings Bank, East Central Sorting, and the telegraph 
signalling offices. The West Signalling Office showed the most dra
matic improvement, with a near quadrupling of superior positions. 
Among the offices that lost status were RAGO, the Money Order 
Department, the Registry, and all control offices. RAGO and Money 
Order were offices that also received comparatively minor increases in 
salary. This further supports the claim that de-skilling may have oc
curred in these particular sections. The registry lost status despite its 
relatively robust pay levels. The status data probably provide a more 
accurate picture of this office. The prime function of the registry was 

Table 3.5 
Trends in the Percentage of All Critical Jobs in Selected Departments of the 

General Post Office That Were Non-Entry-Level, Selected Dates 

Department 

Returned Letter 
Savings Bank 
London Post Control 
East Central Sorting 
West Sorting 
Registry 
RAGO 
Money Order 
Central Telegraph Control 
Central Signal 
West Signal 

1871 (%) 

16.4 
5.4 

71.4 
6.0 

12.8 
40.0 
22.4 
11.6 
— 
— 
— 

1876 (%) 

— 
— 
— 
— 
— 
— 
— 
— 
45.4 
7.3 
3.1 

1931 (%) 

22.6 
8.4 

20.3 
9.1 

12.1 
6.3 

10.0 
6.2 

19.4 
11.8 
11.5 

Source: GPO Establishment Books (1871, 1876, 1931). 



De-Skilling and Technological Change I 81 

the maintaining of the postal archives, a job that required an extensive 
amount of filing. As will be argued below, filing and records manage
ment was one of those aspects of clerical work where Taylorism did 
produce significant de-skilling. The control office cases are more dif
ficult to interpret. The Establishment Books show that, over time, 
there was an increasing proportion of clerks to managers in these 
offices. However, it is unclear whether this represents a de-skilling or 
a permanent assignment of staff to the control offices to do work 
formerly done by the general force of the supervised offices. Given the 
dramatic declines in the percentage of non-entry-level jobs, it is quite 
likely that both processes were occurring. 

The data on the percentage of non-entry-level jobs support the 
findings of the pay discussion. The railway showed a dramatic im
provement in clerical pay and status. While exogenous factors could 
account for a secular increase in pay, a change in the status pyramid 
from triangular to rectangular is harder to account for by such factors 
as unionization or a tightness in labor markets. Both of these factors 
would be expected to raise wage rates globally, rather than altering the 
distribution of pay within the firm. 

The experience in the Post Office was more diverse. Some offices 
did show strongly suggestive signs of de-skilling, in particular RAGO, 
Money Order, and the control offices. However, others showed levels 
of non-entry-level jobs that are constant or rising. As in the case of 
pay, the opportunities in sorting offices were good and the opportuni
ties in telegraph offices were excellent. Note that "truly clerical" 
offices did not show a general tendency to de-skill. On both pay and 
non-entry-level status measures, the Savings Bank and the Returned 
Letter Office showed signs of significant real improvement. The pic
ture of the Post Office is complex and undoubtedly some de-skilling 
did go on, but the most reasonable interpretation of these data is that 
the skill level of clerical work remained constant, with gains in some 
departments being offset by losses in others. 

Mechanization, Scientific Management, 
and Rationalization 

These findings have important implications for the reader with a 
general interest in skill and technological change. At the beginning of 
the chapter, two conceptualizations of the evolution of skill were 
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identified, that of Braverman and that of Piore and Doeringer. In the 
Braverman model, managers use technology to reduce labor costs by 
subdividing jobs into their simplest components, allowing manage
ment to hire the cheapest form of labor. In the Piore and Doeringer 
model, managers use technology to eliminate jobs. Because job elim
ination can occur among jobs with a wide range of skills, technological 
change should have a neutral impact on skill distributions. Some 
Bravermanian transformations can occur, but they are balanced by 
upgradings caused by the automation of unskilled positions. 

This finding can be supported another way. Within the study of 
skill, there are two methodological traditions. One approach is to 
measure skill quantitatively, using measures of job complexity derived 
from the Dictionary of Occupational Titles (Horowitz and Herrnstadt 
1966; Dubnoff 1978; Wright and Singelmann 1982). The second 
approach is to use case study material to examine the impact of 
particular technological changes. Some of the most impressive support 
for the Braverman hypothesis comes from the collection of essays put 
together by Andrew Zimbalist in which experts in a large number of 
industries provided an overwhelming array of examples of how capi
talist technological change had undermined skill levels (Zimbalist 
1979). Likewise, Piore and Doeringer's own insights grew out of 
participant observation of a Route 128 firm (Piore and Doeringer 
1971). In the case of clerical work, it is extremely informative to turn to 
qualitative materials and consider the actual impact of the specific 
technological transformations that affected office work. A considera
tion of the content of clerical work will show that the effect of tech
nological change on skill was extremely complex and that the present 
findings are no statistical artifact. 

This section attempts to review as comphrehensively as possible the 
major technical changes in office procedure that were introduced in 
the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. The primary source 
for most of this analysis is a set of book-length Taylorite works on 
office management.5 The scientific managers wrote extensively on 

5. Since the contents of these works are extremely similar, I have dispensed with 
citations of individual authors in the following section. Appendix E contains a list of the 
more useful and general references. The reader seeking to validate the argument of the 
next section can find detailed descriptions of the skills required to operate various kinds 
of office equipment in any of the books in this bibliography. 
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office technology. Their descriptions of job processes are explicit, 
detailed, and based on years of acute observation. Given these de
scriptions, one can often reasonably estimate the skills it would have 
required to master these various procedures. Another source of in
formation are the documents in the GWR and GPO archives. In the 
course of doing the research, it was necessary to examine original 
documents and ledgers that were written in different periods between 
1840 and World War II. The records of the mid-nineteenth century are 
completely different from those found a hundred years later. Victorian 
records are hand-written in ink; they are kept in ledgers or piles of 
loosely related, pinned papers; statistical analyses are rare, based on 
small populations, and not highly disaggregated. Records from the 
1920's are either printed, typed, or mechanically duplicated; the use of 
ledgers has declined, while the file classifications have become much 
more refined and detailed; statistical analyses are now common, cover 
the organization as a whole, and are available at very fine levels of 
disaggregation. It is not hard to examine a document, determine how it 
was made, and estimate what skills would have been required in its 
production. Thus the Taylorite descriptions of the cognitive demands 
of differing office technologies have been supplemented by my own 
assessments, based on a subjective interpretation of the physical prop
erties of the papers containing the records of this study. 

An examination of such materials can really change one's percep
tion of scientific management. Ever since Braverman (1974), it has 
been customary to associate Taylorism with time-motion study and the 
speed-up. Braverman makes explicit reference in his discussion of 
clerical work to automated typewriters in which work is passed from 
clerk to clerk in assembly-line fashion. However, the office manage
ment literature paints a picture of Taylorism in the office that is both 
more mundane and more profound. Time-motion study and the de
velopment of micro-controls over the physical motions of workers 
played a trivial role in the scientific reform of clerical work. The 
contribution of the Taylorites was the invention of virtually every 
piece of office equipment we are familiar with today. Their contribu
tion to the typewriter and the adding machine is well known. But few 
people stop to consider that file cabinets, rolodex cards, hanging 
manila envelopes with alphabetical tabs, postage meters, loose-leaf 
notebooks, swivel chairs, staplers, paper clips, carbon paper, and 
duplicating machines are all inventions of the Taylorite era. They were 
all absent from the Victorian office; they were all developed to deal 
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with inefficiencies of early offices; and they all are basic to clerical 
functioning today. Some of these innovations represented de-skilling. 
Others, however, were labor-saving devices designed to keep clerks 
from wasting their time on tedious, menial, and time-consuming tasks. 
The postage meter, for example, eliminated the licking of stamps. 
Licking stamps cannot be said to be one of the rare and valued skills of 
a traditional clerical artisan. 

One of the more important technological changes in the office was 
the simplification of arithmetic calculation; the Taylorites were fairly 
successful in reducing the necessity of doing arithmetic operations by 
hand. Adding and calculating machines reduced the need for book
keepers to do complicated manipulations such as adding long, repeti
tive columns of numbers or doing long division with unwieldy units of 
analysis such as tons, hundredweights, pounds and ounces, or pounds, 
shillings, and pence. Basic arithmetic skills could be found in the 
general population and did not require special training. Being able to 
do hand arithmetic for hours on end without making a mistake, how
ever, requires a level of patience and special concentration. The loss of 
this would have represented a modest de-skilling. There existed other 
alternatives to hand calculation that would have had different impacts 
on skill levels. The use of published tables such as interest tables would 
have been an absolute de-skilling since the need for calculation would 
have been eliminated entirely. On the other hand, the Taylorites often 
recommended the use of slide rules. Learning to operate a slide rule 
would have been a wholly new skill that represented a significant 
upgrading. 

There were at least five major innovations in the processing of 
business correspondence. These were the development of shorthand, 
dictating machines, the typewriter, mechanical duplication, and the 
addressograph. Each of these had very distinctive effects on the skill 
required to produce, record, and mail a business letter. 

Shorthand was one of the major artisanal accomplishments of the 
turn-of-the-century clerk. Although shorthand was not extensively 
used in the early nineteenth century, over time employers realized the 
advantages it offered so that, by the late nineteenth century, fluency in 
shorthand was expected of any professional stenographer (Pitman 
1891). The GWR, for example, required all male clerks to learn 
shorthand within the first few years of the senior clerkship (Salaried 
Recruitment 1912). Shorthand represented a very significant skill 
acquisition, since not only did the clerk have to learn the various 
symbols, but he had to develop speed and accuracy in taking dictation 
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while using the symbols. The competent practitioner benefited from 
the fact that neither the general public nor the average employer could 
read a communication written in shorthand. As such, it could be used 
as a secret language to generate a certain feeling of exclusiveness. The 
British Museum has an extensive collection of shorthand journals 
dating from the turn of the century. These are magazines written 
entirely in different shorthand systems catering to the clerical com
munity. The circulation and importance of these journals is unknown; 
their readership may have been confined to a small number of hob
byists, or they may have been distributed throughout offices nation
ally. However, the presence of such journals demonstrates that short
hand represented a body of knowledge that was sufficiently complex 
and involving that some people took an interest in the system for its 
own sake. Thus the diffusion of shorthand literacy that took place in 
the mid-nineteenth century would have represented a major upgrad
ing of the clerical population. 

The dictating machine was designed to undercut the artisanal base 
of shorthand writers by allowing the direct transcription of letters from 
voice. Had dictating machines been universally accepted, which in 
general they were not, the dependence of employers on shorthand 
clerks for dictation would have been completely broken. Before 
World War II, there were relatively few Ediphones in active opera
tion. Taylorites remarked on the difficulty of working the machines 
and the preference of many employers for interaction with a live 
stenographer. Only in the 1970's—with the development of conve
nient, high-quality cassette recorders—was shorthand effectively re
moved from the working skills of the professional clerk. 

Typing represented a significant upgrading of clerical work. Most 
discussions of office work treat typing as a menial occupation because 
it compares unfavorably with managerial positions. Such a position 
fails to recognize that the introduction of the typewriter represented a 
significant upgrading over what had gone before, which had been 
hand-copying. The only skill required in hand-copying is basic pen
manship. Typing represented a quantum shift in the training require
ments of copyists by demanding the acquisition of a whole new set of 
motor skills.6 Not all of this new human capital was provided by the 

6. To give the Victorian clerk his due, it should be noted that many clerks had 
excellent handwriting. Many of the account books and letters of the GWR in the 
nineteenth century are filled with striking examples of professional calligraphy. Such 
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firm; much of the introductory typing training was done by profes
sional business schools and by the typewriter companies themselves 
(Davies 1982). However, the Taylorites argued quite forcefully that 
typing schools only provided a rudimentary familarity with the 
keyboard. Many typists did not know the touch system. Those who did 
were often extremely slow and inaccurate, requiring long hours of 
on-the-job practice to develop reasonable standards of speed. The 
Taylorites devoted a great deal of attention to increasing the rates of 
production for typists. Time-motion studies were done to discover the 
fastest way to feed paper into the machine, the best posture for rapid 
typing, and the most efficient positioning of the material to be copied. 
Competitive typewriting contests were held every year, and the tech
niques of the winners were studied carefully. The time-motion studies 
were attempts to identify, codify, and publicize the procedures used by 
the most artisanal typists, and they represented a conscious attempt by 
office engineers to de-skill by shifting the locus of expertise from 
workers to management. Nevertheless, what is important is that typ
ing was poorly understood by both Taylorites and typists alike. The 
long training periods combined with a stock of complex techniques for 
improving performance are what one would expect from a demanding, 
difficult job. Typing made such intense demands on clerical workers 
that Taylorites were forced to turn to time-motion study to find com
pensatory simplifications. 

Duplicating machines and addressographs are examples of upgrad-
ings that were produced by labor-saving machinery's being introduced 
to comparatively unskilled positions. Carbon paper, mimeographs, 
and hectographs all replaced hand copyists with other operatives who 
were equally unskilled. However, since a mimeograph operator can 
turn out multiple copies in a small fraction of the time it takes to 
produce individual transcriptions, the demand for copyists became 
severely reduced. Addressograph machines eliminated the task of 
repetitively hand-addressing envelopes. Once again, a small number 
of clerical proletarians replaced what had once been a significantly 
larger force. 

handwriting is generally absent from postal documentation and disappears from the 
GWR records in approximately the 1890's. Even in the prime of the Victorian age, some 
of the GWR handwriting was quite mundane. Nevertheless, there do seem to have been 
talented individuals in the clerical force whose penmanship rose far above the require
ments of mere legibility. 



De-Skilling and Technological Change I 87 

Reforms of business correspondence tended to produce upgradings 
of the clerical force. However, many Taylorite innovations signifi
cantly undercut the skill requirements of office workers. One of the 
most important and least discussed attacks on the stock of clerical 
knowledge came from the rationalization of filing. Most of the modern 
equipment used in filing, such as file cabinets, loose-leaf binders, 
rolodexes, and card indices, were developed by the Taylorites in the 
early twentieth century. Before loose-leaf filing, business transactions 
were recorded in bound ledgers, while loose documents were tied 
together in large bundles and stored separately. Bound ledgers were 
incredibly inefficient. When a new account was opened, a given 
amount of space was allocated in a book. If the account outgrew its 
space, or if part of the account required different treatment, a new 
section of a book would have to be allocated. The result was that 
related materials became strung out in a series of isolated, unrelated 
volumes. Filing was also impeded by poorly designed classification 
systems for loose documents. It was not uncommon for Victorian firms 
to file their business correspondence by date of arrival, rather than by 
client or subject matter. The result was that lost documents were 
common. Long searches for missing material and random research 
expeditions looking for information were a standard component of a 
clerk's working day. The only convenient way information could be 
found was if someone had a deep personal acquaintance with the files. 
An experienced clerk who could remember transactions that had 
occurred years before was an invaluable asset in producing current 
business analyses.. 

The Taylorites developed alternatives to the tradition of bound 
volumes and loose piles of pinned papers. The introduction of loose-
leaf records that could be recombined represented a breakthrough in 
providing file categories that made substantive sense. Files could be 
adjusted to reflect current business conditions, and mutually relevant 
materials could be kept together. With the new filing systems, data 
collection was transformed into a routine activity. This resulted in a 
significant de-skilling of file clerks, since it eliminated the need to rely 
on clerks who could remember where everything was recorded. 
Offices now could be run with inexperienced workers, and it was less 
important that clerks learn to remember key transactions. 

A more well-known innovation that caused de-skilling was the 
creation of an elaborate division of labor within the office. One of the 
most common Taylorite recommendations was that managers develop 
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"routines" for most complex tasks; such routines would involve send
ing work to particular clerks for the execution of single steps within the 
process. These divisions of labor probably preceded scientific manage
ment. On the Great Western Railway, formal descriptions of job 
duties can be found in the late nineteenth century. At any rate, the 
fragmentation of the clerical labor process would have reduced a 
worker's exposure to a large number of clerical tasks and would have 
contributed to reducing the clerk's intellectual command of office 
procedures. 

Another source of de-skilling was the development of standardized 
pre-printed forms and letters. Printed forms removed the responsibil
ity of the clerk for designing the layout of a given account and ensured 
that all the necessary information would be included on the document. 
The development of a rational system of forms occupied a high per
centage of an office manager's attention. The Great Western Railway 
had an in-house committee of Taylorites who were active from World 
War I to the 1930's. Their official assignment was to consider all 
aspects of clerical functioning, making concrete recommendations of 
sources of economies. It is highly significant that in the first fourteen 
years of this committee's existence it did not execute a single time-
motion study. One such study was attempted in 1930 and abandoned 
because it did not produce any significant savings (Labour Report 
1931). The Great Western Clerical Work Committee spent the bulk of 
its time on the review of printed forms. The overwhelming majority of 
the minutes in its records refer to the elimination of forms or the 
alteration of the format of various GWR documents (Clerical Work 
Committee 1916-28). 

It is not hard to justify such a single-minded focus. A printed form 
was implicitly a rule book that laid out in elaborate detail how any 
given clerk was to spend his or her time. The printed form spelled out 
precisely what information was to be collected, what office was re
sponsible for collecting it, and what other information must be 
obtained at the same time. The development of such forms did not 
start with the Taylorites, since even the earliest offices have elaborate 
specifications for the formats of returns and accounts. However, many 
unspecified data collections can occur in the form of letters and 
memos, where the writer can report on phenomena in any manner he 
or she chooses. The proliferation of forms would have reduced the 
right of workers to compose their own memos and would have greatly 
reduced clerical skill and autonomy. 
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Many of the items that have been discussed in the previous pages 
have been sources of significant downgrading that were produced by 
clerical mechanization and rationalization. There is an important 
countervailing factor that would have upgraded the labor force: the 
increasing importance of repairs and mechanical maintenance. The 
early Victorian office was unmechanized. Because of this there was 
very little that could break down or go wrong. Ink wells had to be 
filled, and pencils had to be sharpened, but there was very little that 
could not be fixed instantly or, at worst, replaced. The maintenance 
problem became far more serious when office functioning became 
dependent on a large number of complex, expensive machines with 
multiple moving parts. There was a larger number of units that could 
go down unexpectedly, each one putting a clerk or a roomful of clerks 
out of work. These problems could be handled by outside repairmen. 
If the pace of work was to be maintained, however, it was important 
for workers to be able to do minor repairs themselves. This eliminated 
the downtime that is always inevitable when workers must wait for an 
outside technician. The ability to fix equipment on the spot required 
mechanical skills that had never been part of office work. Most secre
taries can fix their own typewriters if they have to. Many can also 
improvise successfully with a mimeograph or Xerox machine. To some 
extent, this can be considered a loss of status, since in this respect the 
new white-collar jobs had blue-collar manual duties. Nevertheless, 
repair work added a new human capital dimension to office work that 
made demands on the skills and creativity of the whole labor force. 
Since this required mechanical aptitude that had no precedent in the 
Victorian office, this surely must have been an upgrading.7 

Conclusion 

The above analysis shows that office rationalization affected skill 
levels in a wide variety of different ways. Some innovations produced 
significant de-skilling, such as the rationalization of filing and the use 
of adding machines. Others produced an upgrading, such as the intro-

7. A non-skill-related aspect of Taylorism, which has been neglected, is their 
advocacy of clean, warm, well-lighted workplaces. Many early offices were quite sub
standard, being dark, underheated, underventilated, and provided with dubious sani-
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duction of typing and the mechanization of duplicating. From the 
qualitative analysis, it is impossible to say whether upgrading or down
grading forces predominated in the office. It is not inconceivable that 
these forces canceled out, producing an overall effect of little net 
change. Such an interpretation is consistent with the statistical analy
sis, which showed different outcomes for different departments that 
averaged out to an average finding of little net change. To the extent 
that there is a directionality to the movement, the salary and pyramid 
data suggest that clerical work upgraded rather than deteriorated. 

The analysis in this chapter suggests a reformulation of the relation 
between sex and job status. If women were generally concentrated in 
low-status jobs, then feminization could be explained in two ways. The 
first is that the absolute number of low-status jobs increased, allowing 
for an increase in the number of jobs appropriate to women. The 
second is that some other transformation occurred that provided 
women with a greater share of those low-status jobs that already 
existed. This chapter suggests that the first process did not occur; what 
happened was that women were taking menial positions that had in an 
earlier era been given to men. However, this still does not explain why 
women are concentrated in low-status jobs in the first place. This 
question cannot be answered with a study of the evolution of skill 
levels, but must be addressed by explicitly examining the process by 
which men and women get sorted into particular jobs. The next section 
relates the subordination of women in the workplace to internal labor 
markets and the problems of turnover and legitimation that can occur 
in such settings. 

tary facilities. Cleanliness was also an issue. Even in the 1920's, the Railway Clerks 
Association had a benefit fund for phthsis victims; "white lung" was contracted by the 
inhalation of excessive amounts of loose dust. One can imagine the appearance of an 
office whose records were capable of giving clerks asthma. The Taylorites scientifically 
demonstrated that the increased productivity of clerks in decent facilities more than 
offset the extra cost of housekeeping and fuel. The Taylorite research on the relation 
between comfort and productivity was an important contribution to the improvement of 
the physical quality of life in both factories and offices. 



4 
Synthetic Turnover 

One of the most important concerns in the sociology of gender 
has been to explain why women are concentrated in occupations with 
low-status and low-wage attainments. Many writers have suggested 
what shall be referred to here as the "natural turnover hypothesis." 
The natural turnover hypothesis argues that women's domestic pres
sures and sex-role socialization lower their commitment to labor force 
participation. This increases their turnover relative to men, making 
them less attractive for jobs involving long preparatory tenure. Since 
highly paid jobs usually require extensive training and experience, 
conservation of training costs would mandate giving these jobs to men 
(Caplow 1954; Oppenheimer 1970). There are a large number of 
arguments relating turnover differences to hiring practices. Writers 
usually invoke one or the other of them as a general explanation of 
occupational sex inequality.1 

1. Most writers claim that the mean labor force commitment of women is lower than 
that of men, although they also admit that there is variance among women such that 
some have preferred job tenures equal to or longer than those of men. There is 
disagreement on the specification of which jobs become less likely to be female. One 
argument states that higher mean female turnover disqualifies women from jobs with 
large amounts of employer-financed human capital acquisition (National Manpower 
Council 1957; Oppenheimer 1970; Davies 1975; Lyle and Ross 1973; Thurow 1975; 
Rotella 1981). A second version argues that women are barred from jobs involving high 
skill rather than long learning curves per se (Caplow 1954; Baker 1964; Holcombe 1973; 
Madden 1973,1975; Grimm 1978). Others have suggested that women are allocated to 
jobs with flat wage time curves (Zellner 1975), jobs with no power (Wolf and Fligstein 
1979A, 1979&), or jobs in the secondary labor market (Piore and Doeringer 1971; Barron 
and Norris 1976; Blau and Jusenius 1976). 

91 
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This chapter suggests that there may be limits to the applicability of 
the hypothesis. The most important critique is that the female turn
over differential has been overstated. When appropriate controls are 
applied, sex differences in turnover often disappear (Stoikov and 
Raimon 1968; Armknecht and Early 1972; Fry 1973; Laws 1976; 
Viscusi 1980; Begnoche Smith 1979; Blau and Kahn 1981). A few 
studies do show strong net sex effects (Parnes 1954; Burton and Parker 
1969; Pencavel 1970); however, the bulk of the literature casts doubt 
on the premise that, net of job characteristics and age, gender has an 
independent effect on quitting.2 

In the face of such evidence, some critics have attempted to salvage 
the theory by modifying it. One such variant is the theory of statistical 
discrimination (Phelps 1972). This claims that the mean labor force 
commitment of men and women may be similar but that the unex
plained variance in female tenures is greater than that of males. Since 
employers have difficulty predicting female turnover from standard 
pre-employment indices, they err conservatively by barring females 
from superior positions. Statistical discrimination models do not pro
vide an alternative to the natural turnover hypothesis. They, in fact, 
restate it. In the absence of precise information on turnover, statistical 
discrimination would only be effective in lowering costs if the true 
female turnover rates were on average higher than the true male rates. 
This, however, is the questionable premise from which the theory 
claimed to be independent (Aigner and Cain 1977).3 

There is a second, more damaging and heretofore unexamined, 
ground for challenging the natural turnover hypothesis. The natural 
turnover hypothesis assumes that it is economically rational for em
ployers to minimize turnover within their ranks, especially in jobs 
involving a great deal of employer-subsidized training. Keeping 
women out of occupations involving large amounts of firm-specific 
skill acquisition would protect employers against economic losses 
should such positions be vacated. Turnover is not always economically 

2. See the extensive literature reviews of B. W. Anderson (1974) and Price (1977). 
3. Aigner and Cain (1977) have developed a statistical discrimination model that 

does not depend on unequal mean attributes between majority and minority. They claim 
that black occupational performance is harder to predict than white performance from 
measures of educational attainment. However, its relevance to gender is unclear. No 
one has developed a concrete analogue of such uneven predictability for gender that 
does not reintroduce the premise of lower mean female job commitment. 
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unprofitable, however, and can in many circumstances even be eco
nomically advantageous. The profitability or unprofitability of turn
over is situation-specific, as will be discussed below. In the cases where 
turnover is economically desirable, employers will cease trying to 
minimize quit rates of their staff and may, in fact, seek to increase 
them artificially. Therefore, a job segregation model based on the 
presumption of turnover avoidance will be valid only when turnover is 
costly. When turnover is beneficial, a different explanation must be 
invoked. 

This chapter proposes an explanation of job segregation for the case 
involving beneficial turnover. To distinguish it from previous argu
ments, it will be called the "synthetic turnover hypothesis." A series of 
cases are described where the synthetic turnover hypothesis should 
have predictive power superior to that of the natural turnover hypoth
esis. Data are then presented that show the goodness of fit of the 
synthetic turnover model. It is not claimed that the synthetic turnover 
model is superior in all cases to the classical explanations but rather 
that it better explains occupational segregation in a particular well-
defined domain, though this domain is probably fairly large. 

The Economics of Turnover 

Most sociologists tend to overestimate the costs of turnover, prob
ably because they consider primarily the costs of replacing human 
capital. It is true that many job holders in the course of their careers 
acquire skills not possessed by a new entrant and that, when an 
employee resigns, his or her employer may lose productivity until the 
replacement has acquired these skills. Because these human capital 
losses are never totally recovered, it is often assumed that employers 
are inevitably averse to turnover. 

However, there are compensatory savings associated with turnover 
that can override these costs. A new employee can be paid an entry-
level wage, while the pay of veteran employees may have been aug
mented with seniority-related increments. Many organizations use 
tenure-based salary systems to motivate steady performance. Good 
work is rewarded with regular year-end raises and by promotion to 
jobs with higher maximum salaries (Thurow 1975; Williamson 1975; 
Edwards 1979). While time-based rewards may be effective in moti
vating personnel, they have the drawback of steadily increasing labor 
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costs. A certain amount of salary increase can be tolerated when it is 
balanced by an increase in employee productivity. In the early part of 
his or her career, when an employee learns new skills, raises may be 
economically justifiable. A some point for most jobs, however, the 
learning curve flattens. Returns to experience are not unlimited, and 
promotions and raises eventually translate into higher costs for what 
is an unchanging amount of employee product. Once learning has 
stopped, in a time-based salary regime, an employer faces a difficult 
choice. He may continue to give raises, which will produce higher 
per-unit labor costs. Alternatively, he can eliminate tenure-based 
raises. This undercuts incentives to perform and reduces employee 
output. In such a case, it might be advantageous to allow the employee 
to resign. A replacement could be brought in at a lower rate of pay, 
with potential salary increases once again compensating high levels of 
effort. 

The desirability of turnover to an employer is a trade-off between 
the desire to avoid retraining and a preference for recirculating staff 
into entry-level positions. The relative importance of these factors is 
situation-specific. When labor markets are tight and replacements 
hard to find, employers will prefer to conserve manpower and mini
mize turnover. The same would hold if the savings obtainable from 
replacement were small, as in the cases where wages are paid at a flat 
rate or by the piece. Flat-rate wages are independent of tenure lengths 
while piece rates are directly linked to productivity. Replacement 
savings would also be low when learning curves are long and steep. A 
large percentage of the labor force would still be at early stages of their 
careers when salary increases are economic. In contrast, an employer 
would seek to maximize turnover when the opposite conditions hold: 
when replacements are plentiful, the incentive system is tenure-based 
and learning curves are short with early crests. These predictions are 
summarized in Figure 4.1. 

Synthetic Turnover and Gender 

When turnover is profitable, one would expect that employers 
would act to increase quit rates beyond their natural level. When an 
employer proactively induces resignations in his staff, this can be 
considered synthetic turnover. There are a variety of strategies of 
synthetic turnover, some of them involving gender. 
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Some employers withhold organizational rewards from individuals 
as they reach the crest of their productivity. When successful, such 
withholding demoralizes the job holder and leads to an early quit. 
However, there are some individuals and some organizations for 
which this will not be an effective strategy. If a job holder has little 
opportunity for comparable employment elsewhere, he or she may 
remain despite diminished organizational incentives. Non-quitters 
might include employees of firms with relatively high wages, em
ployees who are poor performers, and those with idiosyncratic, non
transferable skills. Particularistic exclusion is not sex-based, but it is 
not always practical. 

A second tactic is selective recruitment. An employer can inten
tionally hire employees who are likely to quit early voluntarily. Selec
tive recruitment, however, requires good ability to predict voluntary 
quits. The employer needs to identify a population who will stay long 
enough to avoid taxing the firm's retraining capacity but not so long as 
to create stagnation problems. The natural attributes of workers may 
not fit a business's ideal tenure plans. 

A third tactic is to place maximum tenure limits on positions with 
short learning curves. After a given number of years, the employee is 
forced to resign. Tenure bars provide effective limitations on career 
lengths, but they may create fundamental problems of legitimation. 

Figure 4.1 
Hypothetical Employer's Preference for Turnover 

by Cost and Savings Potentials 

Savings potential 
Pay system and typical firm learning curve 

Tenure-based salary scales Flat pay rate, 

Short flat Long steep p 

Cost potential learning learning (All learning 
Labor market curves curves curves) 

Ample supply Turnover Variable Turnover 
of replacements maximizer preference reducer 

(+ + +) (+) (-) 
Constrained Variable Turnover Turnover 

supply of preference reducer minimizer 
replacement (+ ) ( - ) ( ) 
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Most organizational incentive systems would be undercut if employees 
perceived the ultimate reward of good service as being dismissal. 
Tenure bars can only work when the moment of forced resignation 
coincides with the arrival of some exogenously determined plausible 
excuse for dismissal. Mandatory retirement age is an example of an 
effective tenure bar because of ideologies associating old age with 
decreased performance. 

The different mechanisms of synthetic turnover vary in their rele
vance to the sorting of women into low-status jobs. Particularistic 
sanctioning is irrelevant to sex discrimination. Selective recruitment 
has a weak and transitory effect. In contrast, tenure bars can create 
systematic, lasting sex discrimination. 

Particularistic sanctioning should have no gender consequences 
because both hiring and the withholding of organizational rewards are 
based on objective measures of productivity. Since men and women 
are likely to be equally productive, they would receive punishments at 
equal rates, resulting in equal numbers of men and women at all 
organizational ranks. 

A selective recruitment effect would only be noticeable if em
ployers hired women because they expected women to choose short 
careers voluntarily. Many employers genuinely believe that women 
are marginal labor force participants (National Manpower Council 
1957; A. Hunt 1975). The literature on sex differences in turnover 
shows that the magnitude of independent sex effects depends on the 
precise number and identity of the control variables that are applied. 
Employers' perceived sex differentials will likewise depend on the 
sophistication of their analysis. With no experience, an employer 
might staff a new position with women in the hope of obtaining shorter 
tenures. Experience gathered over the long term would most likely 
disconfirm this prediction. However, the original sex composition 
could stay intact if either the employer failed to perceive these non-
differentials or bureaucratic inertia or other rigidities did not permit a 
change in sex type once such non-differentials were discovered. Selec
tive recruitment for short tenures could then produce sex discrimina
tion; however, such discrimination could persist only under a fragile 
set of extenuating circumstances. 

Tenure bars provide the greatest potential for determining sex-
type. This is because the most common tenure bar historically has been 
the marriage bar. In the past, many employers hired young girls on the 
condition that they retire at marriage. A girl who started working at 
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sixteen and married at twenty-one would have had a career of only five 
years. Marriage was one of the very few demographic transitions that 
could ideologically be held to be grounds for dismissal. Traditional 
sex-role ideology stressed the incompatibility of work and family; 
dismissal would be accepted and understood by the women them
selves. There were few other occasions for imposing a bar that would 
have been as easy to legitimate. 

The consequences of marriage bars for women's status should be 
clear. In firms where bars were operative, jobs with short learning 
curves would have been reserved for young single girls. Jobs with long 
learning curves for which employers wanted longer tenures would 
have been given to men. This would tend to confine women to low-
status jobs because learning curves are shorter for those positions. 
Turnover differences would have indeed occurred. However, these 
would have been due not to the female labor supply but rather to the 
proactive policies of management. 

Several types of data are available to support these claims. First, an 
examination of the marital policies of a number of firms will show the 
extent of marriage bars historically. Second, an in-depth analysis of 
the Great Western Railway and the General Post Office, which had 
explicit marriage bars, will show the inapplicability of natural turnover 
models to these settings. Third, data will be presented to show the 
special relevance of synthetic turnover to clerical work. 

The Extent of Discrimination against Married Women 

There have been a number of systematic attempts to measure the 
degree to which employers have explicitly restricted female career 
lengths with marriage bars. One of the most important studies was 
done in England by the British government in 1946. The Whitley 
Council Report on Marriage Bars investigated the marriage policies of 
several large clerical employers (National Whitley Council 1946). 
Their sample consisted of a set of private firms, some British gov
ernmental agencies, and the civil services of a number of foreign 
countries. 

The study found a remarkably high level of discrimination against 
married women. Virtually every British private employer interviewed 
had a marriage bar (see Figure 4.2). Marriage bars were also universal 
among British public employers. Lower levels of discrimination were 
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found overseas, with only half of the foreign civil services having 
marriage bars. The sampling of organizations in this study was idiosyn
cratic: the sample size was small and biased towards highly visible 
bureaucracies. Nevertheless, the findings were probably fairly accu
rate. Nowhere in the records of the commission is there any indication 
that any of the members disputed the empirical accuracy of the pre
sented findings. This is significant because the commissioners were 

Figure 4.2 
Hiring Policies of Major British Clerical Employers 

and the Civil Services of Various Governments 

Private British firms 

Maintained both marriage 
Bank of England 
Boots Pure Drugs 

British Overseas 
Airways 

Cadbury 
Great Western 

Railway* 
Imperial Chemical 

London Midland and 
Scottish Railway* 

London and North
eastern Railway* 

Rowntree and Co. 
Southern Railway* 
Unilever 

Non-civil service 
British public employers 

bar and dowry 
British Broadcasting Co. 
Birmingham City 

Council 
Lancashire County 

Council 
Liverpool City Council 
London City Council 

Middlesex County 
Council 

Civil services 

Australia 
Canada 

New Zealand 

United Kingdom 

Maintained neither marriage bar nor dowry 
(none found) (none found) Denmarkf 

Finland 
Swedent 
U.S. 
U.S.S.R. 

*Maintained dowry up through 1921. No Dowry subsequently. 
tHad dowry program. 
Source: National Whitley Council (1946). 
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selected for their expertise in current personnel management practices 
and for their divergent views on marriage bars. 

Marriage bars also existed in the United States and were especially 
prominent in elementary school teaching. The National Education 
Association monitored the use of marriage bars in the public school 
systems of cities of 2,500 or more from 1928 to 1956. Before World 
War II, it was the general practice neither to hire married women as 
teachers nor to permit them to continue teaching after marriage. In 
1928, over 60 percent of all urban school districts did not hire married 
women and over 50 percent required resignation soon after marriage. 
In 1941, the comparable figures were 87 percent and 61 percent 
(Oppenheimer 1970). 

Studies of marriage bars have also been conducted using a wider 
range of industries. In 1936, Purdue University surveyed 250 Amer
ican firms on their policies concerning married women (see Table 4.1). 
The survey found that 50 percent of the factories and 61 percent of the 
offices had some sort of restriction on the hiring of married women. 

Table 4.1 
Percentage of Firms Practicing Discrimination against Married Women, 1936 

Response Factories (%) Offices (%) 

Do you forbid the hiring of married women? 
Yes, absolute bar 13.7 26.6 
Yes, in some cases* 24.9 24.8 
Supervisor's discretion 11.4 12.0 
No bar 50.0 38.6 

Do you require the resignation of single female employees who marry? 
Yes, absolute bart 7.5 19.8 
Yes, in some cases % 10.0 10.4 
Supervisor's discretion 2.5 3.7 
No bar 80.0 66.6 

* Includes only using married women for temporary posts, applying special needs 
tests, not hiring wives of employed men, or not hiring company wives, companies with 
recent policy changes, and other. 

tIncludes demanding immediate resignation, demoting newly married women to 
temporary status, and providing grace periods before requiring resignation. 

^Includes retention only in cases of extraordinary service or irreplaceability, applying 
special needs tests and others. 

Note: N — 250. Results do not add up to 100 percent due to rounding error. 
Source: Best (1938, pp. 212-220), using the Purdue University sample. 
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Forced resignation was somewhat rarer. Twenty percent of the facto
ries and 33 percent of the offices had forcible marriage bars (Best 
1938). A comparable survey was performed by the National Federa
tion of Business and Professional Women's Clubs in 1940. The study 
found that 43 percent of public utilities, 29 percent of large manufac
turing concerns, 23 percent of small private businesses, and 13 percent 
of department stores had some sort of restriction on the employment 
of married women (Shallcross 1940; Oppenheimer 1970). The metho
dology of these studies is not reported. If these surveys are similar to 
others of this period, they probably contain serious methodological 
errors. Taken at face value, however, they suggest that marriage bars 
were not uncommon among American employers. Bars seem to have 
been confined to a minority of employers, and the extent of bar use 
varied by industry and occupation. Nevertheless, the absolute number 
of employers practicing discrimination would have been very large. 

In the early 1960's, the International Labor Office commissioned an 
extensive study of discrimination against married women. Labor ex
perts from all over the world submitted reports on the use of marriage 
bars in their home countries. No attempts at quantitative verification 
were made. Instead, the ILO relied upon the impressionistic accounts 
of the local observers. The ILO report is striking, however, in the 
breadth of discrimination that was suggested. Reporters from Japan, 
the Netherlands, Italy, and Ireland noted that, in their countries, it 
was standard practice in most industries for employers to hire young 
women with the explicit provision that they resign upon marriage. 
Such practices were also found in other countries, although the corre
spondents only referred to specific industries. Married women were 
not employed as nurses in Australia and Belgium. They were barred 
from working as bank clerks in England, Belgium, Greece, Australia, 
and South Africa. There were comparable restrictions in the textile 
factories in Portugal, metallurgical factories in Italy, and chemical 
factories in both Italy and Belgium. A very wide range of countries 
reported marriage bars for both teachers and airline stewardesses. The 
United States was comparatively infrequently mentioned in these 
discussions, suggesting a low level of bar usage. Nevertheless, it would 
seem that marriage bars were a phenomenon of worldwide importance 
(International Labor Office 1962). 

The above evidence is based on historical data. However, marriage 
bars can also be found in more contemporary settings. Robert Cole 
notes that in the 1970's married women are generally expected to 
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resign from employment in Japan. This policy is not explicitly written 
into the employment contract, in fact, explicit discrimination against 
married women was made illegal in the 1970's.The practice persisted, 
however, despite the legal strictures, by unwritten informal under
standings (Hanami 1965; Cole 1979; Cook and Hayashi 1980). The 
Japanese case also suggests that the extent of discrimination against 
married women is poorly measured by the presence of formal restric
tions. As such, much of the survey evidence given above is likely to 
underestimate the amount of discrimination. 

Turnover and Job Allocation in the 
Great Western Railway and the General Post Office 

In this section we look in depth at the turnover and job allocation 
dynamics of the two main firms of this study provide further support 
for the model. Both of these firms used synthetic turnover, because 
they both had severe over-annuation problems with their white-collar 
staff. The stagnation problems were so severe as to require sustained 
attempts to augment employee quit rates artificially. Both firms had 
incentive systems involving time-based salary increments. Employees 
were paid on graduated salary scales. All promotion was internal, and 
employees could expect several major promotions over the course of 
their careers (GPO Establishment Books 1857-1937). The firms' prob
lems were exacerbated by a policy of guaranteeing continuous employ
ment up through retirement age. Both firms hired employees only at 
the age of sixteen. Once hired, an employee had lifetime job security 
and only extreme malfeasance would warrant dismissal (Gladden 
1967; Kingsford 1970). Postal jobs were protected by civil service 
regulations. Railway jobs were safeguarded by past company prom
ises, made in an era of labor scarcity. The time-based salary-
promotion system produced rising labor costs that could outstrip 
worker productivity. Once the stagnation point occurred, however, 
the only source of relief was voluntary employee exits. 

Particularistic sanctions were incapable of raising the level of em
ployee turnover. This was because postal and railway employees had 
limited employment opportunities in the outside world. Postal skills 
tended to be non-transferable. The Post Office had a monopoly on 
mail delivery and telephone and telegraph service. Workers with 
training in mail-sorting or telecommunications had no other employer 
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to turn to. The clerical force had some salable skills. However, the civil 
service paid at well above market rates. An accounts clerk was unlikely 
to duplicate his salary in the private sector (Gladden 1967; Klingender 
1935). 

Railway immobility was created by the rigidity of railway em
ployers. These employers only hired sixteen-year-olds. Even excep
tional performers had difficulty transferring after the age of twenty 
(Staff Statistics 1870; Clerical Appointments Committee 1924). Much 
of their work was railway-specific and had few analogues in other 
firms. Some skills, such as basic bookkeeping, would have been trans
ferable. However, the idiosyncratic nature of railway accounting and 
paperwork would have induced other private sector employers to have 
limited interest in former railway clerks (Jenkinson 1914). As a result, 
marginal civil servants and railway clerks tended to persist, even when 
deprived of raises and promotions. The firms needed stronger devices 
to ensure turnover in the lower ranks. 

Both firms had absolute marriage bars. Women were hired at the 
age of sixteen and allowed to work until they married, at which point 
they were contractually obligated to surrender their positions. Neither 
willingness to continue work nor superior performance of duty could 
be invoked to waive this requirement. However, the danger remained 
that women might delay marriage to continue working. The bar could 
be avoided by the willing celibate. To counter this, both firms insti
tuted the payment of marriage dowries. After six years of employ
ment, the firm would pay a woman a substantial cash bonus on the 
occasion of her marriage. The size of the dowry varied, but it was often 
the equivalent of a month and a half's salary. In present-day terms, this 
meant a payment of between $1,300 and $1,800. The firms paid these 
dowries to most female employees, indicating an enormous financial 
commitment to creating short female careers. 

It should be noted that the employers were not absolute turnover 
maximizers. A woman had to remain at least six years in order to 
qualify for her dowry. This is consistent with the hypothesis that 
employers sought to keep women during the early stages of their 
careers, during which the salary system is financed by increased em
ployee productivity. The dowry insured against overly short tenures, 
but it also kept those tenures from becoming too long. 

There was a second, more minor, mechanism of exclusion. Many 
firms used long-term incentives such as pension plans to create loyalty 
among their employees (Edwards 1979). Women generally had less 
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access to these programs. In both firms there was a substantial period 
of time during which men were offered superannuation systems and 
women were not. When pensions were finally offered to women, they 
were given at lower retirement ages. The male retirement age was 
sixty-five, while the female age was fifty-five. This is actuarially in
appropriate since females generally have lower mortality rates than 
males. This too suggests that employers were willing to see women's 
jobs vacated, even if it meant paying early benefits. 

There is evidence that the employers actually perceived the prob
lem this way themselves. Many contemporary discussions of the 
advantages of female labor laid heavy emphasis on the need to keep 
stagnation low and the promotion process fluid. Consider the follow
ing testimony given by Francis Scudamore, controller of the Postal 
Telegraph Services, to a committee of Parliament in defense of 
women's employment: 

Permanently established civil servants invariably expect their remu
neration to increase with their years of service . . . even in the cases 
necessarily very numerous in which from the nature of their employ
ment, they can be of no more use or value in the twentieth than in the 
fifth year of service. There must always be in the Post Office an immense 
number of duties which can be just as well performed by a lad of 
eighteen as a man of forty; but when the same person continues to 
perform the same duty from his eighteenth to his fortieth year, it is* 
impossible to permanently resist his claim for additional remuneration, 
and when he continues to perform to his sixtieth year, it becomes equally 
impossible to resist his claim for a retiring allowance. 

Nor would it be possible to maintain a rule under which persons 
employed on certain duties should perforce retire after a short time say 
five to seven years. 

Women however will solve these difficulties for the Department by 
retiring for the purpose of getting married when they get the chance. If 
we place an equal number of women on the same ascending scale of pay, 
the aggregate pay to the females will always be less than the aggregate 
pay to the males . . . and further there will always be fewer females than 
males on the pension list [Scudamore 1871, p. 78]. 

Scudamore's observations closely parallel the theoretical basis of 
the synthetic turnover model. He points to the gap between tenure-
based pay increases and observed productivity curves and notes the 
difficulty of imposing unlegitimated tenure bars. His hope was that, by 
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hiring women, he would have a workforce that would leave volunta
rily. Scudamore was speaking at the date of the very inception of 
female hiring, at which time the Post Office still had no marriage bar. 

The marriage bar was instituted in the late 1870's. The timing, seven 
or eight years after the introduction of hiring women, suggests that 
women were not voluntarily leaving in large numbers upon marriage 
and thus required additional exit incentives. The similarity between 
the timing of the introduction of the marriage bar and the desired 
six-year length of female careers consistent with a marriage bar policy 
is interesting although possibly coincidental. 

After the introduction of the bar, managers continued to defend its 
use in terms consistent with the synthetic turnover theory. In 1945, 
over sixty years later, the British civil service authorized a commission 
of government administrators, labor representatives, and community 
leaders to consider the future of the marriage bar. The committee's 
role was advisory, and it was specifically prohibited from making any 
concrete policy recommendation. Nevertheless, there was one argu
ment the commission found so compelling that it was given special 
emphasis in the body of the report and was reiterated forcefully in the 
conclusion: 

Where there is a large amount of routine work to be done it is a real 
advantage to employ women who stay only a few years and retire on 
marriage. The amount of routine work is so great that the Service can 
not provide adequate careers for all the young persons recruited to the 
lower grades. It is essential to have fairly rapid turnover, and marriage 
wastage is a highly important factor in this [National Whitley Council 
1945-^6, p. 12, item xi]. 

And further on: 

The amount of routine work is so great . . . that the Civil Service 
Staff pyramid is bound to have a very broad base, and promotion to the 
higher ranks can not come to many. 

. . . [The retention of women after marriage] would be bound to 
slow down the rate of promotion. . . . This would not be welcomed by 
their colleagues whose prospects thereby would be worsened (National 
Whitely Council, 1945-46, p. 15, item xxxix]. 

These statements are clearly quite similar to those made by the 
telegraph controller in 1870. Thus it would seem that, for the entire 
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late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the Post Office was 
formally committed to working towards short female careers. This 
policy had a visible impact in reducing the opportunities for promotion 
and advancement that were open to female employees. 

Women tended to be concentrated in those jobs for which short 
tenures were advantageous to the firm. As predicted by both the 
natural and synthetic turnover models, these were jobs with flat learn
ing curves and short promotion chains. One index of such placement is 
the extent to which women are placed in non-entry-level jobs. 

Table 4.2 clearly shows that women were less likely to hold non-
entry-level positions. At the minimum, men had a 3 to 2 advantage in 
these jobs. At the extreme, on the Great Western Railway, men were 
nearly nine times as likely to be in jobs with long learning curves. This 
is consistent with the sorting by sex expected if job allocations were 
made on the basis of anticipated tenure. 

The confinement of women to low-status jobs in these settings 
cannot be explained by the natural turnover hypothesis. The natural 
turnover hypothesis is inconsistent with the patterns of quit rates 
associated with these firms. The standard argument is that women 
leave employment before they can remunerate their employers for the 
cost of advanced training. Women either quit during the training 
period or leave so soon afterwards that the employer loses the antici
pated benefits of his investment in human capital. However, if 
women's job tenures were shown considerably to exceed the period of 

Table 4.2 
Ratios of Non-Entry-Level to Total Jobs by Sex for the General Post Office 

and the Great Western Railway, Selected Dates 

Firm 

GPO 
GPO 
GPO 
GPO 
GWR 

Date 

1876 
1896 
1914 
1931 
1933 

Proportion 
male jobs, 
non-entry-

level 

.155 

.145 

.151 

.116 

.435 

Proportion 
female jobs, 
non-entry-

level 

.060 

.100 

.100 

.077 

.047 

Source: GPO Establishment Books and GWR Staff Census (1933). Metric runs from 
0 to 1. 
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skill acquisition, this would be inconsistent with the natural turnover 
premise of high absolute female instability. 

To test this proposition, one must compare female job tenure with 
the learning curves of both male and female jobs. Information on job 
tenures can be found in actuarial records that employers used to 
calculate the details of their pension plans. Pensions require accurate 
yearly turnover figures for the adjustment of premiums and benefits. 
Both organizations therefore endeavored to collect accurate data on 
career lengths. 

The data consist of several series of age- and sex-specific exit rates. 
Using these rates, one can perform a standard life-table analysis using 
the period rates to simulate the experiences of a synthetic cohort. This 
analysis assumes that the entering radix of sixteen-year-olds are sub
ject to the sixteen-year-old rates. Those who survive to age seventeen 
were subjected to the seventeen-year-old rates. Each year the cohort 
was reduced by the next sequential rate. The median career length is 
calculated by finding the age at which 50 percent of the cohort had 
disappeared. A prospective recruit has a 50 percent chance of sur
viving up through the year at which half of his or her cohort has 
disappeared.4 

There are further analytic possibilities for these data. The female 
exit rates are divided into marital and non-marital exits. These allow 
simulation of the effects on turnover of manipulations of the marriage 
bar policy. Since the bar and dowry affected only maritally based exits, 
the marital exit rate can be altered in various ways to reflect possible 
outcomes of eliminating the marriage bar. The precise results of an 
imaginary bar removal are conjectural. However, estimates of the 
maximum and minimum effects can help define the range of possibili
ties. The minimum result would occur if the bar was actually irrelevant 
to the determination of career lengths; in this case eliminating it would 

4. The analysis is subject to the methodological dangers inherent in estimating 
cohort parameters from period statistics. The younger rates are based on the experience 
of a set of younger workers. The older rates are based on the experience of a different set 
of older workers. If there are cohort-specific differences, then the younger group will not 
replicate the older rates when they age. Thus the synthesized career will not reflect the 
experience of any particular historical cohort (Shyrock and Siegel 1975). Despite these 
problems, these tables are still useful. Management used these data in actual policy
making. At a minimum, they represent prevailing managerial perceptions of gender 
differences. If the cohort differences are minor, they also reflect real worldly experience. 
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have no effect. The minimum effect of bar removal is adequately 
represented by the observed career lengths. The maximum effect 
would occur if, in the absence of the bar, no one would have left for 
marital reasons. In this case, the female quits would be totally repre
sented by the non-marital rates. To simulate this, the tenure lengths 
are recalculated assuming the marital exit rates to be zero. An in
termediate simulation is also included, one that assumes that, in the 
absence of the bar, the marital exit rate would have been halved. 

The analysis indicates that female careers were indeed shorter than 
male careers (Table 4.3). The observed rates show that men worked 
about forty years to women's ten to thirteen, a very substantial differ
ence. Furthermore, this gap was not wholly a function of the marriage 
bar. Even under the most generous assumption of bar removal, that in 
which female marital exits are eliminated entirely, women worked 
only thirty-one years. This is a long time, but is nevertheless nine years 
shorter than the average male rates. 

However, the significance of this differential is diminished by the 
other major finding in the table. Women's careers in absolute terms 
were quite long. Observed women's careers averaged about thirteen 
years. One could qualify for a dowry after six years of service. Female 
career lengths substantially exceeded this. The median age of marriage 

Table 4.3 
Twenty-Fifth Percentile f Median, and Seventy-Fifth Percentile Career Lengths 

in Years as Estimated from Observed and Modified Exit Rates 
for the Post Office and the Great Western Railway 

Assumed ^ . . * 
Career length* 

Firm 

GWR 
GWR 

GPO 
GPO 
GPO 
GPO 

Sex 

male 
female 

male 
female 
female 
female 

exit rate 

observed 
observed 

observed 
observed 

1/2 
0 

25% 

8.3 
5.8 

18.3 
8.2 
9.2 

11.7 

Median 

40.5 
9.8 

39.9 
13.2 
18.0 
31.0 

75% 

42.9 
t 

45.3 
26.1 
38.3 
42.0 

* Career lengths are given in years. Careers are assumed to begin at age sixteen. 
f Unknown figure for the GWR reflects inadequate data on older women. 
Source: The postal rates are from War Cabinet (1919). The GWR data is from Male 

Pension (1925) and Female Pension (1927). Male data is for 1921-25. Female is for 
1923-27. 
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for English women in this period was twenty-six, which would allow a 
ten-year career (Wrigley 1969). The careers shown here are longer 
than those typical of British women of the period. Both the Post Office 
and the GWR provided unusually high-paying, attractive careers for 
women. This suggests that when offered better-than-average employ
ment, women were willing to defy both organizational incentives and 
social convention in order to keep it. Career lengths of thirteen years 
are inconsistent with the prevailing stereotype of women as transitory 
employees. 

These career lengths are substantially longer than the training times 
for clerical positions in these firms. Data on contemporary human 
capital requirements are availible from the Hobhouse Commission on 
Postal Labor that sat in the House of Parliament in 1906. Both man
agement representatives and union activists testified before this com
mittee on the equities and inequities in civil service pay scales, with 
both sides providing extensive data on the training required to perform 
various duties in order to substantiate their pay claims. Not surpris
ingly, the human capital estimates vary depending on which side is 
testifying and are often only sketchily supported with empirical data. 
Nevertheless, by averaging the conflicting claims and identifying con
sistencies between the rival accounts, some general conclusions may 
be drawn. The longest learning curves were those for telegraph signal
ling supervisors and engineers. These were all trained in-house. Tele
graph overseers required six to eight years of training, and engineers 
required even more time (Hobhouse 1906). At the opposite extreme 
were mail-sorting overseers. A filing supervisor could be trained in two 
years. A very common intermediate case was the accounting super
visor. Their skills were comparable to those of the modern certified 
public accountant, who can be trained in about five years (Montagna 
1975). Training times were thus distributed from two to eight years, 
with a peak at the five-year mark. 

Observed female careers were over twice as long as these estimates. 
Removing the marriage bar would only increase this discrepancy. 
Female careers could theoretically have been extended further by 
judicious promotion. During apprenticeship, an employer would have 
been able to identify women with particularly high levels of labor force 
commitment and, instead of promoting at random from all women, he 
could promote from the top half of the anticipated tenures. An em
ployer promoting a woman at the seventy-fifth percentile of antici
pated longevity could have obtained an expected career length of over 
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twenty-six years, the equivalent of twenty-one years of service after 
the completion of training. This is inconsistent with the expectations of 
short female job tenures expected from natural turnover theory. 
However, long tenures are precisely the problem that necessitates 
synthetic turnover. Given forty-year male careers, women with low 
propensities to quit, and a tenure-based salary system, these em
ployers had a strong incentive to increase employee quit rates. The 
policies of marriage bars and the confinement of women to entry-level 
positions helped to achieve this end. 

The Location of Synthetic Turnover 

Synthetic turnover offers an important alternative to natural turn
over explanations of low female occupational status. However, it 
cannot provide a general explanation of this phenomenon. A major 
objection is that overt discrimination against older or married women 
has not been a universal aspect of female employment. Marriage bars 
are virtually non-existent in the United States today. Surveys of Amer
ican employers before World War II found such overt discrimination 
only in a subset of employers. The Purdue sample found that 40 to 50 
percent of all employers did not formally bar the hiring of married 
women. Since the theory only applies to particular employers in par
ticular periods, it is necessary to specify the precise circumstances 
under which a synthetic turnover regime can appear. 

As argued above, synthetic turnover regimes are most likely to 
appear when all of the following are present: renumeration based on 
tenure-based salary scales; learning curves that peak early; a substan
tial supply of replacement labor; and a normative climate that will 
tolerate overt sex discrimination. This last condition rules out the 
likelihood of synthetic turnover regimes existing in contemporary 
America. The presence of vigorously enforced equal opportunity leg
islation makes implementing such a regime unfeasible today. How
ever, overt discrimination would have been consistent with the sex-
role ideologies of earlier periods. In those periods, the presence of 
marriage bars would have been determined largely by the first three 
economic considerations. 

The first factor helps to explain why discrimination against married 
women is so prevalent in Japan. Japanese employment has long been 
characterized by tenure-based salary scales, even among blue-collar 
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workers. A common system is one in which a substantial percentage of 
pay is determined by the age and seniority of the worker. This system, 
called "nenko," is associated with the extremely well-developed inter
nal labor markets that are typical of Japanese firms. Age-based pay
ment systems are particularly prone to automatic inflation. In Japan, 
they have been financed by continuing organizational growth and 
economic profitability. In the 1970's, as Japanese economic growth 
began to stagnate, the cost burden of the nenko system became par
ticularly intense (Cole 1979). The pervasive use of seniority pay in 
Japan would have been a strong incentive to introduce synthetic 
turnover. The 1962 International Labour Office report characterized 
Japan as an economy-wide user of marriage bars.5 In the 1970's the 
need for such a system would have increased. Japan may be one of the 
only countries in the developed world that still uses bars extensively. 

Among occupations, the combination of tenure-based salary scales 
and short learning curves is most likely to appear in clerical work. 
Unfortunately, no satisfactory data exist on the precise distribution of 
systems of remuneration or training requirements in the labor force; 
this is especially true for historical discussions. The following argu
ment is put forward as a conjecture only; the data used in its support 
are illustrative, but not necessarily conclusive. 

White-collar work—professional, managerial, clerical, and to a 
lesser degree sales—is particularly likely to pay employees on tenure-
based salary scales, while blue-collar workers are more like to be paid 
with flat rates or piece rates. One indicator of this is the relationship 
between earnings and age. White-collar workers have pay profiles that 
increase with age over the entire course of the life cycle, whereas 
blue-collar profiles are relatively flat, with a slight increase in early 
youth and a decline in old age (Phelps Brown 1977). 

Human capital theorists might argue that the steep white-collar pay 
profile reflects a long period of learning on the job, because in the 
human capital model, pay is related to productivity (Mincer and 
Polachek 1974). However, there is evidence that the increased remu
neration of white-collar workers over time is due less to productivity 
increase than to automatic tenure-based pay raises. James Medoff and 
Katherine Abraham examined the relationship between tenure, pro-

5. The other three society-wide users of marriage bars, according to the ILO, were 
the Netherlands, Italy, and Ireland. Further research is needed to identify the factors 
facilitating discrimination in these countries. 
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ductivity, and salary among three samples of executives. They found 
that for these executives salaries routinely increased over time. These 
raises were only partially related to productivity. Productivity did 
correlate with pay raises due to promotion. However, non-promoted 
employees also received substantial pay increases. The correlation 
between these within-grade pay increases and productivity was close 
to zero. The fact that salaries increased over time with no clear relation 
to performance strongly suggests the presence of automatic, tenure-
based scales (Medoff and Abraham 1980, 1981). 

Managers and clerks tend to be paid under similar regimes. In the 
Great Western Railway and the General Post Office, both managers 
and clerks were paid using salary systems that incorporated automatic 
raises. The only feature that distinguished the two groups was the 
mean level of remuneration (GPO Establishment Books 1857-1937; 
GWR Staff Census 1933). However, clerks and managers do differ on 
one critical aspect; clerks are much less skilled than managers. Most 
clerical workers enter employment pre-trained. They learn typing, 
dictation, and bookkeeping in secretarial courses, offered privately or 
in high school (Oppenheimer 1970; Rotella 1981). Clerical learning 
curves should flatten out before managerial curves do. If both workers 
are paid on the same system, clerical work will create much more 
severe problems of overannuation. 

Manual occupations with flat salary scales have no relation to ten
ure. Levels of remuneration are often set by collective bargaining, 
with the resulting rates applied to particular jobs, irrespective of the 
individual attributes of the job holder. Futhermore, manual work is 
often paid at piece rates. Since piecework relates remuneration to 
actual output, the contradictions of tenure-based systems are thus 
avoided. Therefore, in manual occupations there is no need to engage 
in synthetic turnover. 

The service occupations and sales work are intermediate cases. 
Service occupations are too heterogeneous to allow for simple charac
terization. Sales work does utilize time-based salary scales. However, 
in many circumstances these scales are augmented by commissions. 
These commissions are productivity-based and reduce the threat of 
superannuation.6 If these considerations are valid, clerical work 

6. Department store clerks provide a significant exception to this discussion. They 
are usually paid on straight tenure-based salary. Failure to perform, however, is often 
accompanied by dismissal. By firing non-performers, management keeps salaries and 
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should be more likely than other occupations to use synthetic turnover 
because of its combination of tenure-based salary scales and short 
learning curves. 

Of all the surveys of employer behavior reviewed in this study, that 
which found the highest extent of discrimination against married 
women was the British National Whitley Council Study of 1946. This 
survey found that every private employer in its sample used marriage 
bars. The Whitley Council sample was the only one that consisted 
entirely of large bureaucratic clerical employers. Large bureaucracies 
should be especially prone among clerical employers to use synthetic 
turnover because they are especially likely to utilize internal labor 
markets (Edwards 1979). The Whitley sample thus had a very high 
propensity to use tenure-based salary scales. 

Studies of marriage bars in multiple industries tend to support the 
correlation between clerical work and discrimination. The Purdue 
study found that offices were more likely than factories to restrict the 
employment of married women. Sixty-one percent of the offices had 
some form of bar on the hiring of married women, as opposed to 50 
percent of the factories. Thirty-three percent of the offices required 
resignation upon marriage, while only 20 percent of the factories did 
so. The Internal Labor Office reporters also noted a predisposition of 
clerical employers towards discrimination. The ILO accounts were 
largely impressionistic. No systematic attempts were made to compare 
industries; rather when an observer found a particularly striking exam
ple of the use of bars, it was included in his nation's report. Neverthe
less, there are systematic tendencies as to which industries are cited 
and which are not. The reporters from western Australia, Belgium, 
Colombia, El Salvador, and Italy all explicitly noted that discrimina
tion against married women was more common among salaried em
ployees than among wage workers; no one reported the opposite trend 
(International Labor Office 1962). 

A more systematic measure of discrimination against older women 
is available: the actual age structure of occupations. Very few older 

productivity mutually consistent. Productivity in sales work is easily measurable by 
sales. Productivity in clerical work is harder to measure. Furthermore, individual sales 
are likely to fluctuate from period to period. Clerical productivity is likely to be fairly 
constant over time. The lack of readily observable short-term slumps in productivity 
may have kept clerical employers from using particularistic firing to keep costs in line. 
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women will show up in an occupation having a marriage bar in effect. 
Young age distributions are also a product of selective hiring in favor 
of juveniles. A preference for female juveniles is a preference for 
women who may self-select out of employment on the occasion of 
marriage. Table 4.4 comes from a survey of American employers in 
seven cities in 1955.7 It shows the age structure of female employment 
in the eight-code census category occupations. In most occupations 36 
percent to 40 percent of the women were older than forty-five. A 
marked exception was clerical work. Clerical work had by far the 
youngest age distribution among women, with only 22.8 percent of its 
employees being older than forty-five. 

Table 4.4 
Percentage of All Female Employees Who Were Forty-Five or Older, 

by Occupation, 1955 

Occupation % 

Clerical 22.8
Skilled manual 37.4 
Semi-skilled manual 34.5 
Unskilled 28.5
Service (primarily domestics) 37.3 
Professional/managerial 40.6 
Sales 39.1

Note: N = approx. 10,500. 
Source: U.S. Bureau of Employment Security Sample, 1955. From U.S. Department 

of Labor, Bureau of Employment Security (1956). 

 

 

 

There are several alternative explanations of why clerical work 
might have a young female age structure. It could be that an absence of 
older women represents a high female propensity to quit because of 
domestic obligations. But it is hard to see why women in clerical 
professions would feel more domestic than those in other occupations. 
Women may leave in reaction to the monotony and low pay of clerical 
work; unskilled labor, which is also poorly paid, has the second 
youngest age distribution in the table. However, consider the service 
occupations, which are made up in large part of private domestic 

7. The seven cities are Detroit, Los Angeles, Miami, Seattle, Philadelphia, Min 
neapolis-Saint Paul, and Worcester. 
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workers, waitresses, and the like. These are unremunerative, dead
end jobs with an age distribution that is relatively old. 

A young age structure could alternatively be the result of employers' 
preferences for young, attractive employees. Certainly such a case 
could be made for clerical work, where receptionists and secretaries 
are often hired to work with the public. However, other occupations 
requiring female contact with male customers do not have particularly 
young age structures. Service occupations are in the middle of the 
female age distribution, and female sales workers are the second 
oldest in the table. The previous arguments suggest that neither high 
natural female turnover, low pay per se, nor bias towards physical 
attractiveness adequately explains the unusually young age distribu
tion of female clerks. Such a unique position is completely consistent 
with the synthetic turnover model.8 

Labor scarcity also has an impact on synthetic turnover. When 
replacement workers are difficult to obtain, increasing turnover is no 
longer rational. Marriage bars were fairly common during the Great 
Depression, but they became much less common during the labor 
scarcity of the 1950's. Valerie Oppenheimer presents data on the 
extent of discrimination against married women as school teachers in 
American urban school districts. In 1928, nearly 60 percent of all 
school districts discriminated against married women. This figure rose 
to 77 percent in 1930 and 87 percent by 1941. After the war, the figure 
dropped to 18 percent and has declined to negligible levels since then 
(Oppenheimer 1970). What is true for American schoolteachers may 

8. The relative rankings of age distributions by occupation for men are roughly 
similar. The percentage of all male employees who were forty-five or over for the various 
occupations was as follows: clerical, 32.1; unskilled, 33.2; semi-skilled, 30.4; service, 
54.1; skilled, 40.3; sales, 35.4; professional-managerial, 36.5. For both sexes, clerical, 
unskilled, and semi-skilled work were the youngest occupations, while sales, profes
sional, skilled, and services were much older. The correlation between an occupation's 
percentage over forty-five for men and women is .41. The relatively young age of male 
clerks undoubtedly was not caused by marriage bars. Here the primary mechanism was 
the selective recruitment of juveniles. Upward mobility could also play a role; male 
clerks, for example, may move into managerial occupations. 

Male clerical workers are only the second youngest occupation in the table because 
the male clerical workers tended to be older than the female clerical workers. Male 
clerical workers might be expected to hold more skilled positions than female clerks. If 
this is the case, male clerical workers are not obvious examples of salaried workers with 
short learning curves. Tenure-based salaries with medium learning curves have effects 
similar to low skills with flat rates and produce a male clerical age structure similar to that 
of unskilled workers. 
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have been true universally. The 1962ILO study still found substantial 
evidence of discrimination. Nevertheless, most reporters remarked 
that the extent of such discrimination was decreasing. Many referred 
to particular discriminatory industries as isolated cases of policies that 
were steadily disappearing from general practice. 

Conclusion 

This study has shown that there is a clear domain of employment in 
which the natural turnover theory is inappropriate. These are the firms 
with explicit policies of synthetic turnover, fims that confine women to 
low-status positions as a strategy to reduce the need for incentive 
wages. While this practice has never been universally followed, it was 
implemented by a relatively large percentage of employers in earlier 
times, particularly for salaried positions. Where such practices can be 
clearly documented, the natural turnover hypothesis must be rejected 
as an explanation of low female status. 

Women's confinement to subordinate economic positions has been 
a general phenomenon. Synthetic turnover regimes have been much 
more restricted in their application. The question arises as to how one 
could explain women's low status in these industries that have no 
apparent marriage bars in operation. 

It is plausible that policies of synthetic turnover that have existed in 
the past could have a lagged effect on sex-typing, even if the actual 
discriminatory policies themselves have been abolished. Many oc
cupations may have had marriage bars at the time of their inception. 
Sex types are remarkably stable: most occupations do not change sex 
composition by as much as 5 percent per decade (Snyder et al. 1978). 
Norms prohibiting women from access to certain positions could have 
been created in the era of marriage bars. A marriage bar is likely to be 
buttressed by the creation of an elaborate ideology "explaining" why 
women cannot be considered for certain superior jobs. After the 
marriage bar disappears, this ideology could remain, creating a lasting 
barrier to female advancement. 

The natural turnover hypothesis remains questionable. Its major 
premise, the intrinsically higher turnover of women as compared to 
men, has never been convincingly demonstrated. Synthetic turnover is 
probably only part of the explanation of the overall occupational 
subordination of women. New strategies of explanation are clearly 
required if we wish to understand the phenomenon in economic terms. 



5 
The Legitimation of Exclusion 

One of the most important factors contributing to the limita
tion of women's opportunities in the General Post Office and the 
Great Western Railway was the sexism of male managers. Employers' 
belief in innate female inferiority and their preference for interacting 
with male employees led to women's exclusion from offices that were 
non-clerical-labor-intense. Sexism may have contributed as well to the 
confinement of women to low-status jobs. Excluding women from jobs 
with long learning curves was consistent with synthetic turnover and 
the economic need to create circulation among the staff. However, 
such a policy was also consistent with the interest of male managers in 
patriarchy and, in particular, the preferential allocation of promotions 
to men.1 

However important this concern with sex privilege may have been, 
it was a dubious basis on which to justify a business decision. All major 
personnel policies at some point had to be defended before the supe
rior. Department heads had to submit staff budgets to the Secretary's 
Office. The Secretary had to report to the board of trustees, if the firm 
was private, or to the Treasury Department, if it was public. Even 
decisions that were made on the most personal, idiosyncratic grounds 
had to be rationalized with arguments that used good business sense or 

1. Note that the data in the Chapter 4 chapter cannot be wholly explained by simple 
sexism, with no reference to the underlying economics. It would be difficult using 
patriarchy alone to explain why discrimination against older women was less pro
nounced in blue-collar jobs than in white-collar jobs. If anything, the machismo environ
ment of the factory should have intensified rather than reduced such discrimination. 

116 
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incorporated sound public policy. In private firms, the former rather 
than the latter were especially important. Given that men are more 
expensive than women, the exclusion of women always had to legiti
mated to local referees in terms of a larger organizational policy. 

The significance of such ideologies has to be placed in proper per
spective. A good explanation was neither necessary nor sufficient 
to exclude women from the job. People are intellectually very capable 
of bending the terms of a given set of beliefs to justify the policy they 
want to pursue. Max Weber was able to take the anti-materialism of 
early protestantism and twist it into a justification for capitalism 
(Weber 1958). "Equal pay for equal work," which sounds like a 
reasonably feminist position, has been used by male unionists to 
legitimate paying women less than men (Kessler-Harris 1982). 

Nevertheless, a manager could significantly contribute to the 
maintenance of an all-male labor force by developing an ideological 
defense of such a policy that could withstand the scrutiny of his 
immediate superiors. A sexist manager whose covering explanation 
was weak could expect constant challenge from budgetary watchdogs. 
The use of males would require extended confrontations with his 
colleagues and the expenditure of a substantial amount of time and 
energy. A well-accepted justification could be the basis of permanent 
organizational policy; once the principle was established, a precedent 
could be set that would allow for the easy exclusion of women from 
comparable positions in the future. 

Not all such arguments are intellectually interesting. In the setting of 
the sex-type of any particular job, managers are likely to make a fairly 
large number of arguments, each of which may contribute in some way 
to the final decision that gets made. Those ideological statements that 
are particularistic and case-specific will have little predictive power in a 
general discussion of sex-typing. Within the Great Western Railway 
and the General Post Office, however, there were a number of princi
ples that became important general guides to policy. These principles 
became accepted because they were consistent with the objective 
economic requirements of each firm; once instituted, however, they 
attained a life of their own. They introduced minor rigidities that kept 
women out of job assignments for which they would have been eco
nomically appropriate. They also provided a cover with which mana
gers could obscure large-scale de-feminizations and rationalize the 
preferential allocation of rewards to men. The economic considera
tions motivating the original policies by themselves would have jus-
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tified the exclusion of women from some attractive forms of employ
ment. However, these programs were implemented in a fashion that 
was blatantly discriminatory against women. Furthermore, manage
ment justified these policies both with economic considerations and 
with bald, forthright discussions of the inferiority of women. Thus, for 
many managers the appeal of these policies was that they provided a 
legitimate, defensible cover for the extension of male privilege. 

Women and Nightwork 

One of the most important of these policies was the prohibition of 
women from working at night. In both the Great Western Railway and 
the General Post Office, women were generally only permitted to 
work shifts that started no earlier than seven in the morning and ended 
no later than nine at night. Related to this ban on nightwork was the 
rule that only men were allowed to work on Sundays. Thus, all posi
tions that required irregular attendances were given by default to male 
employees. 

The importance of the nightwork ban in limiting female employ
ment cannot be overestimated. Most of the work in sorting mail 
occurred between three and seven in the morning, when sorters pre
pared mailbags for morning trains. Depot clerks often had to work at 
comparable hours preparing the invoicing and accounts for early de
partures. These early-morning duties were one of the fundamental 
reasons that women were barred from sorting offices and railway 
depots. Nightwork was also important in telegraph work. A substan
tial proportion of telegraph transmission was done at night. News 
stories would be transmitted late at night for use in the morning 
papers; non-urgent messages were also sent at this time, when the 
lower volume of traffic on the wires justified charging a lower rate. 
Women were traditionally given the daytime duties in signalling 
offices, while night duties were given exclusively to men. 

Sorting offices, depots, and telegraph offices were the most impor
tant cases of women's employment being limited by paternalistic re
strictions on hours. Most other offices worked on a nine-to-five sched
ule and had limited requirements for their staff to stay late. It was true 
that during annual peaks, or when offices were understaffed, overtime 
could be required. In these cases, men had to remain at work while 
women went home. However, most clerical offices never generated 
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enough overtime to require a night staff, thus preventing the rise of a 
set of positions from which women would be prohibited. 

To some extent, the banning of women from nightwork was volun
tary on the part of the firms. They were not forced to adopt their hours 
policy because women were unwilling to accept night positions, nor 
were they under legal compulsion to make such restrictions. Women 
themselves would have been entirely willing to accept clerical employ
ment at night or on weekends. This was actually demonstrated during 
World War I, when the shortage of male labor forced the Post Office to 
use women for all duties, including those at night. The Post Office had 
been reluctant to have women sort at all. After it became nec
essary to bring in women temporary sorters, they still attempted to 
give men the night duties. However, complaints from the men and the 
growing labor shortage finally required that women be placed on 
non-daylight shifts. Originally, women were put on a three P.M. to 
midnight duty. This proved to be extremely unpopular with the 
women because they were forced to go home in the middle of the night 
on dark, unsafe streets. As an alternative, the women were put on a 
shift from nine P.M. to six A.M. This solved the transit problem, since 
women could now take the late trams to work every evening and return 
home during daylight on the early-morning trains. The commuting was 
made more pleasant by their going in the opposite direction from 
rush-hour traffic on both halves of their daily route. Furthermore, the 
new shift was compatible with the women's family responsibilities. 
The three-to-midnight shift kept women away from home during the 
dinner hour. The nine-to-six shift allowed women to be home during 
the day, prepare dinner for their families, and see that the children 
were in bed before reporting to work. This new shift was acceptable to 
the women and was generally adopted during the war whenever 
female nightwork was required (WWI Nightwork 1918). 

Many employers were legally forbidden to use women at night. 
Britain had an extensive body of protectionist legislation that put 
limits on the situations in which an employer could hire women or 
juveniles. There were restrictions on the kinds of industries in which 
women could be employed and there were limits on the hours that 
women could work. Nevertheless, none of these laws applied to cleri
cal positions on the Great Western Railway, and they had no relevance 
whatsoever to the General Post Office. Office employment was ex
empt from most protectionist legislation. Whatever laws did exist 
applied to factories, and specifically to those parts of the factory where 
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manufacturing actually took place. An office within a factory would 
have been exempt both from the hours limitations of the Factory Acts 
and from the health and sanitary provisions as well. The Railway 
Clerks Association lobbied in the 1920's to extend the Factory Acts to 
railway offices, but never received even modest support (Walkden 
1928). The Post Office would have been exempt from protectionist 
legislation in any case, because they were an agency of the crown. 
Factory laws were limited in their application to the private sector.2 

However, this said, it should be noted that the Post Office often 
voluntarily followed policies that were mandated by law for other 
industries. In order to facilitate the enforcement of labor legislation, 
the civil service usually attempted to run the government by the same 
laws that it was advocating to industry as sound public policy. Thus, 
when the government began to encourage the use of industry-wide 
collective bargaining, it set up formal negotiating machinery for its 
own employees. When, at the turn of the century, national employ
ment policy consisted of discouraging employers from hiring boys to 
dead-end positions that could create later unemployment problems, 
the government voluntarily reduced its own reliance on juvenile labor, 
even though this entailed substantial costs. The Post Office's tendency 
to act as a model employer may have carried over into its nightwork 
policies. Although there may have been external political pressures for 
the Post Office to abstain from nightwork, there would have been few 
formal legal barriers. However, the Post Office's willingness to 
cooperate with national policy was probably facilitated by some inter
nal considerations. Not only did the nightwork ban appeal to the local 
patriarchical concerns of Post Office management, but it had eco
nomic advantages as well. 

The restriction was made economically viable by the side benefits 
that came from imposing large amounts of nightwork on men. Late 
shifts were generally tmpopular among the men. Most night shifts were 
staffed with men who had been assigned to such rotations against their 
will, since the Post Office could rarely find men who would take such 
hours voluntarily (Telegraph Substitution 1880; Hobhouse 1906). 

2. I am very grateful to W. B. Creighton for a personal written communication that 
provided the legal analysis in this section. Creighton is the author of Working Women 
and the Law (1979), the definitive published work on the evolution of protectionist 
legislation in England. 
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Duncan Gallie has a perceptive discussion of why in general workers 
do not like working late shifts. Nightwork seriously disrupts people's 
personal lives. Early evening is when most people have their social 
lives. Nightwork not only restricts workers' ability to see their friends, 
but keeps them from attending meetings or cultural events. Late shifts 
also provided a source of tension for family life. Late hours keep the 
worker from interacting with his or her family; futhermore, the pres
ence of a day sleeper inhibits the patterns of living of those family 
members who are home during the day and have to remain quiet. Most 
important, the irregularity of sleep and meals that come from an 
off-cycle schedule can be seriously detrimental to a worker's health. 
The change in eating habits can have as much of an impact as sleep loss 
in producing physical problems, exhaustion, and psychological dis
tress (Gallie 1978). In the GWR and GPO, both men and women 
avoided late hours whenever possible; there are few cases of women's 
volunteering to work evening hours. Women were no more incapable 
of working late than men were, but both sexes preferred daytime 
employment. 

Because of the unpopularity of nightwork, it was against Post Office 
policy to assign anyone to such a position permanently. The Telegraph 
Department explicitly kept a set of permanent day positions open as 
promotions for those workers who had worked disproportionately at 
night. The special reserve of day jobs was the linchpin of the economic 
strategy that made the scheduling of nightwork a tool for sex discrim
ination. If only men could do nightwork, and there was a reserve of day 
jobs left over for nightworkers, then this day reserve would also be 
all-male. The same logic applied for the supervisory force. Nightwork
ers would need superintendents. However, the night supervisory posi
tions were the least attractive of the better positions. Thus, there 
would have to be a reserve of supervisory day positions left open to 
provide relief for the night supervisors (Hobhouse 1906). 

The night reserve system had important economic advantages as 
well. The Post Office incentive system was based on annual salary 
increases coupled with the prospects of promotion. However, the 
number of superior positions was limited by economic constraints; not 
every male worker could expect regular promotion throughout his 
career. Since the supply of both annual pay increments and promo
tions was financially limited, the telegraph service needed a scarce 
resource that could be distributed preferentially and that would not 
cost the Post Office any money. Daytime positions were such a re-
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source, so the Post Office began to use the night/day distinction as an 
inexpensive way to provide mobility for the men. 

By 1880, the outlines of the shift incentive system were in place. 
There was no permanent night shift per se. Instead, all entering 
workers were subject to irregular mandatory night duty. The night 
jobs would be first filled by volunteers; then, after that, the supervisor 
would assign workers temporarily to the late shift until all posts were 
filled. All workers were subject to being tapped for late-night duty 
until they could get promoted or transferred to an all-day position. 
Some skilled jobs were only performed by day, making promotion to 
such a position a double benefit. Likewise, some offices were only 
open by day, making a transfer to such a site automatic protection. If a 
worker could not get one of these positions, he had to wait until a job in 
the day reserve opened up and then he would be guaranteed freedom 
from the night draft. Note that both the lateral transfers and the day 
reserve represented prizes that a worker could compete for, which cost 
the Post Office nothing to distribute. 

This explains why women were barred from nightwork in the tele
graph department. The development of long-term incentives was only 
an issue for permanent staff. Women were temporary staff who were 
expected to leave upon marriage. The Post Office wanted to restrict 
the improvements a woman would receive in her career so that as 
many "promotions" as possible would be concentrated among the 
men. There are two regimes that would have been consistent with such 
a strategy. All women could have been put permanently on nightwork, 
along with a minority of men. The minority of men would have then 
competed for a daylight assignment. The Post Office chose the other 
alternative, putting all women on daylight assignments and making all 
men work to obtain a daytime job. Because women's hours were 
constant, they received no improvements over their career, excluding 
them from the Post Office's incentive system.3 Not only was the entire 
population of men thus put into a competitive situation, but the value 
of a daytime job became inflated. Removing women from the draft 
pool meant that the odds of any individual man's having to do night
work were increased, just as the supply of daytime jobs was artificially 
restricted. This increased the pressure felt by men to compete for a 
daytime slot and thus further bound the men to the postal incentive 

3. This is one form of "exclusion" of which most women approved. 
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system. Thus the linking of nightwork to gender was intrinsically 
related to the policy of synthetic turnover that divided workers by the 
need to provide them with long-term incentives. 

There were other points of convergence between the nightwork ban 
and the operation of the postal internal labor market. In the Telegraph 
Service, the confinement of women to low-status jobs, which was an 
essential component of the synthetic turnover regime, was originally 
instituted as a by-product of the creation of the male day-shift reserve. 
The vigorous implementation of the nightwork ban was facilitated by 
the fact that it provided a second justification for the artificial en
couragement of early female retirement and the elimination of women 
from complex, highly paid positions. 

In the early days of feminization of telegraphs, women were given a 
number of duties that were far more responsible and complex than 
those they would receive in later periods. This was due to the idiosyn
crasies of the market for telegraph operators in the early 1870's, when 
women were first introduced to telegraph work. The management of 
the Post Office committed itself early to the principle of a female 
signalling force. There were many factors that contributed to heavy 
early feminization, such as a concern with reducing labor militancy and 
an overall need to economize on personnel due to the high labor 
intensity of hand-transmitting messages. Once the telegraph force had 
been made primarily female, however, it was difficult for the Post 
Office to confine women strictly to the low-status positions. In the late 
1860's and early 1870's, competent Morse code operators were ex
tremely scarce. Telegraph signalling is a highly skilled occupation that 
requires years of training. A signaller needs at least a year to learn the 
rudiments of Morse code and then several years after that to become 
proficient. The Post Office could not train its labor force gradually 
because, at the time of nationalization, the telegraph service was 
rapidly expanding, creating an enormous number of vacancies. This 
created a very large number of jobs that had to be filled by whomever 
was available to fill them. Under these circumstances, the Post Office 
could not afford to be too particular about which jobs were open or 
closed to women. Women made up 60 percent of the learners in any 
given year (GPO Establishment Books 1876). There were so few 
operators of any sex that could proficiently work the more difficult 
lines that the Post Office assigned these positions to anyone who could 
do the job. 

One important implication of this was that many women found 
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themselves operating long-distance inter-city lines. In general, the 
difficulty of operating a telegraph line correlated with its length. Local 
lines within a city were relatively easy to operate, because the connec
tions on these wires usually produced a clear signal and the transmit
ters used for local messages were not particularly complex. Inter-city 
connections were both weaker and more prone to breaking down, 
requiring subtlety in one's fingering technique and the ability to do 
quick repairs. The long-distance transmitters were substantially more 
complex than a simple Morse device and varied significantly between 
one manufacturer and another. In the 1870's, women worked long
distance lines alongside the men and handled these duties with great 
proficiency. In 1876, in the Central Telegraph Station, the men raced 
the women sending out the Queen's opening speech to Parliament. 
The detailed results of the test are not known, but in the aggregate the 
women significantly outscored the men. According to the Controller 
of the Telegraph Service, in normal service, under non-competitive 
conditions, the performance of male and female signallers was roughly 
equal (Telegraph Report 1876). 

This came to an end in the late 1870's. By the 1880's, the telegraph 
service was strictly segregated into male offices and female offices. 
Local branch offices were worked by individuals of a single sex. In the 
Central Telegraph Station, women were removed from the inter-city 
galleries and forced to work in an all-female Metropolitan gallery that 
only did local signalling. The primary reason for this transformation of 
telegraph work was the introduction of the reserved male day shift. 
Women had been excluded from night duty since the beginning of 
feminization. By 1875, however, the ban on women's doing nightwork 
was creating real difficulties for the staffing of the late shifts. The ratio 
of women to men at the Central Telegraph Station was at an all-time 
high, possibly due to an overcommitment by management to female 
labor. The late duties were falling on an ever-decreasing supply of 
men. Since the same individuals were consistently being selected for 
involuntary late shifts, morale became extremely bad. Telegraph man
agement realized that in order to create an acceptably large pool of 
candidates for nightwork, the sex ratio of the telegraph service would 
have to become more male. The need for males became intensified by 
the creation of the male day-shift reserve, which was first developed 
and implemented during this period. 

The Post Office was then faced with the problem of how to adjust the 
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ratio of males to females to comply with the new nightwork-related 
requirements. Some of the adjustment in the sex ratio could be accom
plished through the natural growth of the Post Office. The new vacan
cies created by expansion could be given to men, producing a painless 
strategy of de-feminization. The Post Office took the maximum advan
tage of this kind of tactic by closing its training program to women 
telegraphists and refusing to make any more female hires. However, 
the supply of male entrants was insufficient to produce a proportion of 
men that would be large enough to support both the night shift and the 
day reserve. Some of the change in the sex ratio would have to come 
from established female employees leaving the service. So in the 
mid-1870's the Telegraph Service began a campaign to encourage 
women signallers to resign from postal employment (Telegraph Sub
stitution 1880). 

The first step was the imposition of a marriage bar. The Telegraph 
Service had not used a marriage bar in the early 1870's, since the 
general shortage of qualified operators motivated management to 
encourage women to remain on the job (Scudamore 1871). By 1876, 
however, a bar was in place to encourage a high rate of female exits. 
Postal officials noted, however, that even with a marriage bar, women 
were not resigning fast enough to bring in the required number of men. 
To further stimulate the quit rate, the Post Office froze all promotions 
of female staff. It was decided that until the sex ratio of the service was 
brought to an acceptable level, all supervisory vacancies were to be 
filled with men. In the same spirit, the women were taken out of the 
Provincial Gallery, where the work was complex and technically stim
ulating, and put in the Metropolitan Gallery, where they could operate 
the simpler machines. Women were also taken out of branch offices 
where nightwork was performed and put in all-female branch offices 
that only operated by day. 

Given the enormous scope and scale of the personnel readjustments 
that were being made, it is unlikely that the nightwork ban alone can 
totally account for these changes. The need to reduce the percentage 
of women in the Telegraph Service was relatively short term; however, 
the redistribution of women that resulted was a permanent trans
formation of Post Office practice. Additional support for these policies 
may have come from particularly sexist male managers who would 
approve of the limitation of female opportunity purely for patriarchi-
cal reason. However, what made these transitions economically viable 
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was the fact that those policies that in the short term would help to 
produce an all-male reserve day shift would in the long term help 
contribute to the synthetic turnover regime. By the time that the staff 
adjustments required by nightwork were complete, the Post Office 
could reasonably expect to be suffering from the problem of an overly 
mature labor force on tenure-based salary scales. The solution to both 
the nightwork and salary-scale problems were the same: encourage 
women to leave, and allocate women to low-status positions to mini
mize the human capital loss entailed with these organizationally in
duced exits. The complementarity of nightwork policy with other 
important organizational concerns contributed both to the imple
mentation of the staff adjustments of the 1870's and to the long-term 
viability of nightwork itself as an accepted organizational principle.4 

Segregation by Sex 

There was a second process equally important to the limitation of 
female employment, the sex segregation of offices. Both the Great 
Western Railway and the General Post Office maintained separate 
promotion chains and salary schedules for their male and female 
employees. The General Post Office went one step further and wher
ever possible kept men and women in different rooms or buildings. 
Local London telegraph offices were either all male or all female; if an 
office was worked by both sexes, the women worked by day and the 
men worked by night. Money order work was arbitrarily divided into 
two sections, money order and postal order. The processing of the two 
orders was virtually identical, except money orders had a lower limit 
on the size of a transaction. Throughout the nineteenth century, 

4. It is ironic that a policy designed to promote male employment, provide supervi
sory openings for men, and shorten female careers resulted in the immiseration of the 
lives of entry-level male clerks. There was a parallel situation in World War I, when the 
Sorters Union was attempting to forestall the use of female temporary sorters. The 
union leaders offered to have their men work double shifts if this would guarantee that 
the Post Office would not introduce women (WWI Sorters 1915). Both the sorters case 
and the telegraph case seem to illustrate Michael Reich's contention that competition 
between majority and minority workers can lead to a worsening of conditions for both 
parties (Reich 1981). 
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money orders were processed by an all-male staff, and postal orders 
were processed by an all-female staff. The postal order women were 
further isolated by being placed with other women in the Receiver and 
Accountant General's Office. The sections were merged in 1906, 
although this was combined with staff changes that made the new 
division over 90 percent female. The Receiver and Accountant Gener
al's Office was further divided into two divisions, the main section and 
the telegraph accounts section. The first was all-male and the second 
was all female, although this distinction was relaxed after World War 
I. The segregation of the sexes even applied to temporary workers. 
During World War I, when temporary women sorters were introduced 
to the London sorting office, they were confined to an all-female floor, 
while men were restricted to the rest of the building. Sex segregation 
was also practiced by the Great Western Railway, but in a far more 
limited fashion. The need for isolation of the sexes dominated the 
early discussions of feminizing, and sex segregation was implemented 
up through World War I. After World War I, however, the practice 
was abandoned, and male and female employees were mixed freely. 

Sex segregation had a mixed impact on women's economic opportu
nities; it reduced the absolute number of jobs for women, but it 
upgraded the quality of those positions that remained. Sex segregation 
produced rigidities in the determination of occupational sex-typing by 
making the sex-type of a job dependent on the aggregate properties of 
an office rather than on the particular qualities of the job itself. The 
operation of segregation can be seen most clearly with a simplifying 
example. Assume that the only determinant of occupational sex-
typing was the status of the position. If there were no sex segregation 
of offices, all high-status jobs would go to men and all low-status jobs 
would go to women. Under a regime of sex segregation, however, the 
sex composition of the office will be determined by the average prop
erties of all jobs within the office. Thus, departments with a high 
proportion of supervisory positions will be male, and those with a low 
proportion of such positions will be female. However, jobs with 
atypical status will be misallocated in both kinds of departments; 
high-status jobs in the low-status offices will go to women, and low-
status jobs in the high-status offices will go to men. Most offices have 
more unskilled positions than skilled ones. Therefore, a trade of 
skilled for unskilled positions leaves the side receiving the unskilled 
positions with a larger number of jobs. Segregation ends up defeminiz-
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ing a large number of female jobs and feminizing a small number of 
formerly male jobs. This reduces the total amount of female employ
ment, but improves the quality of those jobs that remain.5 

Sex segregation was by itself substantially less important than many 
of the other factors affecting sex-typing. It involved the misallocation 
of a minority of jobs in departments whose majority was correctly 
sex-typed in terms of its economic attributes. Furthermore, serious 
misallocations could be corrected by the physical relocation of person
nel. In the male Money Order Department, much of the filing and 
sorting was done by women. Since technically they were not supposed 
to be part of the Money Order Department, which was by definition 
male, they were hired as part of the female staff of the Savings Bank. 
Part of the explicit job duties of female sorters in the Savings Bank was 
to do sorting and filing in other departments, sparing these depart
ments from having to hire their own female staff (GPO Establishment 
Books 1901). 

Sex segregation was a comparatively transitory device for the exclu
sion of women. Sex segregation had been originally justifiable because 
Victorian managers feared that the mingling of the sexes would lead to 
a weakening of work discipline, as normally productive male workers 
gave in to the temptation of flirting, courting, and making casual 
conversation. Such fears seem groundless now and were probably 
groundless then. Workers in all-male environments lose time in stag 
conversations; introducing women would have changed the content 
but not the amount of the non-work-related fraternizing. Thus, to the 
extent that sex segregation represented a sincere concern by manage
ment with the deleterious effects of mixing, such concerns were likely 
to be allayed by actual experience with a coed labor force. 

Furthermore, managers who attempted rigid sex segregation found 
this led to a wide variety of practical difficulties. The isolation of one 
sex from the other was often allowed to lapse through benign neglect. 

5. Unfortunately, it is difficult to test these propositions quantitatively. There is no 
meaningful data on within-firm variance in office sex segregation, ruling out large-
sample analyses such as those in Chapter 2. Differences between the GPO and the GWR 
are more likely to be due to clerical labor intensity or to differences in the status 
structures of the firms. 
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A particularly short-lived case of sex segregation occurred in the 
Foreign Office of the British civil service. The Foreign Office hired a 
small number of female typists, whom they sought to isolate from the 
male clerical staff, fearing that, if men began to socialize with the new 
typists, there would be an uncontrollable disruption of normal work 
activities. Therefore, they placed the women in an isolated room in the 
attic, far from the normal flow of Foreign Office activities. Male clerks 
were strictly forbidden from entering the attic, and the women's 
presence was never officially announced except for an arrow on the 
attic staircase that said "To the Typewriters." Obviously, under such 
circumstances, the female typists could not be kept a secret for long. 
Matters came to a head the first time that the women were to be paid. It 
was strictly inappropriate for men and women to fraternize in the 
corridors. However, it was equally inappropriate to give a worker's 
check to anyone other than the worker himself. Thus, if the women 
were to be paid, they would have to report during working hours to the 
Cashier's Office, which was located on the ground floor. Somehow, 
the women were going to have to get from the attic to the ground floor 
and back again without anyone either seeing them or having a chance 
to talk with them. So on payday, when the women's turn came to 
receive their checks, all the corridors of the building were evacuated. 
The doors of all the offices were shut. Then the women were sent 
running down the stairs as fast as possible to get their checks and sent 
running back up to the attic again. As soon as they were safely 
concealed, the corridors were reopened and business was allowed to 
continue as before. Obviously, such a disruptive and cumbersome 
procedure could not have been made part of the weekly routine; 
management quickly perceived the difficulty of maintaining total seg
regation and moved the typists downstairs with the rest of the staff 
(Martindale 1938). 

A comparable situation occurred in the Secretary's office of the 
Great Western Railway. Most of the Great Western Railway was 
unsegregated. However, the supervisor of the Registration section of 
the Secretary's office preferred a segregated staff. The Registration 
Office was responsible for servicing the GWR's obligations to its 
stockholders; it sent out dividend checks every quarter and kept 
records of the ownership of individual shares. The office occupied 
three rooms, two of which were all male and the third of which was all 
female. To justify this physical division of labor, all women were given 



130 / The Legitimation of Exclusion 

the job title "addressograph and duplicating machine operator."6 The 
men were given a wide variety of job titles reflecting the diversity of 
tasks within the office. Thus, the women could be relegated to the 
room with the addressograph machine and kept apart from the male 
employees. 

However, the separation of the sexes quickly broke down. First, for 
the women to make addressograph plates, they needed to know the 
addresses of the stockholders; these addresses were kept in the main 
files located in the mens' offices. The regular passage of women to and 
from the files provided ample opportunities for conversation. Second, 
it was impractical to confine women merely to addressograph work. 
Every three months, dividend checks had to be distributed, producing 
regular peaks in the workload of the office. During these peak periods, 
it was necessary to assign women to check preparation in order to 
relieve some of the pressure on the men. Since both men and women 
were working on the same tasks, it was impossible to coordinate the 
work without a substantial amount of interaction between the sexes. 
Thus, in practice, there was neither a rigorous isolation of the sexes 
nor an ironclad division of labor between men and women. It is easy to 
see how as a practical matter sex segregation would make a poor basis 
for the legitimation of all-male offices (GWR Women 1906). 

The Great Western Railway followed the practice of most modern 
corporations in freely intermingling the sexes. The Registration Office 
maintained the fiction of hiring only men for two rooms and only 
women for the third, but in this regard it was an idiosyncratic excep
tion. However, the Post Office maintained fairly rigid sex segregation 
up through World War II. The persistence of sex segregation in the 
Post Office is not easy to explain, but several factors may have con
tributed to it. 

The first consideration is that the Post Office grew by the steady 
creation of new departments and divisions, as opposed to simple 
growth in numbers or growth from the absorption of pre-existing units. 
The creation of new units meant that there were always a large number 
of vacancies that could be arbitrarily filled with members of either sex; 
in the case of simple growth or growth through absorption, although 
vacancies are created, the units in which these new positions occur are 

6. This job title only applied within the office. For salary purposes, the women were 
either grade 1 or grade 2 women clerks. 
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already partially filled with pre-existing job holders. The presence of 
this earlier cohort of workers produces a pre-existing set of occupa
tional sex-types that may not be consistent with an economic sex-
segregated regime. It may be theoretically possible, given a particular 
distribution of jobs in a department, to create an arbitrary division of 
some offices as male and others as female that would produce an 
optimal overall sex ratio for the entire department. If a given depart
ment should be 40 percent male, it might be possible to arrange a set of 
single-sex offices so that 40 percent of the total staff is male, with no 
individual offices suffering from a grossly incorrect sex-type. How
ever, the number of possible administrative solutions to such a prob
lem will be small. Pre-existing staff in the wrong locations can add to 
the cost of setting up a segregated regime, as personnel have to be 
reallocated and retrained in new positions. The continual creation of 
new organizational units in the Post Office, such as the Telegraph 
Accounts Branch, the Postal Order section, the Telephone sections, 
and an immense number of local telegraph offices, provided the 
staffing flexibility to create a viable segregated regime. 

Second, because the Post Office had been feminized during the 
nineteenth century, the labor shortages of World War I had a negligi
ble impact on local patterns of occupational sex-typing. World War I 
had a far more disruptive impact on offices that in 1914 were predomi
nantly male. Military enlistments created large numbers of vacancies 
that were randomly distributed throughout the male clerical ranks. 
Female replacements were required in virtually every office of most 
firms; since women were being brought in as short-term temporary 
help, they were assigned to the simpler jobs within each office. Thus, 
in a firm like the GWR, where World War I produced the first large-
scale feminization of clerical work, women would have been distrib
uted among low-status positions within every office and department 
within the organization. The widespread dispersion of women among 
departments would have eliminated any immediate prospects of creat
ing segregation. The crisis atmosphere of maintaining smooth opera
tions during the war would have reduced the prospects of developing a 
long-term segregation plan before 1919; after 1919, the post-war 
adjustments to the new economic environment would have pushed 
segregation far down the list of managerial priorities. In the years 
between 1919 and 1921, the Great Western Railway management was 
dealing with a series of crippling strikes by their manual laborers and 
an impending nationalization threat from the government. Many 
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other industries were dealing with comparable changes in labor rela
tions and government regulation. By 1923, when the business climate 
stabilized, the post-war gender regime would have been established 
for four years, making segregation an expensive and time-consuming 
reorganization. 

In contrast, the Post Office introduced women through a series of 
planned innovations in which individual offices and departments were 
feminized one at a time. The staffing decisions were not made in a 
period of general organizational crisis, but instead under conditions in 
which the staffing of each individual department could be made the 
single preoccupying concern of management. Furthermore, there was 
no exogenous force scattering women throughout the organization, 
but instead the limited introduction of female clerks into those posi
tions that were designated as being suitable for women by manage
ment. By feminizing in a gradual fashion, postal management was able 
to plan its sex-typing. By not having war, or past policy, predetermine 
various job allocations, the Post Office had the flexibility to develop an 
economic segregated regime. Thus, by being an early feminizer ex
periencing growth through diversification, management could custom-
tailor their sex decisions to fit their own patriarchical needs. 

However, it is one thing to explain how it was that the Post Office 
had the ability to create segregation; it is another to explain why they 
bothered to maintain such a system. In the early years, segregation 
seems to have been motivated by a genuine concern with work disci
pline and propriety. Nevertheless, given the impracticalities of main
taining segregated systems, it is hard to see why the Post Office 
persisted in its policies. It would have been administratively simpler 
and more cost-efficient to let supervisors in every office hire both male 
and female employees and put each sex in those positions that were 
appropriate for each sex. 

The persistence of segregation may have been due to the unwilling
ness of postal management to handle the administrative difficulties 
that would have been associated with mixing pre-existing single-sex 
office staffs. Dorothy Evans, a civil service administrator of the 1930's, 
compared the segregation policies of older and newer divisions of the 
British civil service. She found the older departments to be much more 
rigidly segregated, with the oldest department, the Post Office, being 
the most divided of all. To some extent, this might be explainable by 
older departments' being run by older and more conservative adminis
trators. However, Evans noted that there was a second problem; those 
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departments that had been founded early had tended to feminize early 
and developed several cohorts of mature, experienced women. Some 
of these women had been promoted to supervisory positions and 
within the women's sections exercised considerable authority and 
responsibility. The integration of these women into a male-dominated 
middle management force would not have been easy. The fairest 
solution would have been to integrate the male and female promotion 
chains completely and let the most senior supervisors take the com
bined responsibilities. In this case, however, many women would have 
outranked their male competition, which would have been intolerable 
to both middle and top postal management. A second alternative 
would have been to let men supplant the women supervisors, de facto 
demoting these women back to common workers. This would have 
been an extremely awkward situation, because these men would have 
had no experience in the work of the women's divisions. The men 
would have had to have been trained by the very women whose jobs 
and status they were usurping. This would not have been an insur
mountable organizational problem, since firms often depose super
visors when a change of leadership is needed. Given that the women 
were probably perfectly adequate supervisors, however, one can see 
how the Post Office might have been loath to engage in the large-scale 
disruption that would have been required to transfer the superior 
female positions back to men (Evans 1934). 

For whatever reasons segregation survived, it nevertheless pro
duced a small but real impact on women's economic opportunities. It 
created a microscopic number of advanced positions for women that 
would not have existed otherwise. In 1931,7.7 percent of women in the 
Post Office held non-entry-level jobs. This figure was only 4.7 percent 
in the unsegregated Great Western Railway. These figures have to be 
treated with caution. There may have been technical differences be
tween the two firms in the quality of work that could account for these 
status differentials. The differences could also be due to the different 
metrics used by the organizations to measure entry level. There is a 
suggestion, however, although not by any means a strong confirma
tion, that segregation benefited women by opening up some positions 
of autonomy. 

The study of particular patriarchical constraints on female employ
ment can provide some interesting insights into the process of ocupa-
tional sex-typing. Nevertheless, the observer should be wary of assign
ing any particular mechanism a central role in the overall explanation 



134 / The Legitimation of Exclusion 

of the use of women. Nightwork and segregation played a part, but 
their impact was small relative to such purely economic factors as 
clerical labor intensity or the dynamics of synthetic turnover. The 
impact of the nightwork ban was quantitatively tested by including a 
dummy variable representing the presence of nightwork in the postal 
equations that were estimated in Chapter 2. There was the expected 
zero-order relation between nightwork and sex type; women were 
more likely to appear in those offices that only operated by day. 
However, when clerical labor intensity, the percentage of non-
political jobs, and the percentage of non-entry-level jobs were con
trolled, the coefficient for nightwork invariably became insignificant. 
Such a statistical finding is not surprising given the actual distribution 
of women in the Post Office. Although women were excluded from the 
sorting offices, which were often open twenty-four hours a day, the 
telegraph offices contained the heaviest concentrations of women in 
the Post Office. Telegraph signalling was clerical-labor-intense, and 
the telegraph offices had no carry-over employees from the pre-1871 
era. Both economic factors caused the Telegraph Service to hire 
massive numbers of women in the 1870's. The adjustments to allow for 
the demands of nightwork were trivial in comparison.7 

Predicting occupational sex type from particular cultural or patri-
archical ideologies of management is not easy. This is because it is 
fairly hard to specify a priori precisely what non-economic utilities a 
management will attempt to maximize in developing its gender poli
cies. Male managers like an all-male labor force, if they have one 
already. They are usually in favor of confining economic opportunities 
to men, a value that is partially economic but partially cultural. How
ever, individual managers can often differ dramatically in what other 
gender-related goals they would like to attain. Postal managers were 
very concerned about restricting conversation between the sexes; this 
has hardly been a universal concern of capitalists. 

An example of the diversity of non-economic sex utilities can be 
found in the case of sexual harassment. Some employers have taken 
sexual advantage of their position, either by discriminating on the 
basis of physical attractiveness or by actually making personal de-

7. Unfortunately, a parallel test can not be done for the GWR, since nightwork is 
perfectly collinear with depot status. The most that can be said is that some caution 
should be used in interpreting the meaning of the depot coefficient. 
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mands on their female workers. Other employers would find such 
behavior morally indefensible, even as they discriminate against 
women in other ways. Managers make a free choice between abusive 
privilege and conformity with accepted principles of proper behavior. 
Both companies and individuals vary dramatically in which of these 
two selections they are likely to make. 

Cultural considerations can have general predictive power when 
they are imposed by an external force on the labor market as a whole. 
The legal prohibition against women's working at night in blue-collar 
occupations is an example of a cultural restriction that has been given 
universal applicability by the power of the state. In the absence of such 
environmental restrictions, however, cultural limitations on women's 
employment come from the imaginations of managers themselves. 
There may be universal trends in the preferences of these managers; 
the general exclusion of women was quite common at one time. 
However, more particular preferences are likely to random out, losing 
their ability to affect more than a fraction of the labor force. 

Even the most important cultural considerations are likely to be 
subordinated to economic considerations. In the GWR and the GPO, 
nightwork and sex segregation were only maintained when they could 
be conveniently integrated into the economic functioning of the firm. 
Even the preference for a male labor force was overruled when such a 
policy was counterbalanced by a pressing need to economize on labor. 
Legitimating ideologies are important in understanding the history of 
particular workplaces, but they operate within a very limited domain. 
The major parameters of sex-typing are determined by technology, 
labor markets, and cost structure; the minor details are then affected 
by local managerial preferences. 



6 
Exclusion by Organized Labor 

One of the most fundamental issues in the area of occupa
tional sex-typing is assessing the role of organized male labor in 
reducing economic opportunities for women. Male workers have often 
been vociferous opponents of equal opportunity in employment.Men 
have barred women from union membership when such membership 
was needed for access to employment. Unions have agitated for pro
tectionist legislation excluding women from various "dangerous" 
occupations. They have gone on strike to protest the introduction of 
female co-workers. Besides these formal mechanisms, there have 
been informal actions such as the harassment within the workplace of 
new female employees. Opposition to women workers has not been 
universal, but it has been quite common. In the American case, Alice 
Kessler-Harris has documented the existence of anti-feminization 
campaigns among printers, iron workers, cotton spinners, and subway 
conductors, among others (Kessler-Harris 1982). 

In most cases, these actions can be explained in terms of the 
traditional union tactic of raising wages by restricting the labor supply. 
Organized labor has attempted to create an artificial scarcity of work
ers by invoking a large number of criteria that might disqualify new 
entrants to employment. There have been explicit limits on the num
ber of apprentices; these have been accompanied by restrictive defini
tions of who can qualify for apprenticeship. Excluding female workers 
from employment can effectively cut the labor pool in half. It can be 
plausibly argued that such a strategy can be counterproductive. Exclu
sionary campaigns have often resulted in the creation of hostile pools 
of scab labor. Women and blacks have been quite willing historically to 
cross the picket lines of sexist or racist white male unions. Neverthe-

136 
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less, most male workers have not conceived the issues in these terms. 
When men have dropped their opposition to female employment, it 
has usually only been in the face of an inevitable feminization against 
which opposition would have been futile.1 

For the student of sex-typing, the question of what causes worker 
resistance to feminization is only of secondary interest. The fun
damental question is whether such campaigns have an effect on the 
percentage of women in an occupation. There are two primary posi
tions on this issue. The first is that organized labor can exert a sig
nificant influence on management in determining occupational sex-
type. No one would say that labor determines occupational sex-type 
unilaterally. However, sustained and militant opposition to female 
workers might induce management not to use female workers in 
settings that otherwise would have been feminized. 

The opposite position is that sex-typing is determined unilaterally 
by management. This is the assumption that intrinisically exists in any 
mode of feminization based purely on "economic" (in this case man
agerial) utilities. Thus, the clerical labor intensity theory and turnover 
theories in general all assume a process of determining sex type that 
gives no role to the sentiments of employees. 

It seems likely that, if organized labor has an impact on gender-
related matters at all, this impact is confined to a relatively limited 
number of industrial settings. Male workers can only ban women 
where they have the labor strength to control entry into their trade 
effectively. This represents a fairly high level of worker control. His
torically, most workers have faced real challenges in maintaining 
unions against the resistance of employers. Many have not been able 
even to obtain union recognition. Others have obtained meaningful 
wage concessions, but have not been able to restrict management's 
right to make decisions concerning the labor process unilaterally. Only 
a small elite of workers consisting largely of traditional crafts workers 
such as printers or construction workers, have obtained significant 
control over the labor process. These workers have been only occa
sionally able to control entry into employment. Thus, if strong workers 

1. An example of such concession to the inevitable is the change in the policy of male 
cigar-makers. Initially vehemently opposed to women workers, they became quite 
conciliatory to women after feminization had become a fait accompli (Kessler-Harris 
1982). 
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will be more successful than weak workers in controlling entry, the 
empirical question of interest is where on the continuum of organized 
labor strength workers obtain the ability to influence sex-typing. 

The logic of inquiry can be more easily understood by considering 
two extreme findings. Imagine that one studied an incredibly powerful 
set of workers and found that these workers were incapable of having 
any impact on feminization. Such an example would strongly suggest 
that workers in general have little imput into sex-typing decisions. At 
the other extreme, imagine one studied a completely weak and un
organized occupation. If one found that these workers made a sig
nificant contribution to managerial decisions concerning sex-typing, 
one could conclude that probably all workers exert such an indepen
dent influence. Neither of these scenarios is likely to occur in real life. 
In the absence of such pre-emptory case studies, an appropriate re
search strategy would be to do a series of studies of occupations with 
varying degrees of labor power, seeking a cutting point between 
effective and ineffective exclusionists. By finding precisely how much 
organizational strength is required for a role in sex-type determina
tion, one can discover what percentage of the labor force could reason
ably be expected to possess such resources. 

The present research is a first step in the execution of this grander 
design. The Great Western Railway and the General Post Office allow 
for a strong test of whether male clerical workers had any input into 
determining the rate of feminization. 

Clerical work represents a case of weak unionization and unmobil-
ized labor power. Only slightly over 10 percent of all private sector 
clerks were unionized by 1975, despite a renaissance in white-collar 
organizing (Freeman and Medoff 1979). Those clerical unions that 
have existed have generally not been particularly militant. Few of 
them ever strike. The successful unions rarely achieve more than 
union security and wage concessions. If male clerical workers were 
able to pose significant obstacles to feminization, this would suggest 
that a very large percentage of the labor force would be capable of 
winning such victories. If male resistance to feminization were ineffec
tive, it would leave open the possibility that better-organized workers 
might yet have a meaningful impact. Considering clerical work thus 
represents a test of the role of labor strength that is biased towards 
finding no effect. 

Within clerical work, however, the General Post Office and the 
Great Western Railway represent the cases most likely to generate a 
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significant labor effect. These two organizations represented the van
guard of clerical organizing. Before World War II, the civil service 
unions and the Railway Clerks Association were two out of the three 
clerical unions in Britain that had ever obtained any concessions from 
management (Lockwood 1958). The density of clerical union mem
bership in the Post Office and in the railways was the highest among all 
industries in Great Britain. The Post Office had been continuously 
organized from the 1870's; the GWR had been organized from the turn 
of the century. Both sets of unions had been involved in major strikes, 
and had engaged in successful parliamentary agitation. On the minus 
side, it must be noted that the independent economic power of these 
organizations was questionable; they lost every strike they engaged in. 
Nevertheless, the presence of actual walkouts, long campaigns of 
workplace agitation, the successful use of political tools, and the 
maintenance of consistently high levels of union membership put these 
unions far in the forefront of worker organization and militancy. If the 
postal and rail clerks could not slow down the flow of feminization, it is 
unlikely that other clerks would have had more impact. 

Clerical-Industrial Conflict within the 
Post Office and the Railways 

In order to understand the evidence and interpretations provided 
below, it is helpful to consider first the overall histories of labor 
relations in these two firms. The railway situation was substantially 
simpler, so it will be considered first. 

Labor Relations in the Railways 

In the nineteenth century, the clerical force of the railways was 
wholly non-unionized. Labor relations worked in a fashion similar to 
that described by David Lockwood in The Blackcoated Worker (1958). 
Office supervisors exercised personal control over their subordinates. 
Standardized pay rates and job descriptions did not exist. Remunera
tion was determined largely by the department head based on the 
individual characteristics of the worker. The absence of any organized 
counterforce to managerial autonomy forced employees to get ahead 
solely through obedience, loyalty, and the development of personal 
ties with their employers. 

The Railway Clerks Association (RCA) was formed in 1897 as an 
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industry-wide union. In its early days, if two railways served the same 
city, unionists from both companies were in the same local. The Great 
Western Railway lagged slightly behind the other companies in the 
early recruitment drives. Bristol and South Wales had a strong chapter 
from the beginning, and Paddington later became very important. 
However, Paddington was one of the last major London stations to 
open its own local branch (RCA Annual Reports 1903-28; Walkden 
1928). 

In the early stages, the RCA largely confined itself to political 
tactics. It affiliated with the Trades Union Congress Political Commit
tee, and early on successfully sponsored a small number of parliamen
tary candidates. This allowed the RCA to win significant concessions 
by strategically delaying important railway legislation. The most im
portant of these victories was the winning of a government inquest into 
railway pension funds that resulted in the payment of substantial 
compensatory damages by management. This tactic was also used to 
prevent the harassement of local RCA organizers (Walkden 1928). 

The first economic concessions were won in 1911. Traditionally, 
railway clerks worked six days a week. However, supervisors could 
routinely demand an extra day on Sunday, which was unpaid. In 1908, 
the RCA petitioned the GWR to provide payment for Sunday labor. 
Indirect negotiations on the issue lasted for three years, with the 
railway finally granting remuneration to all clerks who worked at least 
six hours on Sunday. The victory, however, turned out to be largely 
symbolic. When the railway implemented the policy, the Sunday shifts 
were all made five and one-half hours long, allowing very few clerks to 
qualify for the supplemental payments (GWR Petitions 1914). 

The next concessions, however, were substantial. In 1912, after 
extensive petitioning, the RCA won an upgrading of entry-level pay. 
This was followed in the same year by amelioration of the other 
workers' salaries. The RCA was only partially responsible for these 
improvements. The Great Western Railway for some time had been 
suffering from difficulties in recruiting junior staff. One problem had 
been that starting salaries had been allowed to slip to levels uncompeti
tive with those of other employers. Thus, it is not insignificant that 
entry-level pay was increased first and senior pay was raised subse
quently. Nevertheless, the RCA probably played an instrumental role 
in accelerating the pay raise and seeing that it was generalized (Salar
ied Recruitment 1912). 

World War I produced major gains for the RCA. Due to the fact 
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that railways played a vital role in the defense effort, the government 
semi-nationalized the industry. The railway companies were guaran
teed a high fixed level of profit in return for providing uninterrupted 
service, eliminating any financial incentive on the part of the com
panies to conserve on costs. In return, the government put pressure on 
management to avoid strike-related shutdowns in an economy in 
which labor was generally scarce (Pratt 1921; Aldcroft 1968). The 
companies were thus strongly motivated to grant the railway unions 
whatever they wanted, and the unions took immediate advantage of 
this leniency. Wages were raised no less than eight times during this 
period. Although inflation absorbed much of this improvement, rail
way employees made substantial gains (GWR Petitions 1914; Colours 
1920; Pratt 1921). 

After World War I, the government rescinded control of the rail
ways and began forcibly to amalgamate many private lines. During the 
amalgamation period, labor relations on the railroad were completely 
reorganized and formalized. The British government had developed a 
plan for the overall reduction of industrial conflict. Every industry in 
the British economy was to adopt industry-wide collective bargaining 
between employer confederations and trade unions in forums known 
as Whitley councils. Disputes not resolvable by mutual consent were 
to be submitted to public arbitration. The British political elite be
lieved that union recognition and open collective bargaining were in 
the public interest (Phelps Brown 1983). During the amalgamation 
period, all aspects of railroad organization were reconstituted with an 
active participation by the government. Railway labor relations in
corporated many of the institutions of the Whitley Council movement 
(Bagwell 1963; Aldcroft 1968). Thus the Railway Clerks Association 
along with the blue-collar unions participated in industry-wide collec
tive bargaining. Salary scales were standardized across the major 
railways using a uniform job classification scheme (Grand Classifica
tion 1920). In the first formally negotiated pay settlement, a substan
tial portion of the wartime temporary increases was incorporated into 
permanent wages (Contract Talks 1919-20; Bagwell 1963). 

The RCA's role in obtaining these benefits was mixed. The union 
was directly responsible for its own inclusion in the railway negotiating 
machinery. The original plans had called for collective bargaining only 
with the blue-collar unions. The RCA threatened a strike if they did 
not receive comparable treatment. The railways could not tolerate a 
major union recognition strike during the sensitive amalgamation 
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proceedings, particularly when public policy militated for union recog
nition, so management conceded the RCA procedural demands just 
before the strike deadline (Lockwood 1958). 

Once bargaining rights were granted, however, management 
proved to be unyielding on other issues. The first collectively negoti
ated wage agreement provided few new benefits for the clerks. Some 
of the "temporary" war bonus payments were incorporated into regu
lar salaries, a fact that merely reflected the inflation of British currency 
during the war. However, the union had little impact in determining 
the amount and form of these concessions. The pay package that was 
put into the final contract was virtually identical to management's 
initial offer, while none of the RCA negotiating planks appeared in the 
final settlement, even in diluted form (Contract Talks 1919-20; RCA 
Contract 1925). In later years, the pay issue remained deadlocked. 
The union made several attempts to increase wages, while manage
ment made several attempts to reduce them. Both types of demands 
were repeatedly rejected in arbitration (Railway Clerk 1907-37; 
Walkden 1928). 

The early post-war period shows some ability by the RCA to at least 
maintain a defensive strength against hostile managerial initiatives, 
but the balance of power swung decidedly in managments' favor in 
1926. The RCA joined the blue-collar railway unions in supporting the 
General Strike of 1926. The railway clerks stayed out for the duration 
of the strike. When the strike collapsed, labor power on the railways 
was effectively crushed. The strike leaders were suspended and puni-
tively transferred. Pay for all railway employees was dramatically 
reduced, and it was cut several times more in the following years 
(General Strike 1926; Labor Report 1930-33). 

Thus, despite the bargaining privileges that the RCA enjoyed, labor 
control was very uneven. The RCA won major benefits in 1912 and 
during the war. It was able to prevent management attempts to reduce 
wages in the 1920's. However, its ability to obtain wage increases on its 
own was very weak after World War I, and after 1926 its power was 
negligible. 

Labor Relations in the Post Office 

The labor relations in the Post Office were somewhat more com
plex. The Post Office workers were represented in a wide variety of 
single-occupation associations. The identities of these unions changed 
over time as varying organizations underwent mergers. However, the 
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distinctive character of postal industrial relations existed largely apart 
from the reorganizations of the unions themselves. 

The lead sector of postal unionism was the telegraph force, who 
were the earliest group to organize. In the mid-nineteenth century, 
postmen had engaged in ad hoc organization, and clerks throughout 
the civil service had lobbied in the 1850's for the right to vote (Swift 
1900). However, the telegraph clerks were the only workers with a 
visible and commanding strike threat. Most of the work in the Post 
Office was either semi-skilled or involved little demand for timely 
performance: delivering mail was simple manual labor; sorting mail 
required low levels of training; most of the bookkeeping in the GPO 
was not done under pressing deadlines. Substitute labor could be 
obtained from elsewhere in the civil service or the private sector. The 
telegraphists, however, were irreplaceable. Telegraphy was a skilled 
occupation requiring long training. Merely learning the rudiments of 
using Morse code took a full year. It took years of practice before a 
telegraphist could work at high speed. The use of untrained scab labor 
to operate the telegraphs would have resulted in a significant de
terioration of the quality of service. Furthermore, the telegraph sys
tem was indispensible to the functioning of British business. The 
financial community would have been unlikely to tolerate a telegraph 
strike that produced delays and inaccuracies in stock market reports or 
impeded the transmission of urgent commercial news. The Post Office 
was thus under strong pressure to avoid a protracted stoppage of 
telegraph service, and the signalling force was quite willing to exploit 
this vulnerability. 

The second most militant workers after the telegraphists were the 
sorters and postmen. These workers were not particularly skilled, but 
they were employed in sufficient numbers to provide a modestly visible 
strike threat. Any particular postman on strike was easily replaceable, 
but replacing every postman on strike even in a small city would have 
made extraordinary demands on the local labor market. 

The postal clerks were the third largest category of unions. In many 
cases their participation in industrial conflict was nominal. The postal 
clerks had some firm-specific skills, but in many respects their labor 
resembled tasks being done by other financial clerks. In the event of a 
strike, they could have easily been replaced with workers from the 
temporary clerical market. Clerks were rarely employed in large num
bers except in London, and in London the clerks were divided among a 
multiplicity of offices scattered among many buildings. It would have 
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been extremely difficult to organize a clerical strike that would have 
been sufficiently large to challenge management's ability to use scab 
labor. 

The postal unions did not rely exclusively on the strike in pressing 
their demands. They made extensive use of political tactics and vigor
ously pursued their claims in Parliament. They monitored the votes of 
Members of Parliament on bills germane to postal workers and re
warded those members who sought to raise civil service salaries with 
electoral support from a large bloc of single-issue voters. Most civil 
service employees were concentrated in London. Because of this, only 
the London representatives needed to pay attention to the clerical 
constituency. However, telegraphists, postmen, and sorters were dis
tributed throughout England. There was not a seat in Parliament that 
could not be affected by the "postal bloc." This political threat bol
stered the claims of the unionists and gave the postal workers power 
far beyond what one would expect from their economic position. 

Postal voting power should not be overestimated. Postal unionists 
commanded respect but not obedience. They were but one of many 
interest groups within a politician's district. Many politicians chose to 
seek support from more conservative sources, openly resisting postal 
union claims. Still others temporized by making concessions to the 
unions that were purely symbolic. Many parliamentarians would pay 
off their debts to the postal workers by delaying the postal budget 
appropriations in committee, making long speechs deploring the post
man's conditions but rarely putting forward any resolutions or making 
amendments to the budget. Despite the show, most postal bills passed 
in their original form. By the twentieth century, the postal unions 
finally learned how to press their sponsors for more concrete forms of 
political assistance, but then the Whitley Council movement neutral
ized many of their legislative victories. Lobbying posed great potential 
as a tactic for agitation; nevertheless, the returns from this activity 
were often disappointing. 

In the late 1860's and early 1870's, labor relations within the Post 
Office were undergoing a fundamental transformation, due to two 
changes. The first was the enfranchisement of government employees 
in 1868. The second was the nationalization of the telegraphs and the 
subsequent absorption of the signallers. The enfranchisement of the 
civil service gave birth to the strong stream of labor-related political 
organizing that would characterize the postal unions. The precise 
reason why Parliament gave government employees the vote is un-



Exclusion by Organized Labor I 145 

known. The civil service had lobbied for their electoral rights and may 
have attracted help from sympathetic democratic allies. Enfranchise
ment may have also been related to the civil service reform movement 
of the late 1860's. The original rationale for denying government 
workers the vote was that, under a patronage regime, politicians might 
improperly reward supporters with jobs. As patronage declined, the 
threat of machine politics faded and the need for disenfranchising 
government employees was reduced. Whatever the reasons for the 
change, the result was the creation of a new actor in the national 
political arena. 

The incorporation of the telegraphists into the Post Office meant the 
introduction of a well-organized set of artisanal laborers. Before incor
poration, there had been occasional public meetings by postmen pro
testing wages and conditions, but these meetings had generally been 
ineffectual; there had never been a strike or any labor-induced pay 
increase (Swift 1900; Hall 1902). The telegraphists posed a much more 
severe labor relations problem. They had been formally organized 
under the private companies and had actually had a small strike in the 
1860's. In 1871, soon after absorption, they organized the first strike in 
postal history, when the telegraphists of several northern English, 
Scottish, and Irish offices went out on a one-week stoppage. The Post 
Office had never dealt with such a situation before, but managment 
was able to obtain a short-term victory. By firing six of the union 
leaders, management precipitated the strike before the union was 
ready. The defensive strike that followed was largely confined to a 
minority of urban stations. Management then imported replacements 
from non-striking districts and broke the workers' resistance. The 
strikers returned, receiving no immediate concessions, and the leaders 
were punitively transferred (Telegraph Strike 1872). However, man
agement's success was dependent on the partial support the strike had 
received; a more complete shutdown would have had more devastat
ing consequences. 

In 1873, the Post Office raised the telegraphists' wages. A wage 
increase had been promised back in 1868; nevertheless, the amount of 
the increase was non-trivial. When the telegraph increase was finally 
granted, this spurred a parallel movement among the sorters, who 
supported their wage demands by calling what was to be a much-
imitated tactic, a no-overtime strike. Management traditionally had 
had the right to demand unpaid overtime from the men. The sorters 
refused to work more than seven hours a day. The 1873 strike was 
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foiled completely, however; six men were suspended, and no conces
sions were made (Swift 1900). 

The sorters then turned to political agitation. In defiance of postal 
regulations, they held two large public meetings to portray their plight. 
Public meetings were usually demonstrations of political strength. 
They were chaired by Members of Parliament sympathetic to the 
postal workers, and they often received favorable attention from the 
press. Such meetings were good devices for obtaining public action. 
This time the results were dramatic. The Queen called for an investiga
tion into the sorters' conditions. The tribunal found in favor of the 
sorters, and pay rates were raised dramatically. 

The sorters attempted to follow up on their victory the next year, in 
1874. They put out an memorial requesting further increases over the 
1873 increase. However, this time they met with substantially less 
success. Five men were dismissed merely for delivering the memorial, 
and the request was rejected out of hand. The sorters did get a debate 
in Parliament to discuss their claims, but their advocates made no 
formal motions. Nothing concrete emerged from the hearing (Swift 
1900). 

After this setback, the postal workers temporarily concentrated on 
obtaining new parliamentary forums for their grievances. The late 
1870's were characterized by a long campaign to obtain the right to 
testify at a major inquest into the overall operation of the civil service. 
Despite an extensive lobbying campaign, the workers were denied 
access. 

In 1881, the postal unions won another major wage increase. This 
drive was spearheaded by the telegraphists and supported by the 
sorters and postmen. The early states of the campaign consisted of 
collecting memorials from postal workers all over Britain. An earlier 
set of petitions in 1880 had been turned down. The new memorials 
were to be supported by a two-pronged offensive. Pro-union MP's 
were to voice support of the proposal during the debate on the postal 
budget. At the same time as the debate, the London telegraphists were 
to go on a no-overtime strike. The Post Office capitulated before the 
double threat. A new telegraph pay scheme was announced just before 
the no-overtime strike and the debates were to have occurred. 

The central role of the telegraphists in this activity should not be 
underestimated. Most of the parliamentary speeches protesting low 
levels of postal pay focused primarily on the telegraphists. It was the 
telegraphists who threatened the no-overtime strike, so when the 
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original postal revisions were announced, only the pay of the tele
graphists was raised. Other employees did receive some improve
ments but only much later. Although participation in the 1880-81 
campaign was general, placating the telegraphists seems to have been 
the prime concern of both parliament and management (Swift 1900; 
Hall 1902). 

The events of 1889 and 1890 paralleled those of 1880 and 1881. The 
postal unions pressed to participate in another other civil service 
commission. This time, too, they were denied. This was followed by a 
general pay increase, won by the combination of a London telegraph
ists' no-overtime strike threat and political support in Parliament. As 
before, a pay increase for the telegraphers was announced just before 
the no-overtime strike was to be instituted and immediately before a 
pro-union parliamentary debate (Swift 1900). 

In 1888 there had been a petition by sorters and postmen for higher 
pay. This memorial had been denied, but subsequentially the Postmas
ter General had agreed to an inquiry by postal management into 
sorters' and postmen's wages. In 1890, the in-house review concluded 
that no adjustments in wages were necessary. This decision provoked 
great discontent among the staff. The independent agitation by the 
telegraphists was diminishing the postmaster's ability to quell this 
second wave of discontent, and he agreed to reconsider the commis
sion's findings. 

While this reconsideration was pending, the sorters and postmen 
suffered a few blows. The postmen decided to threaten a strike, and 
held a large rally before the event to articulate their claims. Several 
postmen who attended this rally were dismissed. Four sorters publicly 
offered support to a potential postmen's strike. These workers too 
were dismissed. The unions then took defensive actions protesting the 
harassment of the militants. After achieving no results in this agita
tion, the postmen finally called a strike. The results of the strike were 
dismal. Fewer than 600 postmen supported the strike, most of these 
from a single district of London. The strike was crushed in one day, 
resulting in the suspension of 435 men (Swift 1900). 

Similar tactics of harassment began to be used on the telegraphists. 
During 1889, in the initial periods of the telegraph campaign, several 
Cardiff telegraphists published some protest telegrams in the local 
newspaper. They were punitively transferred. Several meetings were 
held in sympathy for the "Cardiff martyrs" but no restitution was ever 
made. 
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In 1890, on Jubilee Day, the head of the Central Telegraph Station 
assembled the signallers and gave a customary patriotic speech. After 
finishing his presentation he called for three cheers for Queen Vic
toria, which were given. He then requested three cheers for the 
Postmaster General. The Postmaster General received three groans. 

Most modern managers would dismiss such a display as a joke. The 
Post Office took the incident very seriously. Management circulated a 
formal disclaimer among the staff to sign. While some employees 
signed it, most did not. Management then called each of the union 
leaders and gave them a choice: sign a formal apology with a vow of 
future obedience or face immediate dismissal. The union leaders had 
to undergo the humiliating ritual of applying to their supervisors for 
pardon. These setbacks were obviously less dramatic than those suf
fered by the sorters and postmen, but they do show that even the most 
powerful postal workers faced some risk in engaging in union activity 
(Swift 1900; Hall 1902). 

The only incident of a strike among the clerical staff took place in 
1891. The second division clerks in the savings banks went on a 
no-overtime strike a few months after their general pay revisions were 
announced. This was a gender-related strike. The issues involved will 
be discussed in greater detail below; for present purposes it is enough 
to say that the strike collapsed after one day. No concessions were 
made, and 250 male clerks were suspended (Swift 1900; Hall 1902). 

Between 1890 and 1914, the strategy of the postal workers changed. 
The unions continued to seek inquests into their wages. However, the 
1889 sorters' pay inquest had shown that, when management was 
allowed to run these inquests internally, the investigations would turn 
into nothing but an elaborate stalling device. The unions began to 
press for inquests that would be staffed by sympathetic referees. Since 
the workers had more leverage on members of parliament than on any 
other group, the overall stategy became one of seeking a parliamen
tary wage investigation. Over the course of this twenty-five-year 
period, the unions won a series of different investigations into wages. 
The composition of each committee became closer and closer to 
the union ideal; finally in 1906 and 1914 they obtained two all-
parliamentary commissions (Humphreys 1958). 

In 1895, the postal unions obtained a wage commission staffed by 
representatives of management throughout the civil service. This rep
resented an improvement over 1889, when the commissioners had 
been drawn exclusively from the upper levels of the Post Office. 
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Nevertheless, this new committee not surprisingly showed little sym
pathy to the postal workers' claims. After three years of investigation, 
they wrote a final report recommending negligible increases in overall 
wage levels. 

The events of 1890 repeated themselves. The London telegraphists 
threatened a no-overtime strike, demanding higher increases. Par
liamentary allies of the postal unions negotiated a postponement of the 
strike pending the working out of a superior arrangment. After some 
parliamentary debates and a second impromptu inquiry made by the 
postmaster himself, postal wages were raised by a generous amount 
(Swift 1900). 

Agitation for an all-MP commission continued. In 1898, the unions 
polled every candidate for a parliamentary seat in Britain, asking if 
they would explicitly endorse an all-MP commission. Nearly every 
candidate promised future support. Circulating to such a survey by 
civil servants was technically illegal, however, and the newly elected 
Parliament refused to pass a bill legalizing the practice. In 1899, a 
resolution pressing for an an all-MP commission was defeated. Never
theless, the postal union pressure continued to be intense. From the 
late 1880's up through 1906, every single vote on a postal budget had 
been delayed pending a forced debate on postal worker wages and 
conditions. Amendments were added to the postal budget moving the 
impounding of £100 from the Postmaster General's salary if postal 
wages were not improved. (Such amendments usually got withdrawn 
before the final reading). Nearly thirty questions a year were being put 
on the floor of the House to the Postmaster General demanding 
written explanation of why postal conditions should not be improved. 
There clearly was a small minority of parliamentarians such as Albert 
Rollins from Islington who vigorously supported the union's position. 
The mainstream was also having trouble resisting the union's appeals 
(Swift 1900). 

In 1903, the Postmaster General noted that several MP's had come 
to him seeking some buffer from the persistant lobbying of postal 
unionists. To alleviate the pressure, he nominated a new commission. 
This time the committee was made up of businessmen in the private 
sector (Humphreys 1958). The 1903 Bradford Commission surprised 
everyone by reporting in favor of a major across-the-board pay raise. 
The Postmaster General refused to implement the report. For two 
years there were parliamentary attempts to force compliance with the 
Bradford recommendations. Some wage adjustments were made, but 
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the arbitrators' recommendations were generally ignored (Hobhouse 
1906). 

In 1906, the postal unionists finally triumphed. As a device for 
resolving the dispute over the Bradford Commission, Parliament 
agreed to a full parliamentary investigation into wages. The investiga
tion was a slow process, taking over three years. The results of the 
Hobhouse Commission were mixed. Provincial workers received a 
wage increase that pushed them towards parity with their better-paid 
London counterparts. The rest of the postal claims were denied (Hob
house 1906). The Post Office delayed the implementation of the plan 
so that it was not until after 1910 that the postal workers received the 
benefits of the inquest begun in 1906. Nevertheless, the majority of 
employees received real wage benefits from the endeavor. 

The next move was to press for a second parliamentary commission 
to benefit the workers left unsatisfied. In 1914, the Holt Commission 
was established with a composition similar to that of the Hobhouse 
panel. World War I prevented the Holt Commission from issuing their 
report. It also marked the close of an era of parliamentary influence by 
civil servants. 

The government took action after the war to insulate the legislature 
from postal union interference by the establishment of Whitley Coun
cils. The Whitley Council movement was the same movement that 
helped bring about collective bargaining for the railway clerks: the 
attempt by the British government to institute industry-wide collective 
bargaining throughout the nation as a whole. Since the government 
was expending considerable resources in attempting to persuade pri
vate industrialists to adopt the system, the state was under moral 
pressure to use Whitley Councils to take care of its own labor relations 
problems. Thus, throughout the civil service, an elaborate machinery 
of grievance committees and consultation boards was set up to deal 
collectively with all manner of disputes concerning personnel policy 
(Humphreys 1958; Wigham 1980). 

The effect of permanent dispute machinery on civil service negotiat
ing strength was mixed. The postal workers no longer had to fight a 
major political battle every time they wanted their wages reconsid
ered. At the same time, however, they lost the ability to staff such 
commissions with referees of their own choosing. In fact, their political 
organization was effectively neutralized. Parliamentarians with mixed 
sympathies could now argue that the postal workers had a valid chan
nel for expressing their grievances and that parliamentary intervention 



Exclusion by Organized Labor / 151 

was not only superfluous but inappropriate. The amount of postal 
parliamentary agitation dropped dramatically after 1920. While the 
success rate of such tactics had always been mixed, even in the best of 
times, after 1920 the unions won no major parliamentary victories. 

At the same time, the economic bargaining strength of the tele
graphists took a major downturn. This was brought on by the introduc
tion of the telephone and the telex. The telephone had been around 
since the beginning of the twentieth century. However, only after 
World War I did it achieve fundamental penetration into routine 
patterns of business communication. As the telegraph system lost its 
monopoly on the transmission of urgent commercial information, the 
national ability to withstand a telegraph strike was significantly in
creased. 

The telex allowed for the significant de-skilling of the signalling 
labor force. The scarcity of telegraphists had centered around the long 
training times required to be able to transmit quickly in Morse code. 
One not only had to learn the code itself but had to develop high levels 
of dexterity and accuracy in the physical tapping out of the signals. 
Furthermore, the instruments were unreliable and often required 
continual adjustment and maintenance by the operator. 

The telex eliminated the need for most of these skills. Telegraph 
messages could now be sent out on a keyboard resembling a type
writer, with the coding being done by machine. Since the physical skills 
of typing at a keyboard were well distributed throughout the female 
labor force, most telex operators were fully trained at the time of their 
recruitment. The machines were reliable and did not require continual 
maintenance between transmissions. The result was that the number 
of replacements to striking telegraphists was limited only by the num
ber of available telex devices (Telegraph 1927). This produced a quiet 
period in postal industrial relations. Wages stagnated for sorters and 
postmen. They declined for telegraphists. For some reason, clerical 
wages increased in the late 1920's, although this was accompanied 
neither by parliamentary agitation nor by a strike threat (GPO Estab
lishment Book 1918-36; Humphreys 1958). 

These clerical union histories should make one point reasonably 
clear. The bargaining strength of these unions was always problematic. 
The Railway Clerks Association achieved a few successes in the 1910's 
and 1920's. Its strength, however, was somewhat dependent on the 
patronage of the railwaymen's union; even with this asset there were 
many periods, such as after 1926, when the union suffered from 
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complete powerlessness. The telegraphists had a consistent record of 
winning pay advances, but even they suffered from frustrations in 
Parliament, a failed strike, and the final undermining of their bargain
ing power. The independent power of the other postal workers was 
even more modest. Thus, in wage negotiations, the issue of central 
concern to these unions, the winning of concessions was difficult and 
subject to failure. On matters of gender, the ability of these unions to 
enforce their will was substantially more tenuous. 

The Efficacy of Gender-Related Union Campaigns 

Neither the RCA nor the postal unions were neutral to the sex issue. 
The postal unions aggressively sought to limit clerical feminization. 
The Railway Clerks were mixed in their sex demands. The male rank 
and file was anti-feminist. The leadership favored equal opportunity 
for women. Thus, the official goals of the Railway Clerks Association 
was to increase employment for women clerks. However, very few of 
these campaigns, whether for or against women, could be said to have 
had any success. In the short term, the unions were able to stall or to 
accelerate a variety of reforms. However, ultimately the occupational 
sex type of most disputed jobs became that which was preferred by 
management. 

The sex-related campaign that would have seemed to have had a 
high prospect for success was the Postal Telegraph Clerks' campaign of 
1910-14. This was an attempt to forestall the feminization of London 
branch telegraph offices. As London gained in size and population, the 
demand for mail and telegraph service increased. The London Postal 
Service was thus required to open a large number of new branch 
offices. Very little sorting was done at these offices, this function being 
performed at large centralized sorting depots. The primary functions 
of the branch post offices were to provide window service and to serve 
as a local base for the transmission and receipt of telegrams. These 
offices when opened were usually sex-segregated. They were all male, 
all female, or occasionally female by day and male by night. 

At the turn of the century, the London Postal Service committed 
itself to a policy of feminizing these branch offices. In order to mini
mize disruption, the Post Office arranged to leave all pre-existing 
offices with their sex composition intact. However, all new offices were 
to be all female. The policy was kept secret, but the demographic trend 
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soon became clear to the rank and file. (An exception was made for 
exceptionally busy offices, such as that at Charing Cross, and those in 
rough or unsavory neighborhoods, such as Bethnal Green or Crystal 
Palace.) 

In 1910, the Postal Telegraph Clerks Association began to memo
rialize management about the transition. The male telegraphists' con
cern was based on substantive economic considerations. The opening 
of each office created a series of new supervisory positions. Single men 
were supervised by men, and women were supervised by women, the 
new offices represented opportunities for promotion. The men were 
thus attempting to reserve for themselves a share of the new supply of 
superior jobs. The PCTA demands were two-fold. First, they wanted 
some of the branches to be reserved to men. Second, in redress for the 
new feminization, they wanted offices that were female by day and 
male by night to be made all male. By sending an old female staff to a 
new office, the telegraphists could have ensured that the newly created 
supervisorship at the old office would be a male position (London 
Branches 1914). 

At the time, the Postal Telegraph Clerks had a very reasonable 
bargaining threat. Their parliamentary influence was at a maximum. 
The market monopoly the telegraphists had on Morse signalling was 
still intact. Nevertheless, the telegraphists were unable to extract any 
meaningful concessions from management. Every new office opened 
from the inception of the program until World War I was staffed by 
women. Between 1901 and 1911, the percentage of females in the 
district signalling offices had gone up 9 percent. In the years between 
1911 and 1914, it went up another 7 percent. In the three main years of 
the protest, as many women had come in as had been introduced in the 
previous ten years (GPO Establishment Books 1901-14). 

In compensation, the Post Office did eliminate some of the mixed-
sex branch offices. However, this proved to be a nominal rather than a 
substantive improvement. Management did a cost-efficiency study of 
the split offices and discovered a wide variety of practical problems. 
The transfer of keys and work instructions between shifts was in
efficient and error-prone. The night male staff often had to do day 
duties at other offices, resulting in inefficient between-shift shuttles. 
Postal management decided to eliminate the split-sex offices, but in a 
way that would incur no extra expense to the department. Single-sex 
offices were created by shuffling pre-existing personnel. The final plan 
did not result in a single new male hire or promotion. Technically the 
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union's demands were met, but in a form that violated the basic 
intentions of the campaign (London Branches 1914). 

Following World War I, the development of the teletype induced a 
further feminization of telegraphy. The telegraphists (now merged 
with the sorters and postmen to make the Union of Post Office Work
ers, or UPOW) attempted to block this feminization. Although they 
failed in their ultimate goal, they were able to delay the introduction of 
teletyping. The rules of the new Whitley procedure required that 
management consult with the unions before implementing such a 
change. Feminization was supposed to occur under a set of guidelines 
jointly agreed upon by union and management, with these guidelines 
being expected to include compensation to the unions for whatever 
damage might be suffered by them in the process of the transition. The 
UPOW simply refused to accept any of the proposed guidelines or 
compensations. Their position was that nothing could reasonably buf
fer them from the harm that they would suffer by a major wave of 
feminization. The conciliation process allowed for the operation of 
multiple levels of grievance machinery. By fully exploiting these, the 
UPOW was able to tie up negotiations for four years. 

In 1927, the conciliation process was brought to a close with no 
significant concessions having been made by either side. Management 
then implemented a policy of hiring two women for every three new 
hires. The postal unions resorted to their traditional tactics, memo
rializing and political pressure. Several deputations were sent to top 
management, both by the UPOW and by various supervisory unions. 
Sympathetic MP's took their legal prerogative of demanding formal 
written responses from governmental officials to questions from the 
floor. At one point, the Postmaster General had to demonstrate to the 
house that increasing the proposition of female telegraphists would 
not jeopardize the nation's signalling capacities in the event of war. 
Such harassment tactics had only a symbolic impact. A one-sentence 
response was considered a legal and acceptable answer to a parliamen
tary question. The efficacy of the UPOW campaign can be measured 
by its objective results. Between 1926 and 1931, the percentage of 
females in the Central Telegraph Station went from 47 percent to 61 
percent. This was the fastest rate of feminization since 1870 (GPO 
Establishment Books 1926-31; Telegraph 1927). 

The sorters rarely had to make any explicit gender claims due to the 
all-male composition of their labor force. However, in World War I, it 
became necessary to introduce female substitutes for men who had left 
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for military service. The Fawcett Association, the major sorter's un
ion, vehemently protested this temporary labor. The union feared that 
the use of female temporary sorters might create a precedent whereby 
sorting might become feminized after the war. To resist this threat, 
union leadership actually offered to exchange extension of the normal 
workday in return for the preservation of an all-male force. Negotia
tions over the sex of temporary substitutes occurred several times 
during the war, re-emerging every time the use of temporaries was 
extended. In no case was the union able to prevent or even delay the 
use of women substitutes. They were not even able to obtain a trade
off benefit (WWI Sorters 1915). 

The Savings Bank clerks were the only workers driven to striking 
over gender issues. The militancy of their tactics is remarkable in the 
light of their modest degree of bargaining power. Their numbers were 
too small to allow for a meaningful voting threat. Their skills were 
common to a wide variety of private clerks and were nearly duplicated 
by the staff of the Postal Accountant General's Office and the Money 
Order Department. A post office-wide coalition of financial clerks 
might have had some strike power. A financial office acting on its own 
account had nearly none. 

The Savings Bank no-overtime strike occurred in the aftermath of 
the 1890 salary revision. The Savings Bank reacted to the general 
increase in pay rates by increasing the rate of feminization. The 
management announced that all future vacancies were to be filled 
exclusively by women. This produced widespread protest among the 
male staff of the bank. As in the case of the telegraphists, one issue was 
the loss of male supervisory positions. However, there was an addi
tional issue concerning the distribution of nightwork. Women were 
not expected to work overtime. The Savings Bank was perpetually 
understaffed and required substantial inputs of evening labor in order 
to handle peaks in demand. The declining proportion of male em
ployees ensured that the night duties would desolve upon an in
creasingly smaller percentage of the labor force. The male clerks 
naturally resisted this substantial increase in their hours of labor. 

The Savings Bank clerks circulated two memorials, held a public 
meeting, and lobbied for letters of public support in newspapers. In 
1891, they decided to imitate the London telegraphists and threaten a 
no-overtime strike. Management refused to concede, forcing the 
clerks to implement their walkout. The strike was an immediate disas
ter, collapsing after one day with over 240 clerks being suspended. 
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Feminization continued at a brisk rate, and the financial clerks never 
struck again (Swift 1900; Hall 1902). 

The Railway Clerks were equally incapable of exerting an indepen
dent influence on gender hiring decisions. This assessment, however, 
becomes complex when one considers the conflicting goals of the 
organization. The Railway Clerks Association was characterized by an 
anti-feminist rank and file dominated by a pro-feminist leadership. 
The Executive Committee of the RCA considered that the feminiza
tion of clerical work was inevitable in the long run. Short-term opposi
tion to female employment was only likely to create a body of female 
workers outside the union who could effectively serve management as 
scabs. By 1914, the Executive Committee was explicitly telling local 
unionists not to resist the extension of women's employment. The 
official strategy was to work towards the amelioration of both men's 
and women's conditions by actively working to organize and support 
female clerks (Bevan Letter 1914). 

This policy was not well accepted by the rank and file. The majority 
of local union activists probably favored an aggressive policy of anti-
feminism. Such a claim can be validated by a reading of the union 
newspaper. Local columnists repeatedly inveighed against the dangers 
of female employment. The Bristol and South Wales correspondent 
wrote several stories a year noting how female employment led to 
favoritism among employers and overwork among the men required to 
make up for female deficiencies. Satirical poems appeared, attacking 
the suffragetting and slow work that the authors associated with 
women clerks. The editors usually balanced these with feminist com
ments or with centrally written counterpoems urging solidarity among 
the sexes. During World War I, the newspaper attempted to balance 
the male commentary by hiring a female clerk to write a column on 
women's issues. After World War I the editors moved to eliminate the 
flow of hostile commentary. They closed down the offending regional 
columns, but still felt pressure from the rank and file to discuss the 
problem of women clerks. In 1920, the editors permitted the publica
tion of a one-time forum on sex equality on the railways. Views on 
both sides of the issue were published, with the editors adding favor
able comments on the feminist letters and unfavorable comments on 
the sexist letters. Subsequently, the newspaper declared the issue 
closed and forbade any further letters or communications on gender 
(Railway Clerk 1907-37). 

The conflict between the rank and file and the executive became 
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particularly pointed at annual conventions. At the conventions it was 
customary to vote on a number of planks representing the next years' 
union program. The Executive Committee usually sponsored a plank 
supporting equal pay for equal work. This plank was a sanitized 
expression of the board's feminist sentiments. If challenged, such a 
position could be defended to exclusionists as protective of male 
privilege. Since women were "inherently less productive" than men, 
equal wages would cause employers to prefer efficient male labor. 

The Executive Committee, however, was often seriously embar
rassed by male local representatives who wanted the supposed exclu-
sionist goals of the policy explicitly stated in a formal motion. In 1914, 
1915, and 1916, against Executive Committee recommendations, hos
tile amendments were moved to the equal pay plank that specified 
female labor as being by definition two-thirds that of labor performed 
by men. In 1914, the amendment passed. In 1915 and 1916, the 
amendment was only defeated after extended debate. In 1917, the 
Executive Committee solved its problem. Amendments to convention 
resolutions were explicitly forbidden. Subsequently, the equal pay 
platform in its feminist version was passed without problems. Thus, 
the egalitarian policy of the RCA was only achieved by the centraliza
tion of power by the Executive Committee, requiring the censoring of 
dissent and the brokering of union conventions. These policies si
lenced but did not eliminate mass exclusionist sentiment. In 1946, 
twenty-five years after the final censoring of public anti-feminist com
plaints, the Executive Committee at an annual convention put forward 
a plank condemning discrimination against married women. The con
vention rejected the plank overwhelmingly (Railway Clerk 1907-37; 
Convention 1946). 

The split had a predictable impact on the efficacy of union gender 
policy. It was very difficult for exclusionists to implement any cam
paign of opposition to female employment. In the entire period from 
1900 to 1940, the RCA only made one demand for the restriction of 
female employment, a request that women be barred from all-night 
employment. Since these jobs were very few and were traditionally all 
male anyway, the impact of this demand was slight. Exclusionists were 
thus forced to rely on informal wildcat tactics if they wished to press 
any claims upon management independently. The ability of the union 
to obtain benefits was problematic even when it made use of its full 
range of organizational resources. The impact of a small, resourceless, 
faction would have been much less. This is particularly true when one 
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considers that the dissidents involved would merely have memorial
ized, rather than struck. Thus the rank-and-file members of the rail
way clerical force would have had little impact on the hiring policies of 
the Great Western Railway. 

Ironically, it would seem that the leadership was equally ineffective 
at increasing opportunities for women. The Executive Committee 
only put forward two sex-related negotiating claims during the 1900-
1940 period. Both were made during the 1920 contract negotiations. 
The first demand was for equal pay for men and women. This was 
rejected by management in the first day of bargaining on women's 
salaries and was never raised by the union again. The second was for 
the protection of women's jobs during the return of male workers after 
World War I. During World War I, the GWR had hired a large 
number of temporary women to replace clerks who had joined the 
military. After the war, the RCA wanted the railways to keep the 
temporary women on as permanent employees. They, however, also 
wanted the returning men to be allowed to resume their jobs with no 
loss of benefits. The union plan for achieving this seemingly contradic
tory program was to put the women on short time for the indefinite 
future. Some vacancies had already been created by former clerks who 
would not be returning. Others would be created over the long run by 
natural attrition. The RCA hoped to avoid the mass dismissal of 
women by having the railway overstaff for a few years. In this way the 
temporary women could be integrated into permanent staff as vacan
cies arose. The railway did not explicitly reject this demand. However, 
they postponed discussion of the issue until the rest of the 1920 
contract details were negotiated. In the meantime, they dismissed 
most of the temporary women. The mass firings made the RCA 
request academic. At the end of negotiations, the subject was dropped 
by mutual agreement (Contract Talks 1919-20).2 

2. The dismissals severely weakened overall RCA negotiating strengths. The RCA 
had a benefit program that provided substantial relief to any railway clerk who was 
involuntarily dismissed. Before World War I, this has been a gratuity, since forced 
resignation was extremely exceptional on the railways. During World War I, the 
Executive Committee extended this benefit to female temporary employees (over the 
substantial protest of many local activists). At the end of the war, the RCA had to pay 
benefits to an enormous number of departing women. In 1919 alone, the RCA paid out 
over one quarter of its entire assets in unemployment compensation (RCA Annual 
Reports 1918-20). 
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The anecdotal evidence presented above suggests that unions 
played a negligible role in determining sex type. Consistently, man
agement stonewalled union sex demands, denied them outright, or 
granted them in a form that deprived the concession of substantive 
meaning. In some cases, this can be explained by union weakness, as 
was the case with the telegraphists of 1926. Even relatively strong 
unions, however, like the telegraphists of 1910, were unable to obtain 
significant concessions. The resources of these unions were exhausted 
in the struggles over wages and salaries, leaving them with little capital 
with which to pursue auxiliary demands. 

Quantitative Tests of the Role of Informal Exclusion 

Although this discussion thus far has emphasized formal mobiliza
tions against women, informal resistance may have been equally im
portant. Many males when confronted with the introduction of a set of 
unwanted women have acted on an individual level, rather than work
ing through their unions. By complaining to their supervisors, sexually 
harassing the women, and not cooperating with or training the new 
employees, men can create a deterioration of productivity and office 
climate that is so severe that employers will remove the offending 
women and restore the pre-existing order. Most of the opposition to 
women clerks in the Great Western Railway probably took this form; 
the feminist tendencies of RCA leadership would have deprived sexist 
railway clerks of any formal union channels for acting on exclusionary 
demands. Such informal mobilizations could have occurred in the Post 
Office as well, where anti-feminist campaigns were stalled or ineffec
tual. Thus, to consider fully the impact of resistance by male workers 
to feminization, it is necessary to measure the impact of such clandes
tine exclusionary campaigns. 

There are obvious methodological problems involved with estimat
ing the effects of informal campaigns. Such activity tends to be lost to 
the historical record, with both management and workers denying that 
such a process occurred. Even when such activities are acknowledged, 
one can not be sure that the absence of a record implies an absence of 
resistance. Thus, it is impossible to correlate direct measures of the 
amount of informal opposition to female employment with measures 
of the subsequent use of women. 

If one wishes to study clandestine exclusions, there is a second 
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strategy available. One can study the distribution of worker militancy 
and union power and observe whether this correlates with the sex 
composition of offices. If work settings with well-organized, powerful 
men had few women, while settings with unorganized, marginal men 
were heavily feminized, a plausible interpretation might be that the 
strong workers were excluding women. The finding of no relation 
between levels of worker power and the use of women would suggest 
that sex-typing is determined entirely by managerial discretion. In 
general, the data overwhelmingly support the low union influence 
hypothesis. There is a very poor correlation between changes in sex 
type and changes in worker bargaining strength. 

Data from the Great Western Railway will be considered first. 
Table 6.1 shows the ratio of female to total clerical employment for the 
Great Western Railway for several dates. It also shows comparable 
figures for the Chief Mechanical Engineer's Office, a major depart
ment within the GWR that will be used in subsequent analyses. The 
critical contrast implicit in the table is the sex type before and after 
1926, the date of the General Strike. Before the strike, the Railway 
Clerks Association was relatively strong; afterwards, its bargaining 
power was completely undercut. If worker resistance had any impact 
on the percentage of women hired, then feminization should have 

Table 6.1 
Ratio of Female to Total Clerical Employment in the Great Western Railway 

and in the Chief Mechanical Engineer's Department, Selected Dates 

Date 

1923 
1924 
1925 
1926 
1927 
1928 
1929 
1930 
1931 
1932 
1933 
1937 

GWR 

— 
.157 
.155 
.154 
.162 
.160 
.158 
.160 
.159 
.157 
.162 
— 

CME* 

.258 
— 
.263 
.254 
.268 
.268 
— 
— 
— 
— 
— 
.288 

*CME figures include only non-shop offices. 
Source: Staff Charts (1923-37); GWR Staff Census (1933). 
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increased after 1926. No such pattern emerges in the data. Both the 
Great Western Railway and the Chief Mechanical Engineer's Office 
show little change in sex from 1923 to the mid-1930's. The years 
around 1926 show changes in occupational sex-type of less than a 
percentage point. 

The departments with a high level of labor organization were not 
particularly prone to be less female. The most rigorous support of this 
claim comes from an internal analysis of the Chief Mechanical En
gineer's Department. Sketchy, but nevertheless suggestive, data are 
available for the GWR as a whole. Ideally one would like to correlate 
departmental sex ratios with an explicit measure of union activity. 
Union membership would be an acceptable measure. Participation in 
the 1926 General Strike would be equally valid. None of these data is 
available in systematic form for departmental comparisons. 

An indirect measure of labor strength is the level of wages. Raw 
wages per se are a poor measure of organized labor strength. The 
impact of union activity is confounded with skill, status, and age. The 
effect of some of these exogenous considerations can be neutralized if 
one contrasts pay in two periods in which the rate of change of pay 
would have been particularly subject to the effects of union agitation. 
Not all of the noise is eliminated by this method, but the impact of such 
factors is considerably reduced. 

In 1920, the first industry-wide clerical pay contract was negotiated. 
This entailed the widespread standardization of wages throughout the 
railways. Before 1920, clerks were paid on a series of local-specific 
scales. Pay rosters of this early era show that a given department could 
have an enormous number of maximum salaries for differing types of 
work (Staff Statistics 1870; Salaried Recruitment 1912; GWR Peti
tions 1914). The RCA contract had but seven grades of male salaries. 
This meant a necessary assimilation of the old grades into the new. 

This transformation had obvious implications for the advancement 
and maximum salaries of the clerks in question. These individuals had 
a substantial interest in pressing for the best classification possible. 
Probably most of these decisions were made by managerial fiat. 
However, there was a neutral appeals process for the correction of 
unfavorable classifications and clerks could make informal complaints 
to their immediate supervisors. The extent and distribution of such 
activity are, of course, unknown. Nevertheless, such individual com
plaints are the precise informal mechanism one would wish to analyze 
for its impact on female employment. One can thus analyze wages 
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before and after the 1920 contract negotiations. The offices where 
there was substantial wage inflation are likely to be those where 
employees had some impact on the classification procedure. 

The following regression should be interpreted cautiously. The best 
estimates of departmental wages before and after the contract negotia
tions come from observations in 1919 and 1933. The 1933 figures were 
affected by wage changes that occurred after the contract negotiation. 
Some of these wage changes reflect subsequent informal bargaining 
and thus measure latent worker strengths. Other influences include 
changes in the labor market and the working of seniority, which would 
not have been affected by the internal labor relations of the railway. 
Thus 1919-33 salary differentials are an imperfect measure of clerical 
bargaining strength, although they represent the best data that are 
available at a departmental level for the GWR as a whole. 

Table 6.2 regresses the percentage of females within departments in 
1933 with the male wage change from 1919 to 1933. A second equation 
includes clerical labor intensity and past sex composition as controls. 
The small N reflects missing data due to the non-comparability of some 
departments between the two dates. 

The bivariate equation shows almost no zero-order relation be
tween sex composition and wage change. This persists when the con
trol variables are included in the equation. The coefficient of the wage 
variable is negative, which is consistent with an exclusionary model. 
However, the overall effect is both small and statistically insignificant. 

The above analysis is flawed by the indirectness of the measure of 

Table 6.2 
Regression of the Ratio of Female to Total Clerks in 1933 

on Male Salary Change between 1919 and 1933 
among Departments of the Great Western Railway 

Male salary change % female % clerical Adjusted 
(1919-33) (1919) (1933) R2

-62 .8 — — .01
(.674) 

-1 .31 .660 .108 .64
(.235) (.013) (.098) 

Note: N = 14. The top figure is the unstandardized regression coefficient. The lower 
figure is the significance level. 

Source: GWR Staff Census (1919, 1933). 
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male labor strength. More direct measures are available for offices 
within the Chief Mechanical Engineer's Office. The Chief Mechanical 
Engineer's Office was located in the west of England in a company 
town called Swindon. The GWR built all of its own locomotives and 
rolling stock, as well as rolling a substantial proportion of its rails, and 
all of these factory operations were concentrated in Swindon and 
supervised by the Chief Mechanical Engineer. Furthermore, the de
partment functioned as a central accounts station for the western 
branch of the railway. 

Not surprisingly, the CME encompassed a wide variety of work 
situations. There were factory offices, where clerks worked in close 
proximity to workers on the shop floor. There were technical offices, 
where clerks worked in laboratories next to technicians. There were 
purely administrative offices. Some of these involved secretaries work
ing as personal assistants to teams of managers. Some were large 
concentrations of clerical proletariats doing semi-mechanical data en
try and processing. The shop-floor and technical offices tended to be 
all male. The purely administrative offices varied from nearly all male 
to all female. Thus within the CME one could find examples of 
virtually every kind of clerical work organization imaginable. 

Data exist for each of these offices on the percentage of clerks who 
joined the General Strike of 1926. These rates are available separately 
for men and for women. The male strike rate is a good indicator of the 
degree of commitment of male clerks to the Railway Clerks Associa
tion. The strike rate represents the extent to which clerks were willing 
to defy management in order to show their concrete support for labor. 
The data were compiled from non-attendance records kept by man
agement and are available for each of the 101 offices the CME main
tained in Swindon. 

Table 6.3 shows the bivariate relationship between male militancy 
and sex composition. The equation provides modest support for an 
exclusionist interpretation. The male strike rate is negatively corre
lated with the percentage of female clerks. The coefficient is close to 
but not quite significant at the .05 level. The equation only predicts 3 
percent of the variance, which is an unimpressive performance. Never
theless, the correlation could be interpreted as supporting a hypothesis 
of a weak but real relationship between male militancy and sex-type. 

However, the bivariate relation very much overstates the role of 
male exclusionism. This is because male radicalism was coincidently 
associated with clerical labor intensity. The primary centers of stnke 
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Table 6.3 
Bivariate Regression of the Ratio of Female to Total Clerks 

on the Male Strike Rate within Offices of the 
Chief Mechanical Engineer's Department, 1926 

Male strike rate R2 

-.103 .03 
(.074) 

Note: N = 101. The top figure is the unstandardized regression coefficient. The low
figure is the significance level. 

Source: Staff Charts (1914-37); General Strike (1926). 

er 

support were the shop-floor offices. The major organizers of the 
General Strike were the blue-collar unionists; the shop-floor clerks 
would have been swept up in the militant struggles typical of the 
railway manual labor force. The "office" clerks would have been less 
exposed to class conflict, their only mobilizing agent being the some
what more staid Railway Clerks Association. 

A second feature of the shop-floor offices is that they were decid
edly less clerical-labor-intensive than the administrative offices. The 
shop-floor clerks were part of work units that were truly non-clerical. 
They were not on the standard clerical job classification scheme, which 
effectively meant they could not be promoted into the mainstream 
clerical hierarchy. They were supervised by blue-collar foremen and 
superintendents. These foremen would have been primarily responsi
ble for the effective management of the shops as a whole and thus have 
been primarily concerned with technological issues and the control of 
the blue-collar labor force. Reducing clerical costs would have been a 
lower priority. The bivariate relation between militancy and sex com
position thus could have been the spurious result of clerical labor 
intensity. 

Informal support for this assertion can be found by considering the 
technical offices. These are offices whose functions and personnel 
were primarily scientific. Among them are drafting offices, material 
inspection sections, and laboratories. The ratio of clericals to scientific 
personnel in these offices was very small, usually under 10 percent. 
However, the militancy of these offices closely resembled that of the 
administrative offices. In the average technical offices, 37.1 percent of 
the male clerks struck. The comparable figure for the administrative 
office was 35.1 percent. 
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The clerks in these offices thus resemble the shop clerks in clerical 
labor intensity, but resemble the administrative clerks in labor 
strength. If an employee discrimination model is correct, then the 
administrative and technical offices should have comparable sex dis
tributions. If a clerical-labor-intensity model is correct, the technical 
offices should resemble the shops. Table 6.4, which gives the mean 
percentage of females of the various types of office in the CME, shows 
that the technical offices were far more similar to the shops than they 
were to the administrative offices. Both the labs and the shops had 
clerical forces that were 99 percent male. This is consistent with a 
clerical-labor-intensity model, but not a union-exclusion model, for 
there was little exlusionary pressure from the clerks in the labs. 

Table 6.5 shows the result of including clerical labor intensity as a 
control in the bivariate equation in Table 6.3. Actual clerk/staff ratios 
are not available at this low level of aggregation. Administrative status 
is used as a proxy for clerical labor intensity. An office is considered to 
be administrative if it was not technical and was not located on the 
shop floor. 

Including clerical labor intensity diminishes the effect of the strike 
rate to insignificance. The coefficient shrinks to one-tenth of its former 
size, representing a negligible impact in absolute terms. Administra
tive status, however, is highly significant. Overall, the two variables 
explain nearly half the variance in clerical sex type within the CME, 
with clerical labor intensity carrying by far the brunt of the explanatory 
power. 

The overall sex ratios of the Chief Mechanical Engineer's Depart
ment did not generally respond to changes in the power of organized 
labor. Table 6.1 shows that, like the GWR, the sex ratio of the CME 

Table 6.4 
Characteristics of Office Types within the 

Chief Mechanical Engineer's Department, 1926 

Office type 

Administrative 
Technical 
Shop 

N 

35 
9 

57 

Male militancy 

low 
low 
high 

Clerical labor 
intensity 

high 
low 
low 

Mean % 
female 

29.2 
1.2 
0.9 

Source: Staff Charts (1914-37); General Strike (1926). 
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Table 6.5 
Regression of the Ratio of Female to Total Clerks on 

Administrative Status and the Male Strike Rate within the 
Offices of the Chief Mechanical Engineer's Department, 1926 

Administrative status Male strike rate R2 

281.3 - .010 .49 
(.000) (.810) 

Note: N = 101. The top figure is the unstandardized regression coefficient. The lower 
figure is the significance level. 

Source: Staff Charts (1914-37); General Strike (1926). 

was generally fairly constant over time. The decline of RCA strength 
that came with the collapse of the 1926 General Strike did not sig
nificantly change the patterns of sex preference in hiring. Thus, both 
longitudinally and cross-sectionally, in both the CME and on the 
Great Western Railway as a whole, variations in the bargaining 
strength of male workers do not significantly explain variations in the 
use of women. 

A similar pattern emerges when one considers data from the Post 
Office. If employees with labor power successfully excluded women 
from employment, then telegraph offices should have been less female 
than the rest of the Post Office. The signallers' position as a labor 
vanguard should have given them superior capacity to restrict entry 
into employment. Table 6.6 shows the average percentage of women 
in telegraph and non-telegraph offices at four critical dates in postal 
labor history: 1881, the year after the telegraphists won their first 
retroactive pay demand, the Fawcett revision; 1891, the period of the 
Raikes revision, when the telegraphists obtained a Post Office-wide 
wage increase; 1906, the date of the Hobhouse Commission, the 
highwater mark of postal parliamentary agitation; and 1926, a low 
point in signalling labor strength, the period of the transfer to telex and 
telephone communications. 

The findings in Table 6.6 are precisely the opposite of those one 
would expect from a labor exclusion model. In each of the three 
periods of telegraph labor strength—1881, 1891, and 1906—there 
were more women in telegraph offices than in the less well-organized 
sectors. The one date in which telegraph offices had fewer women 
relative to other offices was when their strength was vitiated. 

These counterintuitive findings can be explained. As shall be seen 
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in the next chapter, management feminized the telegraphs service very 
heavily in the early years. Part of this policy was due to a scarcity of 
skilled labor, requiring the training of new labor sources. Part of it was 
also due to a misconceived strategy of labor control through gender 
segmentation. For whatever reasons, the telegraph offices started with 
substantial complements of women. This presented labor with a fait 
accompli that was very difficult to reverse. 

The increase in the percentage of females in non-telegraph offices is 
due both to general feminization and to compositional changes in the 
Post Office. Most offices feminized between 1870 and 1926. Another 
contributory factor was that the Post Office continued to absorb new 
functions that were staffed by women. The high percentage of females 
in 1926 is partly due to the addition of several new telephone offices 
that had large staffs of women operators. 

Changes in labor strength within the telegraph service seems to 
have very modest explanatory power in accounting for changes in 
telegraphic sex types over time. The figures on the left side of Table 

Table 6.6 
Percentage of Female Clerks in Telegraph and Non-telegraph Offices 

of the General Post Office, Selected Dates 

Telegraph* 

All Non-elite Non-telegraph 
Date (%) only(%) (%) 

1881 39.0 46.7 7.4 
(6) (5) (18) 

1891 37.6 50.1 11.0 
(4) (3) (11) 

1906 28.3 45.5 21.8 
(8) (5) (17) 

1926 35.5 59.2 42.0 
(5) (3) (15) 

* Non-elite signal offices are the signalling galleries at the Central Telegraph Station, 
the London EC Signalling Station, the London district telegraph stations, Dublin 
Telegraph and Edinburgh Telegraph. The elite offices are the Central Telegraph Con
trol Room, the Intelligence Division and the Cable Room, which are all male. 

Notes: Figures in parentheses are N's. 
Source: GPO Establishment Books (1881, 1891, 1906, 1926). 
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6.6 could be used to construct a labor-exclusion argument. The per
centage of females declines during the years of labor strength and 
increases during the years of labor weakness. However, this seeming 
trend is somewhat misleading; the figures are heavily influenced by 
several very small offices within the sample. There were several elite 
telegraph offices that were reserved for male workers. This includes 
Central Telegraph Control, the International Cable Office, and the 
Intelligence Office, which transmitted news and race results. These 
offices were filled with lucrative jobs for workers who were at the apex 
of their careers. They were non-entry-level; they were well-paying; 
and the actual number of men involved was very small. Most of these 
offices employed fewer than twenty clerks, while the main offices 
each employed over a thousand. The elite offices would have been all 
male regardless of their union policies simply because they contained 
no entry-level positions. The critical question for a employee-
discrimination theory is whether unions were capable of excluding 
women from mainstream jobs that employers might have been in
terested in feminizing. Thus, the cases of interest in the telegraph 
example are the large, centralized, urban signalling stations with their 
high percentage of entry-level positions. The middle row of Table 6.6 
shows the percentage of females in the non-elite telegraph offices: the 
Central Telegraph signalling galleries, the London East Central Tele
graph section, the London District Telegraph offices, and the tele
graph departments of Dublin and Edinburgh. Note that when these 
offices are considered, the weakness of a labor-exclusion model be
comes even more apparent. During the years of telegraph union 
strength, the telegraph offices were more female than their counter
parts; during the years of union weakness they were less female than 
their counterparts. Furthermore, during the years of union strength, 
they were unable to secure any lasting trend towards de-feminization. 
Sex-typing was virtually constant during the 1881-1906 period, and 
whatever minor fluctuations occurred were feminizations just as often 
as de-feminizations. Although the percentage of women did increase 
when union strength became weakened, it is not clear which was cause 
and which was effect. It was the very introduction of female typists in 
the first place that undercut the monopoly power of the Morse signal
lers. Thus the mainstream telegraph workers seem to have been un
able to control entry into their profession in periods either of strength 
or of weakness; the only areas that remained all male were offices in 
which management had little economic incentive to feminize. 
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Another test of the role of labor power is available. One can 
estimate the correlation between union activity and sex-typing for a 
large sample of departments of different types, controlling for exoge
nous factors that could be obscuring a relation between male militancy 
and the exclusion of women. No sophisticated measures of union 
membership or strike participation exist at the department level. 
Thus, the best available measure of union activity is a simple dummy 
variable with 1 representing activity and 0 representing passivity. The 
dummy was coded in such a way as to recreate the historical account 
given in the earlier section. In addition, organizational histories of 
postal unions such as B. V. Humphreys' history of civil service labor 
relations (1958) were used to find the dates of origin of various early 
unions. In most cases, postal unions once founded never became 
inactive. Thus, once some form of organizing activity had been located 
within an office, it is assumed that such activity continued at later 
dates. 

The N for this analysis is smaller than that presented for other postal 
equations. This is for two reasons. First, in some cases, such as the 
Edinburgh offices, the historical record is very thin. It thus becomes 
impossible to distinguish between a true absence of unionization and 
gaps in the survival of archival material. Provincial activity where 
known is included in the sample, but passive provincial cases must be 
treated as missing data. London, however, is sufficiently well studied 
to allow for the confident coding of some offices as quiet. Second, after 
World War I all civil servants came under the coverage of the Whitley 
Councils. Inter-departmental variance in formal participation in col
lective grievance machinery virtually disappeared. Thus, inter
departmental tests of the role of union activity are only meaningful up 
through 1914. 

Table 6.7 shows the bivariate regression of sex-typing on union 
activity by year. Overall, the performance of union activity is very 
poor. In none of the cases did the regression coefficient attain statisti
cal significance, and in only one year was male militancy capable of 
explaining as much as 10 percent of the variance. Furthermore, in that 
year, the sign of the coefficient is in the wrong direction. 

Table 6.8 shows regressions of the percentage of females on union 
activity and the three control variables from the core postal model of 
Chapter 2. The performance of militancy is as weak here as it was in 
the bivariate equations. In most of the equations, the coefficient is in 
the wrong direction, and in no case is the variable statistically 
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Table 6.7 
Bivariate Regressions of the Ratio of Female to Total Clerks on Levels of Male 

Militancy for Departments within the Post Office, Selected Dates 

Date 

1876 

1881 

1886 

1891 

1896 

1901 

1906 

1911 

1914 

Militancy 

-.238 
(.135) 

.059 
(.624) 

-.019 
(.899) 

.009 
(.961) 

- .072 
(.583) 

-.106 
(.476) 

-.123 
(.424) 

-.189 
(.218) 

-.220 
(.170) 

Adjusted R2 

.10 

0 

0 

0 

0 

0 

0 

.03 

.06 

JV 

15 

17 

17 

12 

18 

18 

19 

19 

19 

Note: The top figure is the unstandardized regression coefficient. The lower figure is 
the significance level. All negative adjusted R2 values have been reported as zero. 

Source: See text. 

significant.3 Longitudinal analyses of these data also fail to uncover a 
meaningful labor effect. Thus, overall, one would have to conclude 
from the Post Office materials that cost structure and synthetic turn-

3. It should be noted that clerical labor intensity does not fare much better in these 
equations. To some extent, this is an artifact of the reduced sample; on an N of 18 it is 
difficult for four variables to be statistically significant simultaneously. However, even 
the zero-order relation between clerical labor intensity and sex type is weak in these 
instances. Because the cases for which information on union activity is available is only a 
subset of the total population of offices, it is thus possible that union militancy might 
have shown more of an effect in a more complete database. 
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Table 6.8 
Regressions of the Ratio of Female to Total Clerks on Levels of 

Male Militancy and Other Control Variables for Departments 
within the Post Office, Selected Dates 

Date 

1876 

1881 

1886 

1891 

1896 

1901 

1906 

1911 

1914 

Militancy 

-.235 
(.325) 

.116 
(.384) 

.052 
(.702) 

.010 
(.497) 

.048 
(.694) 

.060 
(.687) 

.083 
(.583) 

.014 
(.898) 

.022 
(.867) 

% 
non-
entry 

-.747 
(.007) 

-.475 
(.041) 

-.670 
(.014) 

-.595 
(.042) 

-.575 
(.020) 

-.632 
(.035) 

-.609 
(.015) 

- .652 
(.006) 

-.695 
(.005) 

% 
clerical 

-.234 
(.472) 

.255 
(.413) 

.131 
(.687) 

-.203 
(.574) 

.053 
(.867) 

.127 
(.739) 

.011 
(.969) 

-.012 
(.969) 

.096 
(.790) 

% 
non-

political 

.373 
(.137) 

.353 
(.045) 

.693 
(.687) 

.979 
(.024) 

.576 
(.049) 

.630 
(.080) 

.762 
(.043) 

.857 
(.017) 

.812 
(.027) 

Adjusted 
R2 

.56 

.33 

.46 

.39 

.33 

.27 

.34 

.48 

.50 

N 

15 

17 

17 

12 

18 

18 

19 

19 

19 

Note: The top figure is the unstandardized regression coefficient. The lower figure is 
the significance level. All negative adjusted R2 values have been reported as zero. 

Source: See text. 

over exerted a far more important influence on sex-typing than either 
formal or informal campaigns of union exclusion. 

Conclusion 

Overall, neither the anecdotal or the quantitative evidence support 
a strong impact of employee discrimination on workplace sex composi
tion. It would seem that managerial responsibility was primarily re-



172 / Exclusion by Organized Labor 

sponsible for the exclusion of women from all-male environments. 
This is consistent with the anecdotal evidence given in Chapter 2 and 
with the general good fit of the earlier statistical model. 

These findings imply that the attitudes of male co-workers probably 
had little to do with the determination of sex type in clerical work. 
These firms represent an unusual high point in clerical union-
organizing and sophistication. If these clerks could not make an impact 
on sex-typing, it is hard to imagine what office workers would have had 
a better chance. 

However, such a finding does not rule out the role of unions in 
influencing sex issues in the workplace. Many blue-collar workers, 
particularly those in craft occupations, have had much more control 
over the labor process than did the unions discussed here. The present 
findings, in fact, suggest a plausible labor-related explanation that 
clerical work feminized because of the absence of a body of male 
workers capable of putting forth effective resistance. Women's con
centration in white-collar occupations is due to the prevailing weak
ness of labor organization in this sector. The present research can not 
parse between this explanation and one based purely on managerial 
utilities. The degree to which blue-collar managers are frustrated 
feminizers can only be determined by direct study of manual work 
settings. 

This discussion does not exhaust the possible links between class 
conflict and sex. It is also conceivable that women can be used to 
reduce class conflict. Sex-based hiring may be determined by the 
dynamics of the segmentation of the labor force and by managerial 
reaction to labor's offensives. The next chapter considers the role of 
industrial-conflict models that are not based on the assumption of 
employees' determining hiring policies. 



7 
Women as Labor Control 

In discussing employers' motivations for hiring women, 
women are customarily referred to as a "cheap docile labor force." 
That women work for low wages is well known. However, whether 
women inhibit labor conflict is a complex and more subtle question. It 
is well documented that women are less likely to join labor unions 
(Antos et al. 1980; P. Hunt 1981). There are suggestions that women 
are less likely to strike. However, the interpretation of these differen
tials is controversial. 

There are three ways to conceptualize gender differences in labor 
militancy. The effect of gender could be direct, indirect, or spurious. A 
direct effect would be one due to differential behavior by women 
themselves. Women for whatever reason would be inherently less 
militant in any conceivable work setting. An indirect effect is one 
created by the presence of women, not necessarily involving any 
distinctive action on their part. If male co-workers were to change 
their behavior on account of women, this would be an indirect effect. 
A spurious effect has no basis in gender per se. Such differences are 
created by women's being disproportionately distributed into occupa
tions or work settings that induce passivity. Any worker recruited into 
such positions would replicate the behavior observed in women. The 
fundamental question of the interrelation of gender to class conflict is 
the decomposition of the observed gender gap in militancy into these 
three components. One could then empirically determine the com
parative importance of female behavior, male non-cooperation, and 
occupational distribution. 

Most of the direct effects that have been suggested explain women's 
non-participation in unions by invoking conflicts arising from tradi-
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tional sex roles. Some authors have viewed women as marginal and 
temporary labor force paticipants. Women could escape the depriva
tions of the workplace by retreating into full-time family life. Fur
thermore, women's short anticipated careers lowered their interest in 
the long-term prospects of their occupation (Bliss and Andrews 1911; 
Barkin 1961; Blackburn 1967; Blum 1971; Moore and Newman 1975; 
Hirsch 1980). Alternatively, in some industries, female employment 
has been restricted to juvenile labor. The young age distribution of 
female employees is sometimes held to produce this "short-horizon" 
passivity (Tilly 1981). Traditional sex roles are also seen as inhibiting 
the union participation of married women as well. Union activities 
make time demands that are often inconsistent with domestic obliga
tions or child care (Wertheimer and Nelson 1975; P. Hunt 1981). 

Changing sex roles have reduced the saliency of these arguments. 
Rising labor force participation has decreased the supply of passive 
future housewives. Housework may be playing a smaller role in deter
mining women's use of time. Yet the present liberation of women has 
not made debates about direct effects moot. Most advocates of strong 
direct effects would argue that changing women's societal roles is a 
necessary pre-condition to militancy. Raising gender consciousness is 
an important pre-condition for raising class consciousness. An oppo
nent of the direct effect thesis would claim that changing sex roles has 
little impact on creating female labor militancy. The only way to 
increase female militancy would be for them to move into jobs with 
more intrinsic bargaining power. 

Indirect effects stem from male workers' unwillingness to cooperate 
with female workers to obtain common benefits. Established male 
unions have in general been quite slow about organizing female work
ers. Those attempts that have occurred have often foundered on the 
simultaneous campaigns by these workers to win sexist demands such 
as restrictions on female labor. The result has been either the neglect 
or the alienation of otherwise willing female unionists (Wertheimer 
and Nelson 1975; Kessler-Harris 1979; Feldberg 1980; Milkman 1980). 
The advocates of indirect effects have not fully explained why, in the 
absence of male organization, rival all-female unions do not develop. 
The experience of the CIO shows that the absence of established union 
sanction does not stifle worker militancy when other pre-conditions of 
organization are met. However, labor force segmentation still remains 
an important theoretical possibility in explaining female docility. 

Spurious effects are those created solely by the occupational or 
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industrial distribution of women. Female non-participation is a surro
gate for the behavior of people in weak labor market positions. Such 
arguments are usually difficult to disconfirm. Since men and women 
rarely hold jobs with identical skills or prospects, it is hard to para-
metricize these completely and examine pure residuals. This notwith
standing, occupational effects appear to be quite potent. Joseph Antos 
et al. found in an analysis of current population survey data that 57 
percent of the gap between men and women in union membership 
could be explained by a simple decomposition into crude occupational 
and industrial categories using only eight industries and seven occupa
tions. How much more would have been explained by a full decom
position into more sophisticated occupational categories can only be 
imagined (Antos et al. 1980). George Bain has shown that among 
British white-collar workers sex differences in union membership 
disappear with the simple introduction of firm size (Bain 1970). 

Determining the causes of low female union activity is especially 
important to the study of white-collar labor. The relative docility of 
white-collar workers has sometimes been explained by the high per
centage of women in these occupations (Blum 1971). Furthermore, 
increasing female labor force participation has been offered as a 
partial explanation of the decline of union membership in the United 
States as a whole (Barkin 1961). Finding low direct and indirect effects 
would weaken the case for both of these propositions. 

This chapter considers the effect of sex on the activity of white-
collar unions of the General Post Office and the Great Western Rail
way. There are two measures of worker militancy that can be consid
ered, union membership and participation in strikes. The former 
measures the willingness of workers to make long-term commitments 
to their union, although the costs of such involvement are often low. 
Strike participation is more short term but represents a more explicit 
demonstration of opposition to an employer. Both are valid, com
plementary measures of militancy; in general, studies of white-collar 
organization have emphasized union membership rather than strike 
participation, due to the relatively small number of white-collar strikes 
that can be analyzed. 

The two firms in this study allow a test of the effect of sex on both 
measures of union activity. Union membership data exist both for the 
civil service and for the clerical force of railways as a whole. Detailed 
strike rates are available for the two most important strikes of the 
period, the 1871 postal telegraph strike and the participation of the 
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Great Western Railway Railway Clerks Association in the General 
Strike of 1926. These two actions were probably the largest and most 
important white-collar strikes in Britain before 1945. 

The reader who is primarily interested in contemporary occupa
tional sex-typing may question whether strike rates from the early 
twentieth century are at all germane to a test of women's role in 
reducing labor militancy today. Actually, the early date of these 
strikes is a very attractive methodological asset. Strikes before World 
War II provide a strong test of the direct effects of sex in inhibiting 
participation in unions. In the Victorian era and the early twentieth 
century, traditional sex roles were very strong. If repressive female 
socialization and limited labor force participation has any effect on 
strike activity, such an effect should be particularly manifest in early 
data. If no direct effects are found in these data, it is even less likely 
that direct effects would be found in modern data, where the impact of 
traditional female roles would be far less pronounced. Thus, these 
cases allow for a test of the effect of sex on industrial conflict that is 
biased towards a finding of strong non-spurious effects. 

The analysis suggests that after occupational barriers to organiza
tion are taken into account, the differences in militancy between men 
and women were not very pronounced. In the case of union mem
bership, there were simply no differences between men and women. 
David Lockwood has analyzed the union membership data in his book 
The Blackcoated Worker. He found that, in both the RCA and the civil 
service unions, the ratio of female to male membership in the unions 
was exactly proportional to the ratio of females to males in the relevant 
occupations (Lockwood 1958). Lockwood's analysis of these materials 
is entirely reasonable, and there is little reason to belabor these 
findings here. 

For strike data, the situation is more complex, but the general 
findings are similar to those of Lockwood. In the Post Office, the raw 
data show men and women striking at similar rates. This is despite 
substantial sex-specific barriers to mobilization. In the GWR, there 
were raw differences in the strike rates of men and women. However, 
controlling for a few sex-neutral occupational characteristics reduces 
the differential to a very small amount. Furthermore, much of the 
remaining gap can be attributed to occupational power rather than 
gender per se. Direct and indirect effects are not explicitly measured 
here. However, the residual sex differences are so small after simple 
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job-related characteristics are taken into account that the direct and 
indirect effects are likely to be miniscule. 

The General Strike of 1926 

The evidence about the behavior of railway clerks during the 
General Strike of 1926 comes from the Chief Mechanical Engineer's 
Department in Swindon. For every office we know the sex composi
tion, the job structure, and the extent to which the men and the women 
in the office went out on strike. Because of the extraordinary diversity 
of the Chief Mechanical Engineer's Department with its combination 
of shop offices, secretarial offices, and large concentrations of clerical 
semi-proletarians, there is a rare opportunity to control for objective 
differences in the organization of work, to see how the labor process 
interacts with sex in determining rates of clerical militancy. 

Of all clerks, 44.7 percent struck. Of all male clerks 50.6 percent 
struck, but only 26.9 percent of all female clerks struck. There was, 
thus, a difference of 23.7 percentage points between men and women 
in the likelihood of striking. This is not an extreme effect, but the sex 
difference is fairly substantial. The difference is statistically significant 
by most normal criteria. However, the sex gap is severely overesti
mated. Women were disproportionately concentrated in offices that 
suffered from non-sex-based obstacles to effective organization. 
When one controls for these organizational impediments, the sex 
differences decrease dramatically. 

To understand the analysis that follows, it is helpful to elaborate the 
different kinds of work settings that existed in Swindon in some detail. 
The biggest difference was between workers who worked in the shops 
and workers who worked in the administrative buildings. The shop 
clerks were the clerks who worked on the actual premises in which 
factory work was done. Other clerks worked in office buildings that 
were purely clerical in function. The shop clerks were divided into 
three types: administrative, stock-checking, and factory floor. The 
shop administrative offices did routine clerical work and had no con
tact with the factory operations themselves. Workers were wholly 
isolated from both the production process and the blue-collar workers 
on the floor. The factory floor offices were just the opposite. They 
were desks located within the factory where clerks recorded output 
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and circulated job orders. These clerks had intimate contact with 
blue-collar laborers and were integral parts of shop-floor personnel 
networks. In an intermediate status were the stock checkers. Their 
work involved record-keeping in the front offices of the factory. 
However, inventory control required constant trips onto the produc
tion floor to examine supplies. They thus had an intermediate amount 
of blue-collar contact and intimacy. 

The shops were also divided into different buildings. Each building 
had its own level of militancy. There was a carriage and wagon works, 
a sawmill, and a locomotive works. The sawmill and the locomotive 
works were quite radical, the carriage and wagon works comparatively 
conservative. 

There were enormous differences, as well, among the non-shop 
offices. Most of these were located in one central administrative build
ing, which was located in the complex with the rest of the mills. The 
addressograph operations and the train statistics division were located 
at some distance from the main complex in an old railway depot nearer 
town. This isolated subunit consisted largely of unskilled machine 
operators. They were overwhelmingly female, with a small number of 
both male and female supervisors who shuttled back and forth be
tween the town station and the main building. 

Within the main building there was also a mix of office types. There 
were some virtually all-male offices, containing no women or having a 
single female secretary. These usually dealt with technical and en
gineering matters. There were a variety of larger offices having several 
work groups, each with a minority of female clerks. These dealt with a 
variety of administrative matters, with the women doing general cler
ical work. Finally, there were some large, heavily female offices re
sembling the town station. These offices employed large numbers of 
replaceable clerical proletariats and the work usually involved simple 
statistical calculations. Arithmetic processing may have been more 
mechanized at the town station; nevertheless, both types of heavily 
female offices specialized in the more menial aspects of quantitative 
data-processing (Staff Charts 1926). 

Women were not randomly distributed among the offices, but were 
concentrated in offices that were prone to passivity. First, women were 
less likely to be employed in offices that allowed close contact with 
manual workers. Stock clerk posts and factory floor offices provided 
for blue-collar contact. Only one woman was employed in such a 
situation. The importance of blue-collar contact for railway clerical 
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organizing can hardly be underestimated. The Railway Clerks Asso
ciation largely grew as a by-product of the National Union of Railway-
men. The railwaymen's victories lowered management's resistance to 
collective bargaining for the clerical staff. Furthermore for some 
grades, such as some blue-collar supervisory positions, the boundary 
line between NUR and RCA coverage was ambiguous enough to 
warrant jointly coordinated and conceived bargaining offensives. 

Furthermore, the general strike of 1926 was a political strike in
duced by developments in mining. The NUR was one of the major 
sponsors of the strike nationwide. The NUR had direct links of coop
eration to the craft and industrial unions working in the Swindon 
shops. Thus the prime momentum for mobilization for the General 
Strike would have come from the Swindon shop floors (Bagwell 1963; 
Tucket 1976). Anyone working in such a setting could not have 
avoided being swept up in the preparations for this major offensive, 
and shop-floor contact would have been a major stimulant to radical 
activity. 

Second, women were concentrated in buildings with bad organizing 
climates. The extreme cases were the town station, the locomotive 
works, and the sawmill. The town station was several miles from the 
main complex. Any organizing drive by the RCA among the main 
body of railway clerks would have missed the workers at the town 
station. Furthermore, the workers at the town station were very un
skilled. The women were entirely machine operators. Most women in 
the main building would have had significantly more market power. 
The town station thus for both organizational and occupational 
reasons would have been an infertile source of union activities. 
Women were disproportionately concentrated in this sector. 

In the locomotive works and the sawmill, on the other hand, all the 
clerks had either direct shop-floor contact or indirect contact through 
working in close proximity to visitors to the shop floor. Workers in 
these buildings were very militant, but very few women were em
ployed here. The scarcity of women in these settings helped to reduce 
levels of overall female militancy. 

The main building, where most women were concentrated, had 
intermediate levels of union activity. These clerks would have been cut 
off from the blue-collar mobilization on the shop floor but would have 
been in the mainstream of the RCA's own campaigns. The carriage 
and wagon mill was also very conservative. The reasons for this are not 
easy to determine. It could have been due to lower militancy among 
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Table 7.1 
Male Strike Rates in the Chief Mechanical Engineer's Office 

by Office Type and Shop-Floor Contact, 1926 

Amount 
of 
contact 

Carriage 
and 

wagon 
works 
(%) 

Male Clerks 

Town Main 
station building 

(%) (%) 

Only 

Loco
motive 
works 
.(%) 

Saw
mill 
(%) 

Total 
(%) 

With shop-
floor 44.7 — — 71.6 85.7 58.8 
contact (141) (141) (7) (289)

Without 
shop-floor 17.2 42.9 45.5 62.8 83.3 45.8 
contact (29) (7) (413) (43) (6) (498)

Total 40.0 42.9 45.5 69.6 84.6 50.6 
(170) (7) (413) (184) (13) (787) 

Source: General Strike (1926). 

 

 

wood-working locals than among the boilermakers and machinists. It 
could have been due to differing plant management policies. This was 
an exception to the pattern of female concentration in passive areas, 
being a heavily male enclave that happened to be conservative. Thus, 
both building and shop-floor contact had independent effects on levels 
of militancy. How these interacted with sex can be seen in Tables 
7.1-7.3. 

The tables show male, female, and total strike rates for workers in 
every building both with and without direct shop-floor contact. Work
ers in stock offices and those actually located on the shop floor are 
defined as having shop responsibility. Before considering the impact of 
sex itself, we should note how the sex-specific rates confirm the discus
sion of the roles of the control variables. Within each building, those 
workers with direct shop-floor contact are more likely than their 
counterparts to strike. The size of the differential varies from 2 to 28 
percentage points. 

Clerks with intermediate amounts of shop-floor contact had in
termediate strike rates. Stock clerks spent part of their time on the 
shop floor. Fifty percent of the stock clerks struck. This figure is 
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Table 7.2 
Female Strike Rates in the Chief Mechanical Engineer's Office 

by Office Type and Shop-Floor Contact, 1926 

Female Clerks Only 

Amount 
of 
contact 

With shop-
floor 
contact 

Without 
shop-floor 
contact 

Total 

Carriage 
and 

wagon 
works 
(%> 

— 

0.0 
(5) 

0.0 
(5) 

Town 
station 

(%) 

— 

4.0 
(75) 

4.0 
(75) 

Main 
building 

(%) 

— 

35.6 
(174) 

35.6 
(174) 

Loco
motive 
works 
(%) 

0.0 
(1) 

100.0 
(5) 

83.36 
(6) 

Saw
mill 
(%) 

Total 
(%) 

0.0 
(1) 

27.0 
(259) 

26.9 
(260) 

Source: General Strike (1926). 

Table 7.3 
Total Strike Rates in the Chief Mechanical Engineer's Office 

by Office Type and Shop-Floor Contact, 1926 

All Clerks 

Carriage 
and Loco-

Amount wagon Town Main motive Saw-
of works station building works mill Total 
contact (%) (%) (%) (%) (%) (%) 

With shop-
floor 44.7 — — 71.1 85.7 58.6 
contact (141) (142) (7) (290) 

Without 
shop-floor 14.7 7.3 42.6 66.7 83.3 39.4 
contact (34) (82) (587) (48) (6) (757) 

Total 38.9 9.3 42.6 70.0 84.6 44.7 
(175) (82) (587) (190) (13) (1,047) 

Source: General Strike (1926). 
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between the 58.0 percent shop-floor figure and the 45.8 percent non-
floor figure. 

The buildings also affected militancy. For each sex, carriage and 
wagon workers were the least radical, town station workers were the 
next most conservative, main office workers were in the middle, and 
locomotive and sawmill workers were the most radical. This holds for 
both sexes and for workers with and without direct shop-floor contact. 

None of these controls is a surrogate for gender. If building or 
shop-floor effects were entirely due to sex composition, then one 
would find no building or floor effects after controlling for sex. How
ever, these differentials exist within sex categories. This strongly sug
gests the independent importance of building and shop-floor contact. 
Since women had no shop-floor contact and were located in non-
militant buildings, these factors would have reduced overall female 
strike rates. 

Because of this, there were large raw differences between male and 
female strike rates. As we saw, 50.6 percent of all male clerks struck, 
but only 26.9 percent of all female clerks. The 23.7 percent difference 
is not overwhelming, but it is statistically significant by most criteria. 
However, after one takes the control variables into account, the 
difference becomes much smaller. The best estimate of the effect of 
the sex gap net of building and shop-floor contact is a 7.4 percent 
difference. This is one-third the size of the originally observed 23.7 
percent difference. A 7.4 percent gap is what would be observed if 47.4 
percent of the men, but only 40.0 percent of the women, struck. The 
difference is real and statistically significant, but is, in absolute terms, 
fairly small. 

Before examining the precise derivation of the 7.4 percent esti
mate, we should consider the differences between male and female 
workers who had identical building location and shop-floor contact. 
Large differences between men and women are noticeable in the 
locomotive works, the carriage and wagon works, and the town sta
tion. Of these three contrasts, however, only two show women being 
more passive. In the locomotive works, in fact, the women were more 
strike prone than the men. Furthermore, one of the cases of relative 
female non-striking, the town station, is overstated. In the town sta
tion, most of the men shuttled between the town station and the main 
building. Most of the women were isolated in the town station. There 
is a 42.9 percent difference between the sexes, but that is because the 
men's rate resembles that of their counterparts in the main building. 



Women as Labor Control I 183 

Differential contact with the mainstream of organizing probably 
accounts for much of this difference. 

All three of these contrasts are based on small numbers of either 
males or females. The main building is the only contrast with large 
numbers of both. In the main building there was a 9.9 percent differ
ence in strike rates favoring the men. This is one-third the size of the 
gross differential and is objectively quite small. This estimate is close 
to that obtained from the combined data. 

To obtain an estimate of sex effects net of control variables that uses 
all of the data, an indirect standardization was performed. Assume 
that there are no sex differences in strike rates whatsoever after 
building and sex are controlled. We can then simulate what the overall 
male and female strike rates would have been. The difference between 
the sex gap calculated this way and the observed gender gap is the 
gender gap net of building and shop-floor contact. 

To perform the indirect standardization, we assume that men and 
women in each building-contact category would have struck at the 
combined sex-blind rate. These sex-blind category-specific rates are 
listed in Table 7.3. The two sexes differ in the percentage of each that 
would be subject to each rate. For example, 5.5 percent of the men but 
only 1.9 percent of the women were located in low-contact locomotive 
works offices. The indirect standardization involves multiplying every 
rate in Table 7.3 by the percentage of workers of each sex subject to 
each rate. Adding up these weighted figures for males and females 
separately gives an estimate of the strike rates that allows for composi
tional but not within-category sex effects. 

By these calculations, men would have had a strike rate of 48.8 
percent and women a rate of 32.5 percent. This represents a gender 
gap of 16.3 percent that is attributable exclusively to the different 
distribution of men and women among buildings and differential ac
cess to blue-collar workers. Subtracting 16.3 percent from the original 
gap of 23.7 percent provides the sex differences due to all other causes. 
This is 7.4 percent. 

It should be noted that the 7.4 percent difference, while small, is 
statistically significant. A logistic regression containing sex and both 
control variables provides significant coefficients for all variables 
(Table 7.4). No variable can be removed without a significant loss of 
overall goodness of fit. This also reconfirms that the control variables 
act independently of sex. 

However, 7.4 percent is an overestimate of the size of the direct and 
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indirect sex effects. This is because some of this difference is due to the 
difference between sexes in market power. Since menial jobs carry 
little market power, regardless of which sex holds them, estimates of 
the true gender effect must be purged of as much of the effect of 
market power as possible. Even within the control categories already 
used, occupational power still predicts some unexplained variance in 
the strike propensity of the women clerks. 

The women clerks could be divided into two groups, the secretaries 
and the single-task operatives. A secretary is a single woman with 
primary responsibility for providing a variety of clerical services to a 
small number of individuals. The secretary's most important task 
usually involves typing reports and correspondence. However, these 
can expand to include dictation, telephone work, and ultimately par
ticipation in the administrative affairs of the office. Single-task opera
tives are the workers invoked in popular stereotypes of clerical pro
letariats. These are workers in large, centralized, depersonalized 
offices doing routinized and repetitive work. Such workers are usually 
given a single primary task: keypunching, addressographing, tabulat
ing, or making ledger entries. While there is some division of labor, 

Table 7.4 
Logistic Regression Model of Individual Probability of Striking 

in the Chief Mechanical Engineer's Office, 1926 

Variable 

Sex 
Female 

Shop-floor contact 
Present 

Building 
Locomotive/sawmillf 
Main building 
Town station 

Constant* 

Coefficient 

-0.271 

0.296 

1.15 
0.499 

-0.262 
-0.639 

Standard 
error 

-0.089 

0.132 

0.188 
0.169 
0.208 
0.131 

Coefficient/ 
standard error 

-3.06 

2.24 

6.14 
2.96 

-1.26 
-4.88 

*The constant represents the effect of having the values of the omitted categories, i.e., 
male with no shop-floor contact in carriage and wagon works. 

tLocomotive and sawmill locations are merged in this analysis. 
Note: N= 1047. Effects coding is in use. 
Source: General Strike (1926). 
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each worker's tasks are essentially similar to those being done by her 
officemates. Large insurance and accounting offices are major em
ployers of such labor. 

Secretaries have substantially more market power than do single-
task operatives. This comes from the personalized nature of the rela
tionship between the secretary and her employer and the ambiguous 
definition of secretarial job duties. Secretaries are expected to handle 
whatever clerical and minor administrative problems their employers 
are likely to be faced with. Proficient secretaries, as they gain experi
ence, usually learn to provide a variety of services beyond merely 
typing dictated letters. This can entail providing information on com
monly used files, composing routine statements for frequently sent 
letters, or making practical arrangements for the solutions of petty 
problems. Rosabeth Moss Kanter has argued that, in some cases, this 
can mean the substantial transfer of responsibility from executive to 
secretary. Examples involve those secretaries who graduate to han
dling some of the duties of the executive himself and secretaries who 
collude in the protection of deficiency, such as covering up for an 
alcoholic. 

Kanter argues that such expansion of responsibilities is very person-
specific. It depends both on the qualifications of the secretary and on 
the needs of the employer. Different individuals have their own 
routines and require different responses from their secretaries. As a 
result, good working relationships are often difficult to achieve. When 
these occur, executives work to preserve these ties by taking their 
secretaries with them from job to job. A good secretary becomes 
difficult to replace; this gives her a viable exit threat (Kanter 1977). 

The situation is different for the single-task operative. Because of 
the lack of variation among job duties, single-task operatives are 
interchangeable. This standardization also allows for the easy training 
of new recruits from the labor market. Because of the easy replaceabil-
ity of single-task operatives, the threat of withdrawal of their labor 
poses only minor burdens for the employer. From a position of market 
power, one would thus expect more resistance to employers from 
secretaries than from operatives. 

The measure of secretarial status used in the following analysis is 
the sex composition of the office. Women working in offices less than 
one-third female are considered secretaries. Women working in 
offices one-third female or more are considered single-task operatives. 
The measure may seem counterintuitive, but it is supported by the 
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organizational charts of the CME. The task descriptions and spatial 
organization of women completely differ in the two types of offices. In 
the heavily female offices, there are usually several work groups. 
There is usually one or more clusters that are predominantly male, 
occasionally including one or two females. These are balanced by large 
clusters that are very heavily female. These clusters have job titles 
suggesting machine operation, such as "Addressograph" or "Tabula
tion of Mileage Statistics." While there are some women in these 
clusters whose status is ambiguous, they are outnumbered by the large 
pool of women in the machine subgroup. 

In male-dominated offices, a different pattern emerges. One sees 
several clusters of male workers, each with one or two women attached 
to them. The job description for each cluster is complex and technical. 
Most involve several different duties. The job titles involve knowledge 
of railway administrative procedure and are often incomprehensible to 
outsiders. This suggests jobs requiring firm-specific training. Because 
of the small number of women in each cluster, and the fact that the 
clusters did substantively different kinds of work, the women in these 
groups would have been somewhat less replaceable. This makes sex 
composition a rough indicator of secretarial status. 

Table 7.5 shows the difference in strike rates for each sex in the two 
kinds of offices. Due to the low variance in sex composition of offices in 
the town station and mills, the analysis is confined to the main build
ing. The table shows that 41.1 percent of the women in secretarial 
offices struck. This contrasts with 28.8 percent in those offices where 

Table 7.5 
Strike Rates in the Main Building of the Chief Mechanical Engineer's Office 

by Sex and Sex Composition of Office, 1926 

Sex of worker 

Female 

Male 

one 

Office sex 

Less than 
-third female 

41.1 
(73) 

44.4 
(234) 

(%) 

composition 

One-third 
or more female (%) 

28.8 
(101) 

48.3 
(144) 

Note: Offices with no women are excluded. 
Source: General Strike (1926); Staff Charts (1926). 
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women were single-task operatives. This is a 12.3 percent difference. 
Note that this difference does not apply to the men. The strike rate for 
men in the two types of offices are practically identical. This suggests 
that the explanation of the strike difference among women is not to be 
found in some sex-neutral aspect of the offices involved. These offices 
had some factor that affected only the women. Variations in female 
market power is consistent with these differentials. 

Secretarial status also enhanced the ability of women to resist 
opposition from male co-workers. Table 7.6 shows the female strike 
rates for secretarial and operative workers in offices with and without 
substantial male support for the strike. An office was coded as having 
low male strike participation if less than 45.5 percent of the men went 
out, 45.5 percent being the mean male participation rate in the main 
building. There are two major findings in the table. The first is that 
male support dramatically increased female strike participation rates. 
In secretarial offices, male support raised the female strike rate 14.4 
percent. In the operative offices, male support produced a very sub
stantial 31.3 percent difference. These findings have two conceivable 
interpretations. It could be that some exogenous factor such as organ
ization jointly increased male and female rates in these offices. Or it 
could be that women used men as role models and imitated their strike 
behavior. Probably both factors were at work. 

The second finding is that secretarial status increased women's 
ability to strike in the face of indifferent male support. Where male 
support was high, secretaries were more likely to strike than opera
tives, but the differences were very minor. Less than 5 percentage 
points separates the two groups. However, there was a 21.3 percent 
difference in striking when male support was absent. Over one-third of 
the unsupported secretaries struck, while fewer than one-sixth of the 
unsupported operatives did so. It would thus seem that male peer 
support and female market power were functional equivalents in 
producing female militancy. 

What these findings suggest is that women's occupational character
istics to some extent determine their propensity to strike. Weak mar
ket power correlates with conservatism and passivity. We also know 
from the data on non-entry-level positions that women were dispro
portionately confined to low-status jobs. Thus, occupational differ
ences in bargaining strength would have explained some of the differ
ences between the sexes in strike rates. A direct test of the effect of 
status on the militancy of both sexes would be desirable. It is impossi-
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ble with the data currently available. However, the figures presented 
here suggest a sensitivity to measures of bargaining strength that were 
only tangentially tapped by the previous control variables. Thus, the 
already small 7.4 percent strike difference between the sexes would 
have to be further reduced should occupational status be taken into 
account. None of the control variables explicitly measured or implied 
in the discussion of bargaining power are in any way direct or indirect 
effects of gender. Thus, the GWR data suggest negligible direct and 
indirect effects of gender on strike militancy. 

The Telegraphists' Strike of 1871 

The telegraphists' strike of 1871 also shows negligible direct gender 
effects. What is especially remarkable about this case is that this is one 
in which enormous obstacles were placed in the way of female partic
ipation. The strike was over issues relevant only to the men. Most of 
the women had been brought in explicitly as strike breakers. Further
more, the women were isolated from most of the physical locations 
where organization occurred. Under such conditions, female inactiv
ity would have been wholly understandable. Instead, the women 
struck at almost the same rate as men. The women did not stay out as 
long as the men; however, those that returned systematically frus
trated management's attempts to replace striking workers. Thus, the 
women served both as strikers and as strikers' auxiliaries. 

Table 7.6 
Female Strike Rates in the Main Building of the 

Chief Mechanical Engineer's Office 
by Sex Composition and Male Strike Rate of Office, 1926 

Male strike rate 

Less than 45.5% 

45.5% or more 

one 

Office sex 

Less than 
-third female (%) 

35.6 
(45) 

50.0 
(28) 

composition 

One-third 
female or more (%) 

14.3 
(42) 

45.6 
(57) 

Note: Offices with no women are excluded. 
Source: General Strike (1926); Staff Charts (1926). 
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In the 1860's the Post Office nationalized the previously private 
telegraph companies. With nationalization came a long and controver
sial reorganization of personnel policies (Cohen 1941). In the private 
era, telegraphists had been paid modest salaries. These, however, had 
been substantially increased by bonuses and the right to collect fees for 
certain services. The Post Office, following civil service precedent, 
sought to incorporate these into a basic salary. The private companies 
had paid on a variety of different wage scales. The Post Office sought 
to standardize these. However, the most immediate grievance in
volved promotions. The private companies had provided regular 
annual promotions and increases in pay. However, between the 
announcement of nationalization and the actual transfer of managerial 
responsibility, a period of two years, the companies had frozen wages. 
The Post Office thus inherited a labor force that perceived itself as 
being owed two years' worth of back pay raises. 

Postal policy immediately inflamed the situation. Since all payment 
was to come in salary form, the Post Office canceled all fees and 
premiums. They did not, however, replace these with a comparable 
salary. The telegraph service argued that fixing salaries would be a 
complex affair due to the problems of merging the different salary 
scales and calculating future staffing requirements. Part of the fees 
were remanded in the form of salary. However, the missing salary 
increases and the rest of the fees were to be given only after exhaustive 
consideration of the matter. Until a policy could be set, all salaries 
were refrozen. 

The Post Office then took no action for two years. During this time, 
two more raises that the workers would have otherwise received were 
lost. During this period of both absolute and relative pay loss, the Post 
Office divulged nothing about what future salary levels would be like 
and made no guarantees that back pay would be given. Not even 
regional postmasters were given any information that could be used to 
comfort the men. Worker morale dropped to very low levels. Union 
agitation, which had existed to a small scale in the private companies, 
began to increase in scope and intensity. 

The government was fully aware of these developments. The tele
graphists communicated with each other over night telegraph lines. 
After hours, supervision was intense, and telegraphists could carry on 
private communications over the less heavily used wires. Management 
had become aware of this and had instituted wiretaps on lines connect
ing union centers. The authorities thus had perfect knowledge about 
the union's leaders, centers of militancy, and future plans. Anticipat-
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ing a strike of national proportion, the government began to prepare 
large bodies of substitute labor (Telegraph Strike 1872). 

The eastern district of the telegraph service was transferred to the 
Royal Engineers. This was the branch of the army in charge of military 
signalling. The working of this section by the army was supposed to 
provide a training for wartime signalling operations. However, the 
creation of skilled telegraphists under military discipline had obvious 
civilian functions as well (Telegraph Strike 1872). 

The Post Office also began aggressively to recruit female telegraph
ists. The private companies had made very sparing use of women in a 
small number of urban offices. The Post Office began to train women 
on an enormous scale. Large all-female classes were taught in a spe
cially constructed telegraph school. A new central station was con
structed in London to coordinate the facilities once handled by sepa
rate lines. The new station was staffed with a majority of women. The 
authorities had great hopes of female docility. When Francis Scuda
more, the director of the telegraph service, was justifying this femi
nization to a parliamentary committee, he explicitly cited low female 
labor militancy (Scudamore 1871). When the Edinburgh postmaster 
feared an imminent strike among his men, he wrote to London re
questing the implementation of an all-female instrument room (Tele
graph Strike 1872). 

When the strike came, it was decisively defeated. Management 
precipitated it by dismissing six of the union leaders. Only a few cities 
went out in support. Management threatened the strikers with dis
missal. Five days afterwards, the workers returned with no conces
sions in hand. Over two hundred workers were transferred, sus
pended, or dismissed. However, sex played little role in the defeat. 
This can be seen in Table 7.7, which shows the strike rates of both male 
and female offices in major telegraph centers. The unit of analysis is 
the staff of workers in a particular office. When offices employed both 
sexes, the male and female staffs are considered as separate units. 
Thus, the Manchester men, the Dundalk women, the London men, 
and the London women are considered as four equal and separate 
cases. To keep small units from swamping the analysis, staffs are only 
considered if they include at least fifteen workers of a particular sex. 

Male staffs and female staffs were equally likely to strike: 23.5 
percent of the male offices and 20 percent of the female offices left 
work at some point during the action. These percentages are virtually 
identical. The differences in Table 7.7 are not at all statistically signifi-
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cant. To be sure, most women did not support the strike. Four out of 
five offices continued work as usual. However, this same low level 
of commitment was also shown by their male counterparts. The loyalty 
of the women was simply the loyalty typical of the telegraph staff. 

One problem in the analysis is the small number of female cases. 
Only one female office went out: Dublin. Since the analysis rests on 
the behavior of these Dublin women, some closer inspection is clearly 
warranted. Dublin was one of the first cities to join the strike. More 
men went out in Dublin than in any other city in the United Kingdom. 
When the signal for the strike arrived, both men and women left their 
posts. In the course of the first day, the postmaster negotiated sepa
rately with the men and the women. By mid-day, he was able to 
convince most of the women to return to their stations. It thus tempo
rarily appeared that strategy of division by sex was likely to succeed. 

This proved false when the postmaster brought in Royal Engineers 
to replace the rest of the striking men. On the arrival of the military, 
the women summarily ceased work, declaring that it was unbecoming 
for refined ladies to work side by side with common soldiers. The 
postmaster was told he could use the women or he could use the 

Table 7.7 
Strike Support by the Staff of Each Sex within Urban Telegraph Offices 

during the Postal Telegraph Strike, 1871 

Strike activity Male staffs (%) Female staffs (%) Total (%) 

Struck 

Did not strike 

Total 

23.5 
(8) 

76.5 
(26) 

100.0 
(34) 

20.0 
(1) 

80.0 
(4) 

100.0 
(5) 

23.1 
(9) 

76.9 
(30) 

100.0 
(39) 

Note: Unlike Tables 7.1-7.6, the unit of analysis is collective staffs rather than 
individual strikers. The Edinburgh men only joined the strike on the last day before 
collapse. They are treated here as full strike participants, overstating male activity. 

Source: The sex composition of offices is from Telegraph Estimates (1872). Strike 
activity is based on materials drawn from Telegraph Estimates (1872) and Telegraph 
Strike (1872). In addition, the following newspapers were consulted for the month of 
December 1871: Birmingham Daily Gazette; Bristol Times; Daily Bristol Times and 
Mirror; Glasgow Evening Citizen; Glasgow Star; Glasgow Weekly Citizen; Liverpo
Daily Post; Newcastle Daily Chronicle; North British Daily Mail; and Whitby Times

ol 
. 



192 / Women as Labor Control 

Engineers, but he could not use both. An agreement was finally 
reached by which the military would only work at night, after the 
women had gone home, and the women returned to their work. The 
men stayed out for four days. The women had returned early. Never
theless, it was clear from their early walkout where their sympathies 
lay. Furthermore, throughout the strike they continued by their non-
cooperation to undercut managerial attempts to replace the union 
men. 

There were also significant differences among the women them
selves. The staff consisted of four experienced women from the private 
company era who were highly proficient signallers. The rest of the staff 
dated from the recent feminization. These girls were just a few months 
out of telegraph school and were essentially trainees. The trainees 
were the ones who went back early and created the incident with the 
soldiers. All four of the older women refused the postmaster's request 
to return and stayed out until the end with the men. Those women 
veterans, who had established network links to male co-workers and 
developed marketable skills, behaved exactly like their male compa
triots. The sex differences in willingness to stay out were thus to some 
degree spurious effects of experience (Telegraph Strike 1872). 

It is fairly remarkable that the Dublin trainees supported the strike 
at all; there were several considerations that should have ensured their 
apathy and inactivity. First, as recent entrants into the postal service, 
they had suffered none of the grievances germane to the strike. They 
had never lost any pay increases; they had never been deprived of fees 
or pay supplements. The concerns of the private company workers 
were for the women a mere matter of history. Second, the women had 
been hired explicitly as future strike breakers. They were visibly 
expected to remain aloof from combinations. Third, the women had 
had little time to establish social relationships with male workers. They 
were newcomers breaking into on-going male social networks. Fourth, 
the women were isolated from the physical locations where union 
activity occurred. The major organized activity occurred at night, 
when the wires permitted clandestine communication. The women 
were confined to day shifts, when the supervision was more intense. 
Finally, the women had less market strength than did the men. Labor 
throughout the system was generally scarce. However, female appli
cants were readily available while male applicants were harder to find. 
The expanding telegraph system gave women some job security, but 
they were less secure than their male counterparts. 
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Postal management generally viewed the feminization policy as a 
failure. This can be seen from subsequent gender policies in times of 
labor agitation. In 1880 and 1890, the Post Office faced parallel crises 
of strong, well-organized telegraphists pressing for improvements in 
their wages. Yet the late 1870's saw the introduction of a policy of 
de-feminization, which continued sporadically throughout the 1880's 
and 1890's. If management had perceived feminization as being a 
viable tactic of labor control, it is unlikely that they would have 
acquiesced to such a policy. Although women's natural docility was 
used by the controller of the telegraph service as part of his justifica
tion for the hiring of women, after the 1871 strike postal management 
dropped this line of argument from their internal discussions of female 
hiring. 

Conclusion 

The findings here support those of other investigations that have 
found low or insignificant gender effects. These small effects were 
found using a methodology that was biased towards finding large direct 
effects. The period chosen was one of popular acceptance of female 
sex-roles emphasizing docility and obedience. Furthermore, such spu
rious effects as differential access to promotion remained unmea
sured, while occupational market power was measured only partially. 
Studying the modern data and using a fuller range of control variables 
would have made the direct effects of gender even smaller. 

Two cautions should be put forward, however. One is methodo
logical, the other substantive. The methodological warning is that the 
case base for this study is necessarily small. A great deal of weight has 
been put on the evidence from the Dublin post office and from a 
minority of women in unusual positions in the Great Western Railway. 
Further replications on other sets of early women strikers would be 
desirable to generate more confidence in these findings. 

Second, it should be noted that the gross effects of gender were 
sometimes substantial. There was a 24 percent difference in male and 
female strike rates in the GWR. This was largely due to occupational 
distribution, but it still existed. The difference between gross effects 
and total effects has been discussed well by Paula Voos. Voos re
viewed the contemporary quantitative literature on the effect of gen
der on union membership, dividing these studies into two types, those 
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that studied individual predispositions to join unions and those that 
studied actual membership. In general, women were less likely to join 
unions than men. However, they were equally likely to approve of 
unions, to state that they would like to join a union, or to vote for 
unions in National Labor Relations Board certification drives. Voos 
suggests that these findings are inconsistent with the hypothesis that 
women have a low demand for unionism due to their short-term labor 
force participation and are more consistent with the claim that women 
are differentially sorted into jobs that inhibit participation in class 
conflict (Voos 1983). This chapter considered men and women with 
relatively similar although not identical occupational distributions. It 
is not surprising that the gross differences in union activity were small. 
If, however, the analysis consisted of a diverse group of workers where 
men were in core occupations with solid bargaining strength and 
women were in marginal occupations with little skill or power, then 
one would expect that, due to these compositional differences, the 
traditional gap between men's and women's union activities would 
reappear. 



8 
Alternative Sources of 
Secondary Labor 

The analysis thus far has presupposed an extremely simple 
labor market. There are only two forms of labor: adult men, who are 
relatively expensive, and women, who are relatively cheap. If the 
labor force is to be bifurcated, or treated differentially, this split will 
occur along sex lines. Thus, in Chapter 2 it was assumed that, if an 
office could not afford male labor, it would turn by default to adult 
women, while in Chapters 3 and 4 it was assumed that, if there were 
disadvantageous positions within a firm, women would be recruited 
for such positions. 

In reality, employers who are looking for cheap labor have a wide 
variety of options open to them. They may hire minority workers, 
illegal immigrants, juveniles, or members of the white male casual 
labor force, all of whom work for substandard wages. Each of these 
groups suffers from a limited demand for their labor, which intensifies 
the competition among group members for employment. The over
crowding hypothesis works for other forms of secondary labor besides 
women (Fawcett 1918; Edgeworth 1922). Adult white males can com
pete for any job in the national labor market; other workers can 
compete for only a select few. For these groups, the supply of labor is 
greater than the demand, and the market wage is lowered. Blacks, 
hispanics, and members of other disadvantaged ethnic groups suffer 
from overt racism and cultural discrimination. Illegal immigrants ex
perience both these handicaps and the additional burden of not being 
protected by minimum wage legislation. 

Juveniles represent another important source of secondary labor. 
Teenagers are hurt by their low human capital attainments. Not only 
do they lack formal training and job experience, but they often lack 
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work discipline and show an extremely high natural propensity to 
turnover (Price 1977). The lack of these more social forms of human 
capital can be just as harmful as the lack of years of education. 

An important and often neglected component of the secondary 
labor force is the population of marginal white men. Many majority 
members find their employment opportunities severely constrained by 
either low human capital stocks or by permanent blemishes in their 
career records. The white casual labor force consists of many indi
viduals who are uneducated or unskilled or who are persistent non-
performers. This latter group includes both the incompetent and the 
criminally inclined. Besides these objectively poor workers, there are 
other individuals who despite reasonable levels of ethics and profi
ciency are barred from many jobs because of their past records. The 
employment difficulties faced by ex-convicts, ex-mental patients, or 
recovering alcoholics are well known. Since all of these groups face the 
prospect of low wages brought on by reduced labor demand, the 
fundamental question for the student of occupational sex-typing is to 
explain why any given low-status job goes to women rather than to one 
of these other types of workers. 

This chapter cannot provide an exhaustive model of the allocation 
of jobs among alternative sources of secondary labor. However, some 
components of such a model are suggested here, and their utility is 
demonstrated by their relevance to the feminization of clerical work. 
Among the factors that help determine which groups are hired for 
low-status positions are the relative supply of different kinds of work
ers, the human capital required for adequate job performance, and the 
length of employee tenure that the employer prefers. 

Mechanisms for Affecting Job Allocation 

Relative Supply 

Since employers have to choose their workers from the labor mar
ket in which they are located, they cannot always find workers of a 
given socio-demographic category. Regional labor markets have dif
ferent ethnic mixes. These differences involve not only what kind of 
disadvantaged ethnic group is present but what percentage of the 
working population is made up of minorities of any kind. Some inner 
cities are primarily black, while others are divided evenly among 
blacks and hispanics. A suburban employer may have limited recourse 
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to either of these groups and thus must work with a predominantly 
anglo labor force. The suburban employer, however, has access to a 
large supply of white teenagers and adult women who may not be 
available in certain urban neighborhoods. Some of the change in the 
hiring patterns of women and minorities may have come from the 
transformation of urban neighborhoods from white middle class to 
non-white lower class, with an attendant change in the population of 
workers available to local firms. There are non-geographical determi
nants of supply as well. Certain workers may be legally barred from 
certain jobs. Mandatory schooling has severely constrained the supply 
of child labor. College students become more available in the summer; 
there is a comparable seasonality to the industrial availability of those 
laborers who also work in agriculture. All of these factors will reduce 
the choices open to an employer seeking cheap labor. 

Human Capital 

Despite the fact that many secondary occupations are relatively 
menial, some jobs have legitimate requirements that new entrants 
possess particular capacities or skills. Positions that require educa
tional skills such as spelling or arithmetic, or social skills such as work 
discipline, are unlikely to be open to the white male casual labor force. 
Jobs that require fluency in the English language will not be appropri
ate for many illegal immigrants. Labor-intensive jobs with extremely 
high human capital requirements may be filled with specially trained 
women or college students. On the other hand, there are jobs that are 
sufficiently undemanding that even the white male marginal labor 
force can fill them adequately. 

Ideal Tenure Length 

Occupations differ in which length of employee career produces the 
greatest economies in staffing. Some jobs are fundamentally seasonal 
in nature. In these cases, virtually anybody can be hired. However, it 
may be convenient to use employees whose voluntary job tenures will 
be short. The amount of on-the-job training can also affect the desir
ability of long tenures, as was discussed in Chapter 4. The different 
secondary labor forces are each associated with distinctive turnover 
patterns. A college student taking a summer job is likely to work for 
only two months and quit. High school students are likely to last only 
one or two years. High school or college graduation is likely to produce 
some job change; furthermore, many adolescents vacillate between 
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one interest and another, producing relatively intense but short-term 
commitments. Marginal males might have even shorter job tenures, 
while women and minority heads of families might be expected to stay 
somewhat longer. Career lengths cannot be predicted perfectly, since 
turnover depends somewhat on labor market conditions (Price 1977). 
Nevertheless, turnover rates are sufficiently predictable for them to 
have an impact in hiring decisions. 

Alternative Sources of Secondary Labor in the Office 

Clerical work provides an excellent example of how feminization 
can occur as a dynamic of the changing preferences of employers for 
different secondary labor forces. Clerical work feminized because of 
the increasing difficulties associated with the use of teenaged boys in 
office positions. In Chapter 3, we saw that clerical work did not 
significantly de-skill from 1870 to 1940. There were a substantial 
number of marginal office jobs throughout the entire period. Women 
came to occupy those positions that had previously been held by 
workers called "office men," "office boys," "copyists," and "messen
gers." As other groups became increasingly impractical for use as 
low-level office workers, women became by default the employees of 
preference in labor-intense, high-turnover positions. 

Casual males, disadvantaged ethnic minority members, and juve
niles had all been used for secondary office labor. Casual males served 
as male copyists and office men. The Great Western Railway gave such 
individuals the job title "wage clerks," although in the depots they 
could also be known as "checkers" or "callers-off." Wage clerks 
differed from salaried clerks in that all the terms of their employment 
were substantially inferior. Their pay rates were lower; their hours 
were worse; they lacked any guarantee of job security. Because of 
these relatively unattractive terms of employment, the better candi
dates applied for the salaried positions, leaving the wage positions to 
be filled with more marginal candidates. 

Clerical work is not well performed by individuals with low levels of 
education or intelligence. A letter that is misspelled cannot be sent 
out. Arithmetic errors can add hours to the work involved in balancing 
accounts; if these errors are undiscovered, they can be very expensive. 
The savings that can be obtained by hiring casual men can be obliter
ated by the expenses of ruined work. In the Victorian era, when 
clerical labor costs were not a large component of total costs, such 
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inefficiencies could be tolerated by the patriarchical employer with a 
preference for men. However, with the increasing administrative in
tensity of business, clerical labor intensity increased, and the resulting 
efficiency movement helped doom the male wage clerk. 

The Taylorites on the Great Western Railway were dedicated 
opponents of temporary male clerks. In the early 1920's the Clerical 
Work Committee, a collection of in-house scientific office managers, 
systematically reviewed the staffing of many of the offices of the GWR. 
In general, they found most staffing levels satisfactory and thus made 
relatively few systematic recommendations. However, there was one 
policy change they strongly advocated: the substitution of women for 
male wage clerks. In most of the offices they examined, they found that 
temporary males lacked the qualifications for efficient clerical per
formance and that the work they did was of very low quality. This was 
of especial concern because the duties that were being mishandled 
were not especially demanding in the first place. In each office where 
they studied the performance of male wage clerks, the most common 
recommendation was that a woman be employed (Goods Stations 
1922). 

At the time these studies were done, the Great Western Railway 
was using very few wage clerks. Although the Taylorite studies did not 
cover every office in the GWR, wage clerks comprised less than 5 
percent of the staffs of those offices the Clerical Work Committee 
examined. This suggests that the Taylorite recommendations actually 
reflected current management practice. By 1933, the use of unskilled 
male office help had become negligible. Wage clerks comprised less 
than 2 percent of the clerical force of those departments that had no 
factories. Wage clerks made up a third of the clerical force of the 
factory departments, but even here their use was strictly confined to 
the shop floor, having disappeared from the main offices (Staff Charts 
1914-37; GWR Staff Census 1933).l 

Ethnic minorities seem to have played a minor role in nineteenth-
century Victorian staffing. B. G. Orchard's 1870 monograph on the 

1. The General Post Office also used temporary male wage clerks; their job title was 
"male writer." They were largely eliminated by the 1890's, which could have been due to 
the inefficiencies of using casual men. However, official civil service policy was to give all 
employees permanent tenure and avoid the use of temporary personnel. Thus, the 
elimination of the wage clerks may have been caused by the special circumstances 
involved with public employment, rather than by any deficiency of the writers them
selves. 
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clerks of Liverpool features a discussion of English clerks' being 
undercut by cheap German immigrants, suggesting that the use of 
immigrants was not wholly unknown. Little is known about the role of 
ethnicity in either the United States or Britain. However, there are few 
other mentions of such phenomena either in the historical literature or 
in the internal documents of the GWR or the GPO. The best guess 
would seem to be that the impact of ethnicity was fairly small and that 
minority members tended to become full-fledged clerks rather than 
constituting an office underclass per se. 

In England, one of the most important sources of secondary clerical 
labor was teenaged boys. In the late Victorian era, boys made up 
between 20 and 40 percent of the clerical staff of most offices, and in 
particular cases the share could be much higher. The most accurate 
global estimates of the use of juvenile clerks come from the British 
census. In 1871, in England and Wales, approximately 30 percent of 
the clerks were under twenty years of age. Being under twenty does 
not necessarily imply juvenile status. Many offices paid their clerks an 
adult wage at the age of eighteen or nineteen. Thus, in the fifteen-to-
nineteen age group, some clerks would have been receiving full wages 
while others would have been paid at the junior rate, making the 
percentage of juveniles in the labor force somewhat less than 30 
percent. However, 1870 data from Liverpool suggest that the 30 
percent estimate may not be far off the mark for the late nineteenth 
century. 

In 1870, Orchard collected data on the office personnel of over 
three thousand firms in Liverpool. He divided the staffs of his offices 
into three categories: adults, lads, and apprentices. The exact defini
tion of these terms is not easy to discern. Obviously adults are full 
adults, and lads are juvenile boys; however, the composition of the 
apprentice category is ambiguous. In some cases in the text, Orchard 
describes the apprentices as youths. However, some industries show 
an enormously high percentage of apprentices. If all of these were 
youths, some industries would have been over 85 percent juvenile. 
Probably the apprentice ranks included some younger adults as well as 
juveniles and thus had the same ambiguous interpretation as clerks 
aged fifteen to nineteen.2 

2. It is likely that different respondents probably defined the term "apprentices" in 
different ways. The Great Western Railway had a Liverpool sales office that would have 
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In Liverpool in 1870, between 18.4 and 44.0 percent of the clerical 
force was juvenile, depending on how one interprets the age of the 
apprentices (see Table 8.1). With the exception of banks, loan offices, 

Table 8.1 
Age Composition of Clerks in Liverpool by Industry, 1870 

Industry* 

Accountants 
Banks 
Brewers-distillers 
Coal 
Corn 
Cotton 
Forwarding agents 
General brokers 
Grocers (wholesale) 
Insurance 
Lawyers 
Merchants-shops 
Money dealers-loans 
Newspapers-printers 
Railways-carriers 
Shipbuilder-foundry 
Shipping 
Ship's stores 
Stockbrokers 
Timber 
Wine-spirit merchant 

Total 

Appren
tices 
(no.) 

60 
30 
60 

100 
90 

950 
90 

1,000 
212 
50 
54 

350 
0 
0 

50 
35 

401 
20 
15 

180 
70 

3,817 

Lads 
(noQ 

50 
0 

60 
160 
100 
200 
70 

800 
150 
32 

1,000 
150 
10 
30 

200 
120 
159 
60 
70 
75 

150 

2,737 

Adult 
clerks 
(no.) 

220 
200 
160 
700 
300 
420 
260 
300 
700 
475 
484 

1,050 
110 
135 
527 
300 

1,029 
120 
135 
230 
480 

8,355 

Total 
clerks 
(no.) 

330 
230 
280 
960 
490 

1,570 
420 

2,100 
1,062 

557 
1,538 
1,550 

120 
165 
777 
455 

1,589 
200 
220 
485 
700 

14,909 

Appren
tice 

and lad 
(%) 

33.3 
13.0 
42.9 
27.1 
38.8 
73.2 
38.1 
85.7 
34.1 
14.7 
68.5 
32.6 
8.3 

18.2 
32.2 
34.1 
35.2 
40.0 
38.6 
52.5 
31.4 

44.0 

Lad 
only 
(%) 

15.1 
0.0 

21.4 
16.7 
20.4 
12.7 
16.7 
38.1 
14.1 
5.7 

65.0 
9.7 
8.3 

18.2 
25.7 
26.4 
10.0 
30.0 
31.8 
15.4 
21.4 

18.4 

* Closely related industrial categories in the original have been merged for simplicity 
of presentation. 

Source: Adapted from Orchard (1870). 

been in Orchard's sample. The GWR had no employees called apprentice per se. They 
had lad clerks, who were apprentices in every reasonable sense of the term, and they had 
starting-level senior clerks. How the manager of the Liverpool sales office would have 
divided his staff between lads and apprentices on his form is a matter of guesswork. 
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and insurance companies, the office staff of every industry was at least 
10 percent juvenile. Some industries were especially heavy users of 
boys. Without even considering the apprentices, the offices of ships' 
stores suppliers, stockbrokers, general brokers, and lawyers used boys 
for at least 30 percent of their clerical staff. In law offices, boys made 
up nearly two-thirds of the clerical force. Other industries seem to 
have been heavy users of apprentices. Even if these individuals were 
entirely young adults, a claim that is probably incorrect, they were still 
an age-based secondary labor force. Over 25 percent of the staff of 
corn concerns, cotton concerns, forwarding agencies, general broker
ages, shipping companies, and timber concerns were made up of 
apprentices alone.3 

These data are consistent with the claim that roughly 30 percent of 
the clerical labor force was juvenile. The use of juvenile clerks was not 
universal, and industries differed dramatically in their dependence on 
such labor. Furthermore, it is not implausible that more boys may have 
been used in Liverpool than in other clerical labor markets. Neverthe
less, regardless of the precise percentages involved, boy labor seems to 
have been an important component of the clerical secondary force and 
a large component of the office population overall. 

The Demise of Boy Labor in the Great Western Railway and 
the General Post Office 

Both the Great Western Railway and the General Post Office made 
extensive use of juveniles. Boys had been introduced in 1862 as part of 
the creation of the GWR's internal labor market. Use of the boys had 
been sparing at first; they made up less than 5 percent of the clerical 
force after the first year of the program. However, once the savings of 
not paying adult salaries became apparent, the traffic department 

3. The conclusions that are drawn from these materials must be tempered to some 
extent by a consideration of the quality of the data. The statistics that Orchard generated 
are somewhat suspect; there is a high percentage of crudely rounded numbers, and the 
data show a number of arithmetic inconsistencies. Although these materials are prob
ably not accurate enough for elaborate statistical analysis, however, they are probably 
acceptable as rough estimates of the labor force composition. The errors that were the 
product of rounding, arithmetic error, and informal estimation are likely to have been 
random. 
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began to hire over one hundred boys a year, quickly raising the 
percentage of juveniles to a third of the clerical staff. According to the 
1870 GWR staff census of the traffic department, 35.2 percent of the 
clerical force was made up of boy clerks. Boys constituted nearly 25 
percent of the ticket collectors and were extensively used as van boys, 
stable lads, machine watchers, depot attendants, and messengers. 
Nearly 97 percent of all positions that had been created by organiza
tional growth were filled with boy clerks. The Great Western manage
ment calculated that the use of juveniles saved the company over 
£2,300 a year (GWR Staff Census 1870). 

The Post Office was a very uneven employer of boys. Some offices 
used large numbers of boy writers, sorters, and clerks. Others main
tained a virtually all-adult labor force. In 1871, 22 percent of the 
Savings Bank clerks were lads. Thirty-seven percent of all central 
London sorters were boys, as well as 50 percent of all District sorters.4 

In contrast, the Secretary's Office, the Money Order Department, and 
RAGO used relatively few boys; those that were hired were used as 
messengers. 

In 1881, a substantial number of juveniles were added to the postal 
force. The secretary's office obtained a budget line for copyists that 
included boys. A new intelligence division was created to facilitate 
news delivery whose clerical force was over 80 percent juvenile. The 
money order department hired forty-eight boys, who comprised over 
25 percent of the total office staff. The percentage of boy sorters in 
central London declined to 27 percent; however, in the districts, the 
percentage rose to a striking 66 percent. The new telegraph service 
used very few boys for either signalling or office work, although they 
did hire over two hundred for telegraph delivery. RAGO continued to 
rely exclusively on adults, while the percentage of juveniles in the 
Savings Bank actually declined. As in the Liverpool case, the use of 
boys was not universal; however, a very large subset of offices made 
intensive use of juveniles, making boys a major component of overall 
postal staffing. 

4. Central London here refers to the London EC district, which is the main sorting 
office for the country; it also processes deliveries for the City of London. The districts 
include most of the central areas that are not in the City of London, such as Piccadilly 
Circus, Whitehall, or Knightsbridge, as well as more distant areas such as Clapham and 
Hammersmith. 
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By the 1930's these boy clerks had virtually disappeared. On the 
Great Western Railway in 1933, only 0.8 percent of the clerical force 
were junior clerks. This low figure was virtually the same for males and 
females, suggesting that the GWR had become an all-adult labor 
force.5 In the Post Office, the same thing occurred. In 1931, only 2.9 
percent of the Savings Bank was juvenile, with the figures for RAGO 
and the Money Order office being 1.9 percent and 0.7 percent respec
tively. Significantly, boys were no longer employed in any of these 
positions. The only juvenile job title left in these offices was "girl 
probationer." In the sorting offices, boys had been eliminated en
tirely . All of the work of sorting was now done by adult males. Juvenile 
clerks having disappeared, the only remaining concentration of juve
nile labor was in telegram delivery. With the general decline in de
mand for telegraph service, however, even these workers were being 
eliminated. 

One possible explanation for the declining use of boy labor is that 
an increased supply of women eliminated the need to use boys. If 
women were in all cases more economical than boys, then an exoge
nous increase in the availability of women would have led to automatic 
substitution by employers of women for boys. The elimination of the 
youngest males from employment would produce an aging of the male 
clerical force, as this population became composed exclusively of adult 
workers. It is unlikely, however that the decreased use of boys was 
caused by an exogenous process of feminization. For one thing, boys' 
salaries were traditionally lower than women's. An employer seeking 
to use the cheapest workers available would have chosen an all-boy 
labor force. Furthermore, such an explanation would be inconsistent 
with the empirical patterns of change in the use of juveniles. Both the 
Great Western Railway and the postal sorting offices dramatically 
curtailed their use of boy labor, but neither of these work settings 
underwent significant feminization.6 If juvenile labor declined, it was 
because of some factor endogenous to the mechanics of hiring youth, 
rather than because of the availability of substitutes. 

5. The figures for the GWR as a whole are identical to those of the traffic department 
considered separately, making these statistics comparable to those calculated for 1870. 

6. In the traffic department in 1870, 32.5 percent of all clerks were boys, while in 
1933,0.7 percent of all clerks were boys. Since 9.6 percent of the clerks were female, this 
suggests that the remaining 22.2 percent of the clerical positions, which in 1871 had been 
filled with boys, were in 1931 being filled by adult men. 
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There were two problems associated with boy labor that led to its 
ultimate disuse. The first was that the supply of skilled boys began to 
decrease significantly, forcing employers to turn to alternative sources 
of labor. The second problem was that boys began to create serious 
problems of absorption as they matured into adult males. Both of 
these situations were created by the high human capital stocks em
ployers required for their secondary clerks. As was argued in the case 
of casual adult males, clerical workers needed to be both good spellers 
and arithmetically competent, a requirement that limited potential 
recruits to those workers who were both well educated and naturally 
intelligent. Children of the middle class were particularly sought after 
because of their superior educational attainments. 

One indicator of the value office employers put on educational 
attainments is that both the GWR and the GPO had an elaborate 
formal testing program with which they evaluated all potential clerical 
recruits. Candidates for entry-level jobs were tested in spelling, arith
metic, and the taking of dictation, with occasional extra sections in 
geography, foreign language, typing, and shorthand, depending on 
the job (GWR Women 1906; Hobhouse 1906; GPO Women 1908; 
Salaried Recruitment 1912). These exams were more than mere for
malities. Between 1868 and 1870, over 60 percent of the candidates 
who sat for the GWR junior clerk exam failed (Staff Statistics 1870). 
The Railway News reported that in 1910, 40 percent of all job candi
dates for railway clerkships were disqualified from taking the exam. 
Subsequently, 60 percent of those who were left did not pass (Railway 
News, Oct. 8, 1910). In 1895, between 89 and 97 percent of all 
applicants to the Post Office failed the telegraphists' and sorters' 
exams (Telegraph Chronicle, Sept. 27, 1895). The outcome of the 
clerical exams is not known, but they were designed to be much 
harder. The fact that the failure rates were high does not establish that 
these firms had high human capital requirements. Any candidate 
selection process with a large number of applicants and a small number 
of openings will have a relatively high failure rate. What is significant, 
however, is that these exams were the main criteria by which job 
candidates were evaluated. This supports the claim that these organ
izations valued language and mathematical skills. 

They also valued middle-class origin. Observers of the Great West
ern Railway in 1914 noted that recruitment for clerical positions 
seemed to have been limited entirely to the middle class (Salaried 
Recruitment 1912). Dorothy Evans noted that postal clerical positions 
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were reserved for children of the middle class, although sorter and 
telegraph positions were open to more lower-class entrants (Evans 
1934). To some extent, this may have been due to elitist prejudice; 
however, middle-class candidates may also have been the only reason
able source of those educational skills clerical employers valued. Tele
graph authorities in 1873 noted that there were difficulties in finding 
qualified candidates in Hull, Lancaster, Leicester, Sheffield, Notting
ham, Birmingham, and Manchester. They explained this in the follow
ing way: "It is hard to find learners where the severer forms of labour 
predominate. Towns in which a large proportion of the population 
belongs to the lower section of the middle class will always provide us 
with a plentiful supply of learners" (Telegraph Report 1873). It is 
unlikely that this scarcity was caused by working-class people being 
uninterested in the high pay and permanent job security the telegraph 
service offered. The shortage of candidates probably reflected the Post 
Office's own selectivity. 

An important consequence of this preference for high-quality re
cruits was that a potential clerk would have had a wide variety of 
alternative career possibilities. The parents of the prospective boy 
clerk would have been assessing all the possible forms of activity that 
could reasonably lead to a remunerative occupation for their son. 
Thus, the parents would have been choosing among clerical employ
ment in different industries, employment in careers that did not re
quire holding a clerkship as a first post, such as the military, and 
delaying entering the labor force to invest in formal education. For the 
better candidates, taking a boy clerkship would only have been a 
reasonable option if it could be expected to lead to some form of 
lucrative lifetime employment. The very best candidates would expect 
some promise of managerial employment; the next best would expect 
a promise of a permanent adult clerkship; only the most marginal 
would accept a purely temporary position. 

This meant office managers had to have a coherent plan concerning 
the long-term prospects of their boy clerks. A teenaged boy could only 
be expected to receive a juvenile salary for a limited number of years. 
At the age of eighteen, he would qualify for an adult salary and no 
longer be inexpensive. One option would have been to fire all boy 
clerks at the age of eighteen and replace them with a set of younger 
recruits. This approach would have saved money, but would have 
discouraged the better candidates from applying for those positions. If 
the employer wanted a high-quality labor force, he had to guarantee 
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permanent employment after age eighteen at an adult rate. This meant 
the employer had to be able to absorb an adult male with a prime 
salary. Over time, if an employer hired the same number of boys every 
year and then kept them for the full duration of their worklives, his 
adult male labor force would swell with each class of graduating boys. 
Thus, over time, there would be a gradual increase in total expenditure 
that would come both from the increase in the total size of the organ
ization and from the fact that secondary labor would be making up an 
even smaller proportion of the total staff. The juveniles would become 
outnumbered by the adults. 

The absorption problem is not by itself prohibitive. There are a 
number of conditions under which increasing the number of full adult 
clerks will not be a significant concern to management. If the firm is not 
clerical-labor-intensive, or if it is somehow buffered from office per
sonnel costs, the increase in salaries over time will be considered 
acceptable. Furthermore, there are some economic situations in which 
even cost-conscious employers can tolerate absorption. If the skill 
distribution of an office is being upgraded, there may be less need to 
depend on secondary labor. The increasing percentage of adults will 
parallel the growing need for skilled labor. Likewise, if the organiza
tion is growing, the absorption will be economical. An expansion in 
scale will create a new set of adult positions that the graduates can fill. 
If there is a need to maintain a constant ratio of youths to adults, the 
size of the boy cohort can be increased at the same rate that the 
organization as a whole is growing. When organizational growth stops, 
the firm will have a serious absorption problem with the final cohort of 
boys, but such a regime could work under conditions of long-term 
growth. Finally, if turnover is high among adult males, the loss of 
highly paid employees will both stem the size of the labor force and 
reduce the ratio of adults to juveniles, compensating for the problem 
of graduating junior clerks. However, a cost-conscious employer with 
stagnant or declining skill demands, low organizational growth, and 
low turnover will find the absorption of his boy clerks prohibitively 
expensive. He will either have to stop promising permanent employ
ment to his youths or seek an alternative source of secondary labor. 

It can be seen that the conditions under which an apprentice system 
of boy labor can exist are fragile. The Great Western Railway and the 
General Post Office generally failed to meet these conditions, particu
larly in the twentieth century. As Chapter 3 showed, it is extremely 
unlikely that there was any kind of dramatic upgrading of skill levels in 
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these firms. Neither stable nor declining skill levels could provide a 
solution to the problem of absorption. Adult male exits were unlikely 
to create a supply of senior vacancies. As the actuarial records demon
strated, male turnover was extremely low. Exit rates were close to zero 
for most age categories. 

The only source of openings that was realistically available to both 
firms was organizational growth. Both firms grew dramatically from 
1870 to 1930. In the nineteenth century, this growth would have been 
sufficient to support a modest percentage of boy clerks. Growth rates 
reached their natural limit by the end of the century, however, after 
which it became impossible for either firm to support a large appren
ticeship system. 

Tables 8.2 and 8.3 show the rates of growth for total employment in 
the Great Western Railway and the General Post Office. Since clerk/ 
staff ratios are roughly constant in both firms, these figures provide a 
good index to the overall size of the clerical force.7 The Great Western 
Railway more than quadrupled between 1860 and 1884, nearly dou
bled again between 1884 and 1911, and then grew by less than a half 
between 1911 and 1931. The growth in this last period is overstated, 
since much of the new staff that was added during this period came 
from the national amalgamation of the GWR with other regional 
carriers. This growth thus represented absorption of existing person
nel rather than the creation of new vacancies. This pattern of rapid 
growth slowing first to intermediate growth and then to relative 
stagnation is also noticeable in the Post Office, where a growth rate of 

Table 8.2 
Total Employment on the Great Western Railway, 1860-1931 

Date 

1860 
1884 
1911 
1931 

Total employment (no.) 

9,013 
39,547 
70,014 
96,436 

Exponential 
annual growth rate (%) 

— 
5.8 
3.4 
1.6 

Source: Railway Return (1860, 1884, 1911); GWR Staff Census (1933). 

7. Reliable estimates of the size of the Great Western Railway clerical force are not 
available for all dates. 
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Table 8.3 
Total Employment in the General Post Office, 1871-1931 

Date 

1871 
1891 
1911 
1931 

Total employment (no.) 

28,078 
113,550 
212,814 
196,762 

Exponential 
annual growth rate (%) 

— 
7.0 
3.1 

-0.4 

Source: Postmaster General (1871, 1891, 1911); Civil Service Return (1931). 

7 percent in the 1880's declined to 3 percent at the turn of the century 
and to negative growth in the post-war years.8 

Table 8.4 shows the rates of organizational growth that would be 
necessary to absorb the supply of graduating boys while maintaining 
the ratio of boys to total staff at any given level. The details of its 
construction can be found in Appendix F. The table is based on the 
turnover behavior of the GWR and GPO males and makes a number 
of simplifying assumptions. It thus only applies to the junior clerk 
programs of these two firms, and even with this limitation its estimates 
should be treated as approximate. 

Small percentages of boys were easy to maintain, even with zero 

Table 8.4 
Rates of Annual Growth Required to Sustain Given Percentages 

of Boy Labor with the Terms of Employment and Turnover Rates 
of the Great Western Railway and the General Post Office 

In order to sustain this 
percentage of boy labor: 

5 
10 
20 
30 

The organization must grow annually 
at this percentage rate: 

0.0 
3.7 
7.8 

10.5 

Source: See text and Appendix F. 

8. The exponential growth rate is the rate of increase that if applied continuously 
would provide the change in absolute employment observed in the data. It is in many 
ways analagous to a compound interest rate (Shyrock and Seigel 1975). 
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growth. However, any significant increase in the ratio of boys to staff 
could only be maintained by extraordinary increases in the levels of 
total staffing. The GWR and the GPO could have maintained a junior 
clerk program with 5 percent of their staff without requiring any 
growth to create vacancies. However, expanding the percentage of 
youths to 10 percent would have required an organizational growth 
rate of 3.7 percent. Having a labor force of only 10 percent boys would 
have meant that fully 90 percent of the workforce would have been 
full-priced males. However, an annual growth rate of 3.7 percent 
implies a doubling of the size of the organization every twenty years. 
Not every firm can rely on its staffs doubling in this period of time. To 
allow 20 percent of the staff to be juvenile, a 7.8 percent growth rate is 
required, and to allow 30 percent requires over a 10 percent growth 
rate. These imply a doubling of size in ten and seven years respec
tively. Such rates of growth can only be maintained for fairly short 
periods of time. 

The only period in which the GWR and the GPO could have 
tolerated an apprenticeship program involving more than 15 percent 
of their staffs would have been in the 1870-90 period. A staff that was 
10 percent juvenile could have been maintained over the turn of the 
century. In the post-war period, the percentage of juveniles could not 
have been much more than 5 percent. These firms thus experienced a 
clearly declining capacity to absorb the graduates from their junior 
clerk programs. Even in the heyday of these programs, there were 
limits on the ratios of juvenile clerks that could be tolerated. The 33 
percent figure that characterized the GWR Traffic department in 1870 
was clearly a short-term aberration. As organizational growth de
clined, these firms would have had to search elsewhere for their 
secondary labor. This meant either abandoning the job-guarantee 
programs and accepting a lower quality of boy, turning to casual adult 
males, or using women. Only educated women could have provided 
the numerical and linguistic skills that employers preferred in their 
clerical forces. 

The problems of absorption, while serious, would not have been 
sufficient to eliminate boys from clerical positions completely. Some 
clerical positions, such as sorter, required less human capital than 
others. Presumably, poorly educated youths could have filled these 
less demanding positions; such youths would not have required a 
permanent guarantee of employment and thus would have not posed 
absorption problems. Furthermore, juvenile clerks came to represent 
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less than 2 percent of the clerical employees of these firms, despite the 
fact that a force that was 5 percent juvenile could have been carried 
quite easily. 

An equally fundamental problem was that boy clerks of any quality 
were becoming increasingly scarce. Levels of educational attainment 
were consistently rising during this period. While, on the one hand, 
this would have increased the number of boys who were capable of 
doing clerical work, it reduced the number who were willing to take 
such positions. This was not particularly due to mandatory school 
attendance laws. Between 1870 and World War II, the age of compul
sory school attendance never rose higher than fifteen, a year younger 
than the customary recruitment age for junior clerks. The greater 
problem was that many of the more talented youths were voluntarily 
delaying their labor force entry in order to further their education. 
Increasingly, from the boys' point of view, the way to obtain a high-
paying job was not to take a clerical apprenticeship but instead to 
graduate from college. With the loss of college-bound individuals from 
the clerical recruitment pools, private employers found the quality of 
their applicants steadily deteriorating. 

For the Great Western Railway, this problem seems to have be
come particularly acute in the early years of the twentieth century. 
Discussions of recruitment during this period centered around the 
poor quality of the available junior clerks. On two different occasions, 
1901 and 1912, the GWR management circulated memos among itself 
seeking solutions to the problem of under-qualified clerks. In 1901, 
they tightened the standards for moving from junior to senior clerk by 
providing a more difficult senior clerk exam; in 1912, they extended 
the period of probation to facilitate the expulsion of unsatisfactory 
recruits (Salaried Recruitment 1912; GWR Petitions 1914).9 Such 
plans would have encouraged further study among those junior clerks 
who were already employed; however, it did little to improve the 
quality of the candidate pool. As one GWR manager put it, "The 
service has ceased to attract youths educated at higher class schools" 

9. There were two efficiency checks for junior clerks. There was a probationary 
period of three to twelve months, during which time a youth could be dismissed 
summarily. Subsequently, at the end of two years, there was a senior clerk exam, which 
determined eligibility for promotion to an adult position. The overwhelming majority of 
junior clerks passed both requirements. 
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(GWR Petitions 1914). The response taken in 1912 was to raise the 
salaries for entry-level junior clerks. It was felt that by providing a 
better level of initial remuneration, the GWR would at least become 
financially competitive with other employers. 

One alternative that was considered at the time was the recruitment 
of university graduates. If the best candidates were all attending 
college, it made sense to hire them when they finished their education. 
Despite the presence of strong advocates of hiring university men, the 
GWR never followed this course of action until after World War II. In 
part this was due to a somewhat exaggerated concern for preserving 
traditional chains of promotion. However, an important factor in this 
decision was that university men could hardly serve the function of 
providing secondary labor that motivated the original use of boys. To 
summarize the objections of two managers who considered the use of 
college graduates for the Audit department, the university men would 
be quite expensive, and since the work given to entry-level clerks 
involved "care and accuracy rather than great intellectual power," the 
use of university graduates could only be considered in those settings 
where trainees would be immediately involved in technical and sub
stantive decision-making (Salaried Recruitment 1912). At one time, 
talented individuals had had to wait for responsible positions, and 
while they waited they could be put to work copying receipts and filling 
inkwells. Now, they had to be promoted directly, and someone else 
would have to be found for the preliminary duties. 

It is significant that complaints about the quantity and quality of 
junior clerks became an issue only in the twentieth century. Com
plaints about a shortage of juvenile labor can be found in the 1930's as 
well as the 1900's and teens (Labour Report 1930). However, there is 
no mention of scarcity in any discussion of juvenile labor in the 
nineteenth century. The 1870 GWR Staff Statistics report an ample 
supply of qualified junior examination candidates. The 1912 Salaried 
Recruitment file contains documents from both the nineteenth and 
twentieth centuries. Although the nineteenth-century documents in 
this folder were explicitly selected by 1901 managers for their rele
vance to the current shortage of qualified juveniles, none of these 
records makes any mention of a tradition of supply problems. No 
mention of a shortage appears in any other personnel records either. 
The fact that scarcity problems only started to emerge when education 
was on the rise strongly supports the claim that competing opportuni-
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ties were hampering the viability of boys as a secondary clerical 
force.10 

The reduction in the supply of boy clerks played an important role 
in facilitating the feminization of office work. The elimination of boys 
did not automatically produce a female labor force. The Great West
ern Railway placed adult males in many of the former juvenile posi
tions. The Post Office Engineers replaced boys with women only in 
certain circumstances. Typing positions continued to be predomi
nantly male, particularly in the Engineer in Chiefs office. Many boy 
clerks would have been trained on the typewriter during their appren
ticeships; now the Engineers hired male graduates of the typing 
schools. However, some of the duties of the former boy clerks were 
transferred to clerical assistants, an entry-level position for adult 
women (Engineering Clerks 1919). 

A significant blue-collar illustration of the effect of the supply of 
boy labor on women's opportunities can be found in the Post Office 
Savings Bank Printing Shop. The Savings Bank used an extremely 
large volume of passbooks, certificates, and pre-printed forms. To 
produce these materials as needed, the Post Office maintained a print 
shop that employed over fifty people. In the nineteenth century, the 
staff had consisted of a number of male adult printers and a large staff 
of boys. The boys did all of the unskilled work associated with form 
production, such as cutting and separating forms or removing finished 
work from the press. The Post Office did not run a printing appren
ticeship program, its printers being hired fully trained from the outside 
world. Therefore, being a boy helper was a dead-end job without any 
prospects of internal promotion or absorption by other departments. 
Since the human capital requirements for being a helper were low, the 
Savings Bank staffed the print shop with temporaries. A boy would be 
hired with the understanding that he must resign at the age of eighteen. 

10. The absence of a reference to scarcity could also be due to an idiosyncratic 
survival pattern among the GWR documents. While the presence of such a methodolog
ical artifact cannot be wholly discounted, it is nevertheless significant that an enormous 
body of personnel records and correspondence survive from this period. Since the GWR 
archives are far more reliable and complete than most corporate archives, it seems likely 
that any major staffing problem that merited systematic attention would show up 
somewhere in the documentation. 
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After 1910, it became official civil service policy not to hire any boys 
who could not be absorbed. This policy came from a national political 
concern with unemployment. Boys who took dead-end appren
ticeships were often burdened with skills that had no future labor 
market value and were subsequently very difficult to re-employ. In 
attempting to reduce the national supply of such unhirables, the Brit
ish government decided to act as a model employer and only hire those 
juveniles to whom a permanent job could be promised. 

The foreman of the print shop was therefore informed that he no 
longer would be allowed to use boy labor. Since the budget for printing 
was extremely restricted, it would have been impossible to run the 
shop with a full complement of men. The foreman vehemently resisted 
the suggestion that he use female labor. Fully a year and a half was 
absorbed in a bureaucratic battle similar to that fought by the Savings 
Bank Controller in the 1870's. The foreman's main tactic was to seek 
out offices that used blue-collar men that would have been willing to 
commit themselves to creating job openings for print shop graduates. 
When this failed, the foreman accepted the inevitable and converted 
most of his staff to women. Thus the Savings Bank Print Shop became 
one of the few British printing establishments in 1914 that was nearly 
60 percent female. The key was the artificial reduction of the supply of 
boys from which most private printers would have been exempt (Sav
ings Bank Print Shop 1914). 

The Decline of Boy Clerks in Britain as a Whole 

Although the decline in the use of boy clerks in the GWR and the 
GPO was especially dramatic, a similar if more modest decline oc
curred in Great Britain as a whole. Table 8.5 shows the percentage of 
commercial clerks in England and Wales who were under the age of 
twenty from 1871 to 1931. During this period, the percentage of clerks 
under twenty declined only from 31.4 percent to 26.5 percent. These 
gross figures are somewhat misleading, however, since they conflate 
two phenomena: the decline in the use of juvenile male clerks and the 
increase in discrimination against older female clerks. The female 
clerical force became significantly younger between 1871 and 1931. 
This is quite likely to have been the result of an increase in the use of 
synthetic turnover. The selective recruitment of single teenagers, com
bined with the non-retention of married women, would have had the 
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Table 8.5 
Commercial Clerks in England and Wales under Age Twenty by Year 

1871 1881 1891 1901 1911 1921 1931 
Sex (%) (%) (%) (%) (%) (%) (%) 

Males 31.5 29.5 29.9 28.1 26.2 20.0 20.3 
Females 22.6 27.0 30.6 37.8 35.6 36.6 35.0 
Total 31.4 29.4 30.0 29.6 27.2 27.2 26.5 

% of Total Clerical Force Made Up of Male Clerks under Age 20: 
31.0 28.6 27.7 23.9 19.8 18.6 11.7 

effect of driving older women from the labor force and lowering the 
average age of female clerks. 

The data for male clerks, which is free from such influences, show a 
clear trend away from the hiring of juveniles. Of all male clerks, 31.5 
percent were twenty or younger in 1871. This figure fell to 20.3 percent 
in 1931. Boy clerks had lost fully a third of their relative share of male 
employment. The most dramatic reduction occurred between 1911 
and 1921, but most of the other periods saw some degree of relative 
decline. While a drop from 30 to 20 percent is noteworthy, it is not 
nearly as striking as the complete elimination of boy labor that oc
curred in the GWR and GPO. 

These figures exaggerate the number of juveniles working in Brit
ain. In 1931, only 8.2 percent of all male clerks were aged fourteen to 
seventeen. The overwhelming majority of clerks under twenty-one 
were aged eighteen to twenty and were, for employment purposes, 
adults. Data limitations prevent the calculation of comparably cor
rected figures for earlier periods. Given that the Orchard data suggest 
that a third of all male clerks in 1871 were juveniles, while in 1931 we 
know for certain that this figure was 8.2 percent, if anything the decline 
in boy clerkships was even more dramatic than is suggested by Table 
8.5. This drop, however, would have been less than the decline that 
was experienced by the two main firms in the study. While the figures 
in Table 8.5 are misleading in an absolute sense, the bias they intro
duce is conservative. What remains to be explained is why these figures 
declined, and why this decline was less steep than that observed in the 
two-case analysis. 

The more modest nature of the national changes can be attributed 
to two factors. First, non-railway commercial firms would have been 
able to absorb a higher percentage of their boy clerks than would have 
been possible for the GWR or the GPO. The Great Western Railway 
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and the General Post Office had very low turnover rates. Employees 
were reluctant to leave voluntarily because both firms paid premium 
wages. Furthermore, the policy of lifetime employment that was prac
ticed by both organizations virtually eliminated involuntary turnover 
among males. Because other private employers paid lower wages and 
were more willing to lay off employees, there would have been more 
circulation of staff in this sector, which would have created vacancies 
that could be filled by rising boy clerks. 

Second, the GWR and the GPO had completed their growth by the 
end of the nineteenth century. They were thus incapable of absorbing 
boy clerks through expansion. Other industries would not have been 
subject to this kind of restraint. Both banking and insurance saw 
substantial growth in the twentieth century. The number of manufac
turing clerkships would have increased both from economic expansion 
and from the increasing clerical labor intensity of the administration of 
production. It would have been much easier to maintain large appren
ticeship programs in those industries undergoing steady long-term 
organizational growth. 

The pressure to eliminate boy clerks would have come from the 
supply side. Qualified candidates for boy clerkships would have be
come increasingly scarce as the brighter youths turned instead to 
higher education. This would have been exacerbated by the bifurca
tion of internal labor markets within the office. As employers learned 
to differentiate between managerial and clerical career paths and 
started to recruit potential executives to the managerial track only, 
school-leavers would have become increasingly reluctant to accept 
clerical positions. Faced with a growing scarcity of educated boys 
willing to do menial work, employers would have had little choice but 
to abandon their apprenticeship programs and staff their low-level 
positions with someone else. Although boy clerk programs were not as 
severely threatened in Britain generally as they were in the GWR and 
the GPO, there was still enough of a supply crisis to make the wide
spread use of boy clerkships problematic. This is why the percentage of 
male clerks under twenty declined between 1871 and 1931. 

Conclusion 

We have seen the importance of other secondary labor forces in 
determining the opportunities that are open to women, with consid
erations of relative supply, human capital, and ideal tenure length 
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influencing the relative attractiveness of competing sources of cheap 
labor. The most detailed discussion has been of the trade-off between 
women and boys, but the same logic could be applied to casual white 
males or to members of disadvantaged minority groups. 

There is suggestive evidence that these factors apply to other 
occupations besides clerical work. Thomas Dublin has documented a 
trade-off between the employment of women and the employment of 
Irish in the Lynn textile mills of the nineteenth century. Originally 
Yankee farm girls were hired as cotton spinners. While natural train
ing with textiles may have had something to do with this allocation, an 
equally important consideration was their relative cheapness. In the 
company houses near the factories, however, a tight occupational 
community formed that was capable of generating a strong sense of 
solidarity. This resulted in a dramatic strike by the women operatives 
against the Lynn mill owners. Subsequently, the owners began to 
phase out female employment. A new wave of Irish immigration 
provided an alternative supply of labor that promised docility as well 
as low wages (Dublin 1979). In this case, women were rejected for 
Irish, but there is no reason why this history could not have been 
reversed, with women undermining a group of militant Irish. 

An important example from the quantitative literature comes from 
the work of David Snyder, Mark Hayward, and Paula Hudis. In an 
investigation of the relationship between sex-typing and location in 
core versus peripheral industries, Snyder et al. had a striking finding. 
Over time, the sex composition of the primary sector was generally 
stable; however, counterintuitively, the second sector was undergoing 
sex change in both directions. Some occupations were feminizing 
quickly, while others were de-feminizing. The robustness of these 
findings is slightly suspect, since the measurement of sectors was fairly 
crude; however, if these findings are right, they are suggestive. It is 
unlikely that, in the secondary sector, women were being replaced by 
white men. It is more probable that women were being replaced by 
teenagers or ethnic workers of either sex. Since change was occurring 
in both directions, Snyder et al. suggested that the secondary sector 
represents a continual flux of recirculating labor forces. It seems quite 
likely that some of these transformations can be explained by the 
changing preferences of employers, as they shuttle from one sec
ondary labor force to another looking for marginal advantages 
(Snyder et al. 1978). 



9 
Conclusion 

A question that emerges after completing any empirical 
analysis is the degree to which the immediate findings are representa
tive of larger social regularities. Every dataset from the narrowest case 
study to the largest set of cross-national statistics is going to have some 
quirks and idiosyncrasies that will introduce a degree of bias. There
fore it is important for any sociologist to step back from her material at 
the end of her investigation and ask what can be inferred about her 
dependent variable in general. This particular analysis has been a case 
study that has attempted to draw some larger theoretical conclusions 
about the determinants of women's economic opportunities. Most of 
the material has come from two relatively unusual firms, the Great 
Western Railway and the British General Post Office, two Victorian 
British clerical employers who were extremely large, monopolistic, 
and unionized as well. Other material came from a larger considera
tion of the history of office work. These analyses are free from the 
biases associated with the GWR and GPO, but are still colored both by 
the limited time frame of the analysis, in this case the years 1870 to 
1940, and by the peculiar problems of clerical work, which are differ
ent from those of other occupations. Studying a sample of occupations 
from 1970 to 1980 would hardly have eradicated these problems, since 
no sample of occupations can ever be complete, and the modern era 
with its legal changes and its tumultuous transformations in gender 
roles is certainly no less idiosyncratic than any other. Nevertheless, 
some explicit attempt should be made to place this study's findings in a 
larger context and to speculate on how they relate to an economic 
structure that is filled with work situations that are totally dissimilar 
from early twentieth-century offices. 

218 
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In the present analysis, a fairly large number of arguments have 
been made on a variety of different topics. It is important to summa
rize these coherently and identify the major themes that bind together 
the argument before integrating them into a larger theory of occupa
tional sex-typing. Then these principles will be applied to two larger 
questions: first, why did clerical work feminize? and, second, how 
does white-collar work differ from blue-collar work and why are 
women disproportionately concentrated in the former? The study of 
the GWR and the GPO suggests answers to both these questions and 
these hypotheses parallel each other to a significant degree. Third, the 
conclusion explicitly considers what kind of variables might be signifi
cant to a theory of sex-typing that might be obscured by a study of 
Victorian offices. In particular, the roles of law and of organizational 
vacancies are explored, although the analysis remains strictly at the 
level of speculation. Lastly, the question of women's concentration in 
low-status jobs is addressed. While this study provided some answers 
to this question, the theoretical structures that have been suggested 
cannot account for the universality of female subordination. An 
alternative hypothesis is put forward that is not immediately and 
obviously testable but is consistent with the domination of men over 
women in settings where the synthetic turnover hypothesis would not 
apply. 

The Main Findings of the Analysis 

Buffering from Labor Costs 

In Chapter 2, it was shown that an important determinant of the 
percentage of women in a firm is the capacity of an employer to 
tolerate discrimination. This capacity to tolerate discrimination is 
affected by many different factors. Discrimination is less likely to 
occur in firms which are labor-intensive and, all other things being 
equal, is less likely to be tolerated among occupations that make up the 
bulk of a firm's labor force. Thus, firms and offices that are clerical-
labor-intensive are more likely to use women clerks, while firms and 
offices that are non-clerical-labor-intensive are more likely to use male 
clerks. Organizations that are under pressure to maximize profits are 
less likely to tolerate discrimination than are organizations whose 
success is determined by other considerations. In the Post Office, 
offices whose political duties freed them from the necessity of cost-
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cutting were more likely to hire male clerks than were offices that were 
administered strictly by criteria of economic efficiency. 

De-Skilling 

Women were generally confined to low-status positions within each 
firm. Nevertheless, in these cases, the overall feminization of clerical 
work cannot be attributed to an increase in the percentage of low-
status positions. Real clerical salaries did not decline in this period, 
either in Britain as a whole or in these particular firms. Furthermore, 
neither firm experienced a decrease in the ratio of promotions to 
entry-level jobs. Although there were dramatic changes in the technol
ogy of clerical work, individual innovations varied in their implications 
for the substantive complexity of office work. Thus, in the aggregate, 
technological change had little net impact on the overall distribution of 
skills, since the various reforms tended to cancel each other out. 

Synthetic Turnover 

The exclusion of women from high-status positions in these firms 
cannot be explained using human capital theory in either its pure or its 
modified forms. Human capital theory argues that women's antici
pated careers are too short to allow them to be profitably trained for 
skilled or supervisory positions. In these firms, women worked for an 
average of twelve years, a period sufficiently long to justify training 
them for nearly any position. Furthermore, management seems to 
have been less concerned with conserving scarce human capital than 
with artificially increasing turnover. In firms where there is a pre
existing supply of skilled labor, where employees do not significantly 
increase their productivity over time as they gain experience, and 
where these employees are paid on tenure-based salary scales, there 
will be a strong incentive for employers to prefer newer workers to 
older workers, since newer workers will be considerably less expen
sive. Under such conditions, employers will attempt to maximize their 
quit rates by hiring employees whom they believe are unstable or, if 
this fails, by imposing tenure bars. Both the Great Western Railway 
and the General Post Office used marriage bars. These policies were 
explicitly defended by management as ways of keeping wages low and 
promotion chains fluid. Similar policies were instituted by other white-
collar employers, as was shown by surveys of firms in the United 
States, Britain, and other developed nations. White-collar employers 
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were particularly prone to using marriage bars because they paid with 
tenure-based salary scales. 

Legitimating Ideologies 

Women are often excluded from particular jobs on the basis of 
organization-specific policies whose primary functions seem to be 
patriarchical in nature. Although the initial motivation behind the 
implementation of these policies may have been sexist, their persis
tence depends on the degree to which they can be made compatible 
with the requirements of efficient organizational and economic func
tioning. Two specific examples on the GWR and GPO were night work 
bans and sex segregation. Both policies were initially implemented out 
of a managerial concern with traditional sex roles. The ban on night 
work survived because it forced a significant proportion of men to 
serve late shifts. This facilitated the functioning of internal labor 
markets in each firm by intensifying the competition over day jobs. Sex 
segregation did not survive in most firms, since it seriously impeded 
communication between employees working on closely related jobs. It 
survived in the Post Office only due to a rare set of conditions that 
allowed the GPO to make extraordinary adjustments to the demands 
of such a regime. Furthermore, once the policy had been in place for a 
long time, eliminating sex segregation might have allowed experi
enced women to be promoted over younger high-level men. 

Employee Discrimination 

The patterns of feminization that occurred in the Great Western 
Railway and General Post Office cannot be explained in terms of 
employers' being prevented from hiring women due to pressure from 
sexist male employees. Most unions were not sufficiently strong to be 
able to force management to make concessions on sex issues. This 
condition almost certainly applied to the white-collar unions on the 
GWR and the GPO. Nearly every explicit demand concerning 
women's employment that was made by these unions was disregarded 
by management; this applies both to those demands for the exclusion 
of women that were made by the sexist unions and the demands for the 
preservation of female employment made by the feminist unions. 
Informal employee discrimination does not appear to have affected 
hiring either. Strong workers should have been more capable of infor
mally excluding women than should weak workers. Nevertheless, 



222 / Conclusion 

there was no correlation between the percentage of female clerks and 
the bargaining strength of male workers. 

Women as Labor Control 

The patterns of hiring in these two firms can not be explained in 
terms of the use of women to control male white-collar militancy, since 
there seems to have been no tendency for women to be less strike-
prone than men. The telegraph service of the Post Office attempted 
such a strategy in 1870 by filling strategic offices with women clerks. 
However, the female strike rate was essentially the same as the male 
strike rate, and the Post Office abandoned feminization as a strategy of 
labor control. Women were no more prone to docility on the Great 
Western Railway; after controlling for occupational composition, the 
differences between men and women in their participation in the 
General Strike of 1926 were trivial. 

Alternative Sources of Secondary Labor 

Both the Great Western Railway and the General Post Office 
increased their use of female clerks because of difficulties associated 
with the use of other sources of inexpensive labor. In the nineteenth 
century, duties that are now given to female clerks were given to 
temporary adult male clerks and boy apprentices. Male wage clerks 
fell into disfavor during the twentieth century because they lacked the 
human capital required for office work. They were doomed by the 
rationalization of office management that emerged during the Tay-
lorite era. High human capital requirements also reduced the demand 
for boy clerks. Firms were only willing to use those boys with relatively 
high levels of intelligence and education. Victorian firms attracted 
such individuals by offering them full adult positions after they 
reached the age of eighteen. However, there were demographic 
limitations on the percentage of positions that could be given to boys, 
because of this obligation to absorb male graduates. Rapidly growing 
firms had no absorption problems, but as growth rates decreased, firms 
would be obligated to turn elsewhere for their cheap labor. This 
problem was exacerbated by a growing scarcity of qualified boys as 
higher education and introductory lower managerial positions drew 
off boys who previously would have taken clerical positions. Feminiza
tion in both the GWR and the GPO was accompanied by some sort of 
limit on the availability of acceptable juvenile job candidates. 
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The Feminization of Clerical Labor Overall and the 
Concentration of Women in White-Collar Jobs 

The preceding analyses have important implications for two related 
larger questions in the study of occupational sex-typing. The first 
question is why clerical work changed its sex-type from male to female. 
The traditional explanation is that clerical feminization occurred as a 
response to several different social and economic changes. Among the 
most important of these were the increase in the supply of educated 
women seeking employment, the de-skilling of office work, and the 
reduction in both managerial and employee resistance to female em
ployment that came from a change in societal norms (Davies 1975). 
While the increased supply of educated women undoubtedly facili
tated feminization, it is unlikely that a scarcity of female job candi
dates ever inhibited the use of female clerks. The Post Office in 1870 
had no problem obtaining a nearly unlimited supply of women tele
graph recruits. The only supply difficulties they reported were with 
finding men. When the Great Western Railway chose not to hire 
women in 1876, the availability of female candidates did not even 
emerge as an issue in the debate. The continued use of men both by the 
GWR and by other private employers in the 1870's and 1880's would 
seem to have been due primarily to demand-side considerations. 

De-skilling does not seem to have been a factor either. Many of the 
technological innovations that were associated with feminization, such 
as typing, actually represented upgradings rather than downgradings 
of clerical skill. Women entered clerical work not because there was an 
increase in the proportion of unskilled jobs, but because managers 
changed their strategies for filling these unskilled jobs. 

There can be little question that male resistance to the use of 
women clerks represented a very significant obstacle to the progress of 
clerical feminization. Virtually in every instance that women clerks 
were introduced to a new setting, there was intensive protest by both 
managers and workers. The managerial objections were far more 
important than those of rank-and-file workers on the office floor. 
Although male clerks protested vigorously, their attempts to restrict 
or eliminate female employment came to nothing. Since the firms in 
these studies had unions that were unusually strong and successful, it is 
not likely that other male clerks were more effective at excluding 
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female workers. In a sense, the feminization of clerical labor can be 
attributed in part to the overall weakness of clerical workers that 
prevented them from being able to control entry into their occupation. 

Managerial sexism, on the other hand, remained the most potent 
barrier to clerical feminization. The degree to which this sexism was 
tolerated depended to a large extent on the degree to which offices had 
to economize on clerical labor costs. Over the course of the nineteenth 
and twentieth centuries, firms became increasingly clerical-labor-
intense, which forced them to pay greater attention to the expenses of 
office management. In the era of the Victorian counting house, when 
the administrative staff of many concerns consisted of fewer than a 
dozen clerks, it was not terribly economically significant whether these 
positions were filled by men or women. A firm's fortunes were gener
ally determined by its performance in other areas. The growing clerical 
labor intensity of industry came from two sources. On one hand, the 
growing sophistication of accounting and financial analysis in business 
necessitated the collection and processing of large amounts of data to 
facilitate more rational decision-making. This dramatically increased 
the percentage of staff in manufacturing concerns engaged in adminis
trative rather than substantive duties. At the same time, the develop
ment of the service sector created a new set of industries that were 
almost entirely composed of clerical labor. Banking, insurance, and 
public administration each employed workforces that were nearly 
entirely white collar. The growing clerical labor intensity of industry 
promoted a global concern with efficient office administration. In the 
twentieth century, managers eagerly adopted many of the reforms of 
the office Taylorites and reworked their procedures for correspon
dence, calculating, and data retrieval. At the same time, they began to 
staff their offices economically and hired women clerks instead of 
men.1 

1. An interesting empirical illustration of the importance of clerical labor intensity in 
promoting clerical feminization is the persistence of the male shipping clerk. Shipping 
clerk is perhaps the only clerical occupation that has remained predominantly male 
(Garfinkle 1975). The work of filling out bills of lading and receipts is similar to work 
done by female clerks in offices; furthermore, the physical demands of the job are not 
great, since, in most firms, loading and unloading freight is handled by packers or 
warehouse staff. What differentiates a shipping clerk from an office clerk is that the 
shipping clerk is usually the only clerical worker in a staff that is primarily blue collar. 
Although the employer of the shipping clerk, namely a warehouse supervisor or fore-
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Synthetic turnover also contributed to the feminization of clerical 
work. Most clerical employers would have suffered from the joint 
problem of tenure-based salary scales and relatively flat productivity 
curves over time. They would not have had the extreme problems of 
overannuation of the Great Western Railway and General Post Office, 
since those firms paid above prevailing market rates, but many of them 
would have wanted to increase their rates of turnover, and, as was seen 
in Chapter 4, it was quite common for clerical employers to use 
marriage bars. The use of gender as the criteria for differentiating 
between short-term and long-term employees virtually guaranteed 
that a significant share of low-status office jobs would henceforth be 
reserved for women. It is hard to imagine any other demographic 
classification besides gender that could have been used for a tenure bar 
that would have been at all practical in an office setting. Hiring 
juveniles and then dismissing them upon reaching adulthood provides 
a career of only two or three years in length. Dismissing people at age 
sixty-five is a common practice but hardly solves the particular prob
lems of clerical work. Hiring sixteen-year-old women and forcing them 
to retire at marriage ensures careers anywhere from six to ten years 
long. This is long enough to ensure the conservation of any firm-
specific skills, but not so long as to create a severe crisis of productivity. 
Thus, ironically, even as tenure bars diminished the opportunities for 
older women, they gave younger women a near monopoly on clerical 
positions, since their tenures could be more easily manipulated to fit 
the needs of office employers. Synthetic turnover thus helped ensure 
that clerical work would become a female sex-typed job. 

Finally, clerical work feminized because of the growing problems 
inherent in using other sources of cheap labor. There was no increase 
in the problems associated with using casual males. Undereducated 
clerks had been a problem in Victorian Britain, and concerns with 
clerical quality control date back at least to the 1870's. However, since 
temporary men were a suboptimal solution to the problem of staffing 
routine clerical jobs, one would expect that their use would diminish 

man, may claim that women cannot handle the physical demands of such a position, this 
is really no different from the claims that were made by the Postal Engineers or the Great 
Western Railway management. What all of these managers have in common is a clerical 
force that is sufficiently small relative to their total staff that the luxury of male clerks can 
be afforded. 
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over time, as managers became more sophisticated in the business of 
office management. Each wave of office rationalization should have 
made further inroads into the numbers of temporary male clerks until 
they finally disappeared altogether. For boys, the problem would have 
been the growing scarcity of qualified candidates as more and more 
boys turned instead to higher education and starting jobs with explic
itly managerial job titles. Increasingly, women represented one of the 
few sources of highly educated skilled inexpensive labor that would 
have been available to employers. 

A second closely related question is why women are predominantly 
concentrated in white-collar rather than manual positions. To some 
extent, this question asks why jobs similar to clerical work became 
feminized as well, and the answer closely parallels the above discus
sion. White-collar occupations tend to be labor-intensive rather than 
capital-intensive. Factories tend to expend a substantial proportion of 
their budgets on raw materials and technology. Offices devote their 
budgets entirely to labor. White-collar employers are less capable of 
tolerating discrimination against women and are more likely to make 
use of their relative cheapness. White-collar occupations are also 
relatively poorly unionized. As such, male workers in these positions 
are less capable of acting in their own behalf to restrict the supply of 
labor and forbid employers from using secondary sources of labor. 
White-collar jobs tend to pay on tenure-based salary scales, thus 
making them more apt than blue-collar jobs to require some form of 
synthetic turnover. Blue-collar occupations are paid on piece rates or 
with job-specific wage rates that do not vary by the demographic 
attributes of the jobholder. Since, in these situations, older workers 
are not necessarily more expensive than younger workers, employers 
have no incentive to increase turnover, and there is no motivation to 
create an underclass of female employees. Lastly, most white-collar 
jobs require a non-trivial amount of formal education. These jobs are 
likely to require the verbal and intellectual skills that are taught in 
schools, unlike blue-collar occupations, where the training often 
occurs in extracurricular settings, or occurs on the job itself. Because 
of the high value that is placed on formal education, employers reserve 
white-collar jobs for workers with a college degree or better. In 
general, minority members, juveniles, and casual males are less likely 
to have the educational qualifications that are available in the adult 
white female labor force. Thus, women should receive a dispro
portionate share of white-collar positions, while workers in other 
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categories of secondary labor should find more employment in manual 
occupations, where education is a less important barrier to entry. 

The Operation of Occupational Sex-Typing 
at the National Level 

Some of the arguments that were elaborated in the main analysis 
are of direct relevance to the quantitative literature on occupational 
sex-typing that has examined national occupational structures. A full-
scale empirical test of these theories using national data has not been 
attempted. Nevertheless, the existing studies do provide an opportu
nity to examine individual propositions to see how they fare. 

The quantitative literature provides further evidence of the rela
tionship between buffering from labor costs and the percentage of 
females in an occupation. Labor intensity has generally been a signifi
cant predictor of occupational sex type. Michael Wallace and Arne 
Kalleberg, as part of a larger investigation of the structure of dual 
labor markets, estimated the determinants of the percentage of 
females among 68 industries. They found that capital intensity was 
negatively correlated with the percentage of females in an industry. 
Furthermore, capital intensity was the only variable in their model that 
was statistically significant at the .05 level (Wallace and Kalleberg 
1981).2 Bridges obtained similar findings in his analyses of 80 primary 
and secondary industries and 320 "industry strata."3 In his earlier 
research, the only analytic variable that consistently predicted the 
percentage of women was capital intensity. Fixed assets per worker 
had the strongest zero-order relations with the use of women and was 
the only variable besides industry dummies that survived the inclusion 
of other variables. In his later work, Bridges used a variable called 
"classic capitalist organization," which was a combination of firm size 

2. This relationship was not robust to controlling for occupational composition. 
However, that finding comes from an equation that used fully fifteen variables to predict 
variance in only sixty-eight cases. The uncontrolled equation used only six independent 
variables. The small N available in most analyses of industrial attributes makes data 
attrition a real methodological concern. 

3. In Bridges' terminology, an industrial stratum is either the white-collar or the 
blue-collar staff of an industry considered separately. 
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and fixed assets per worker. Out of eleven independent variables, 
classic capitalist organization was the third best predictor of the per
centage of females. The best predictor was white collar-blue collar, 
which, as was argued above, can also be viewed in part as a proxy for 
labor intensity. The raw correlation between fixed assets per worker 
and the use of women was much weaker for tertiary industries, with 
the relationship being insignificant in multivariate analyses (Bridges 
1980,1982). This may have been due to the presence of financial and 
insurance firms in this sector. Such firms tend to own a lot of assets but 
have operating budgets that are entirely labor intensive. Except for 
those tests involving the tertiary sector, the performance of measures 
of buffering from labor costs generally has been very impressive.4 

The percentage of females in an industry is also affected by the 
demographic composition of the rest of the workforce. In some cases, 
this can be explained in terms of a trade-off between primary and 
secondary labor. If the use of women was positively correlated with the 
use of other disadvantaged workers, this would suggest the presence of 
some factor that was benefiting both groups at the expense of white 
adult men. If the use of women was negatively correlated with the use 
of these other groups, it would suggest a trade-off between alternative 
sources of secondary labor such as was discussed in Chapter 8. In 
general, one would expect that if one did not control for attractiveness 
of employment, there would be a positive correlation between female 
and minority hiring, since the zero-order relationship would primarily 
capture the overall advantages white males enjoy in the labor market. 
As one controls for attractiveness of employment and other variables 
affecting white male employment, the inverse relationship between 
female and minority employment should become more apparent. In 
Bridges' models, both types of relationships make an appearance. In 
his early work, Bridges found a negative relation between female 
employment and that of blacks. The zero order relationship was 
relatively weak, while as one would expect, the relationship after 
secondary sector was controlled was much stronger. In Bridges' later 

4. A labor cost buffering theory would also imply that secondary sector firms would 
be more likely to hire women than would primary firms because of their generous supply 
of organizational slack. This proposition has been disconfirmed in several preliminary 
analyses. There are several methodological reasons for questioning these findings, and 
the most that can be said is that the relation between patterns of gender hiring and dual 
labor markets is empirically unknown. For a discussion of the complex measurement 
issues involved, see Appendix G. 
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work, the second most important predictor of the percentage of 
females was the percent of males who are between twenty-five and 
fifty-four. Women are less likely to work in industry sectors whose men 
are predominantly in their prime working years. The direction of the 
relationship is embarrassing at first glance, since in a model that 
included numerous controls for attractiveness of employment, there 
was a positive rather than a negative relationship with the percentage 
of juveniles. Nevertheless, the strength and significance of the rela
tionship suggests that the dynamics of trade-offs between these groups 
needs further study and that there appears to be a very definite 
relationship between female employment and the dynamics of the 
hiring of other types of labor. 

Bridges' work also illustrates the relative unimportance of em
ployee exclusion in determining occupational sex type. After control
ling for other variables, the path between unionization and the per
centage of females was virtually zero. Furthermore, unionization 
significantly decreased the amount of sex segregation within indus
tries. If unions were restricting female employment, one would have 
expected the opposite—that is, that in unionized industries, women 
would be more likely to be confined to a small subset of occupations. 

These findings are consistent with the historical evidence on male 
exclusionary campaigns presented by Alice Kessler-Harris. Male 
unionists have consistently been opposed to female employment. 
However, there have been relatively few cases of an employer's 
attempting to introduce women but being forced to abandon such 
plans in the face of organized resistance from labor. Unions have 
frequently barred women from union membership, only to find that 
employers have ignored this lack of certification and hired the women 
anyway. In the nineteenth century, the National Typographical Union 
banned women from membership and steered work away from female 
printers. Women printers set up their own union and seem to have 
prospered throughout the remainder of the century.5 Cigar-makers 
originally excluded women from their union, but were forced to re
verse their policy in the face of an overwhelming feminization by an 
unsympathetic management. When Detroit streetcar conductors re
fused to give union cards to female conductors, the women were able 
to overturn this policy by appealing to the National War Labor Board 

5. By the twentieth century, printing had become a male-dominated occupation. A 
closer examination of the decline of the female printer would be an excellent test of 
union exclusion theories as well as a fascinating case study in its own right. 
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(Kessler-Harris 1982). It is true that many employers claim that they 
are unable to hire women due to the policies of their unions. However, 
many of these statements can be easily interpreted as rationalizations 
by managers whose own interest in feminization is lukewarm. Thus 
Bridges' findings of no significant union effects are likely to be rela
tively robust. 

Environmental Constraints on the Rates of 
Change of Occupational Sex-Type 

The analysis thus far has implicitly assumed that occupational sex-
type is determined largely by the desires of management. Most of the 
arguments that have been made to explain the persistence of relatively 
expensive male clerks involve either countervailing advantages (syn
thetic turnover), buffering from the requirement to maximize profits 
(clerical labor intensity), or the availability of sources of relatively 
inexpensive male labor (boy clerkships). The only environmental 
constraint that was discussed was resistance from organized labor, and 
the position taken was generally negative. Nevertheless, there are 
some important environmental constraints on the ability of a firm to 
set its sex-type at will that did not play a role in this study. One of these 
is law and government policy. The other is the supply of vacant 
positions. 

Postal hiring was subject to a wide variety of political constraints. 
Nevertheless, most of these tended to be idiosyncratic and were not 
typical of the problems felt by the average firm in the private sector. 
The most important legal constraints that have affected the hiring of 
women have been protectionist legislation and affirmative action. 
Neither of these was terribly important to the feminization of clerical 
labor, but each have had obvious consequences in the blue-collar and 
professional sectors. Any quantitative study of contemporary Amer
ican sex-typing would have to take such considerations into account. 
Net of whatever variables are suggested by this analysis, the design 
should include explicit measures of the timing and enforcement of 
affirmative action policy. Firms in industries or regions where enforce
ment activity has been especially rigorous should be more likely to hire 
women, even if the firms themselves have not received any direct 
pressure. 

The role of vacancies in determining sex-type is less obvious. The 
discussion has implicitly assumed that an employer can immediately 
adjust his labor force to reflect current economic and social conditions. 
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In fact, he can only introduce new workers into positions for which 
there are vacancies. If the number of openings is relatively small, his 
current sex-type may reflect past rather than present economic condi
tions. This was graphically illustrated in the Post Office by the length of 
time it took to get the political appointees out of office. The Orders in 
Council banning patronage were passed in 1870. The last political hires 
finally left the Post Office in 1911, fully forty years after the original 
decision to dispense with patronage was made. Most organizations are 
somewhat more adaptable than the Post Office. Nevertheless, the 
effect of this inertia must be factored in when considering any cross-
sectional employment data. 

The speed at which vacancies arise is determined by three factors: 
the secular rate of organizational growth; the effect of cyclical factors 
on organizational growth; and the rate of voluntary quitting by em
ployees. If a firm is growing steadily, there will be an ample supply of 
new positions that can be filled with members of a new socio-
demographic category. If a firm is stagnating, the employer will only 
be able to put new workers in those positions that arise from attrition. 
If the firm is shrinking, there will be no new vacancies at all. Fur
thermore, employers generally have less autonomy over who they fire 
than they do over who they hire. The employer may not be able to lay 
off individuals in such a manner as to control the demographic com
position of the resulting workforce. 

Cyclical firms should be particularly responsive to current needs. 
Firms that fluctuate in size go through phases of releasing older work
ers and then obtaining new ones. Even if some institutional arrange
ment exists allowing former employees to get their jobs back, there are 
usually enough workers who do not return to create a supply of 
vacancies that management can fill with a free hand. In the case of 
extremely unstable employment, such as seasonal labor or casual 
work, the labor force itself is sufficiently transitory to allow for nearly 
complete restaffing with every wave. There should be no lagged 
adjustment at all in these situations. 

The role of voluntary turnover in creating vacancies is obvious and 
need not be belabored. This implies that life-tenure bureaucracies, 
relatively high-paying firms, and firms that refrain from hiring juve
niles will all suffer from some form of inertia in their hiring, since all 
three types of firm are particularly likely to have low turnover. Internal 
labor markets thus have the effect of reinforcing a pre-existing in-
group's statistical domination of employment by reducing the number 
of vacancies for which an outsider can be hired. 
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An illustration of the importance of these principles comes from 
Snyder, Hayward, and Hudis (1978), who found that, in the secondary 
sector, occupations were more likely both to increase and to decrease 
their percentage of women workers. Secondary sector industries are 
more likely to be highly cyclical, are more likely to be low-paying, 
causing workers to leave, are more likely to hire juveniles who tend to 
quit for personal considerations, and are less likely to have well-
developed internal labor markets. Furthermore, to measure second
ary status Snyder et al. used the percentage of workers that were 
part-year and the percentage of workers that were part-time. Both of 
these measures are particularly sensitive measures of the overall sup
ply of vacancies. 

The effect of legal changes is likely to be relatively permanent. 
Even if future governments were to stop enforcing affirmative action, 
the bureaucratic procedures that were created for initial compliance 
are likely to persist, albeit with reduced efficiency. However, the 
effects of vacancy shortages are relatively transitory. Over the middle 
term, most employers should be able to make some adjustment in the 
composition of their labor force, even if the change is less than they 
might desire. Lag models can make a contribution to the study of 
occupational sex-typing, but only within the context of a larger theory 
that specifies the changes that employers are attempting to achieve. 

Women and Low-Status Jobs 

One of the fundamental questions in the study of women's work is 
why women are concentrated in low-status jobs. A major goal of this 
study was to develop an alternative to the natural turnover hypothesis. 
This second explanation, the synthetic turnover model, was extremely 
useful in explaining women's subordination in the Great Western 
Railway and the General Post Office. It is also quite helpful in explain
ing women's subordination in the white-collar sector. However, the 
model only works under a fairly narrow range of economic conditions. 
If the employer does not pay with tenure-based salary scales, or if 
labor is scarce, or if employees significantly improve their productivity 
with increased experience over the long term, or if there are efficient 
sex-neutral mechanisms for eliminating workers whose pay increases 
have exceeded their productivity, then there will be either no advan
tage to increasing turnover or no need to use gender to differentiate 
the labor force and the synthetic turnover model will not hold. The 
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general predictive power of the synthetic turnover model is based on 
the fact that the complex conjuncture of events that sets the model 
into action occurs relatively frequently in practice. Many women's 
jobs are characterized by tenure-based salaries, a labor surplus, 
minimal on-the-job training, and an absence of practical sex-neutral 
tenure bars. However, another explanation must be sought for 
women's economic subordination in the extremely large number of 
empirical settings where the terms of the synthetic turnover model do 
not apply. 

The most compelling explanation of women's concentration in 
low-status jobs involves employee discrimination. Most forms of em
ployee discrimination do not directly affect occupational sex-type, 
since most employees do not control entry into their own occupations. 
However, there is a significant exception to this principle. A particu
larly important set of workers who do control entry into their occupa
tion is managers. Managers fundamentally control the setting of occu
pational sex-type by determining who gets hired for virtually every 
kind of job. This study has followed the traditional practice of viewing 
discrimination by managers as being a form of employer discrimina
tion, which can be explained in terms of pure sexism and patriarchical 
ideology. However, discrimination by managers can also be viewed as 
employee discrimination. 

The exclusion of women from high-status positions benefits the 
managerial class by restricting the supply of replacement labor for 
these positions and increasing the economic returns to managers as a 
whole. Employee discrimination is very easy to ground in economic 
rationality. Effective discrimination restricts the supply of candidates 
for any giv^n occupation. This provides job security for pre-existing 
workers by making it less likely that they will be replaced by an 
alternative job candidate. This difficulty of replacement in turn gives 
them bargaining power that they can use to increase the wages for their 
occupation. Managers are employees just like operatives or laborers, 
with a rational concern for protecting their careers and economic 
prospects. Executives defend the overall salary levels of their occupa
tion by restricting the supply of entrants to the entry-level positions in 
administrative job chains. By hiring only men for junior-level jobs, 
employers make qualified managerial trainees artificially scarce. This 
raises the salaries of entry-level positions through simple market com
petition. Upper-level executives benefit from this inflation because 
their salaries are generally set to be higher than those given to entering 
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trainees. Thus, if discrimination raises the salaries of entry-level man
agers, it will put upward pressure on the entire executive salary struc
ture. 

A somewhat related argument can be made for professionals. Pro
fessionals also control entry into their own occupations. They control 
entry into whatever academic institutions provide the basic training in 
the field; they control the accreditation process by which students are 
allowed to practice the profession; and most importantly, they control 
the hiring of professionals in the firms in which they themselves are 
employed. Most professional firms are administrated in a collegial 
fashion, with all senior partners having a significant vote in determin
ing both hiring and advancement within the organization. Even when 
professionals work within a corporate or bureaucratic setting, it is 
unusual for anyone to be hired who does not meet the approval of the 
pre-existing professional staff. 

The motivation for professional discrimination is somewhat differ
ent from that of managers. Professional incomes are largely deter
mined by the volume of fees that has been earned by the firm. 
Although most professionals do receive a nominal salary, a significant 
proportion of their remuneration comes in the form of a bonus, which 
is entirely dependent on the prosperity of the firm. Thus professionals 
do not benefit in the same way managers do from internal labor 
markets that ensure a positive differential between the salaries of 
entering and advanced workers in an occupation. Instead, profession
als benefit from discrimination because it increases the price they are 
able to charge for their services. If successful discrimination drives 
women or minority practitioners from the labor market, there will be a 
reduced number of firms capable of providing professional services. 
This reduces competition among the firms already in the labor market 
and maintains an inflated schedule of fees. 

Most managers and professionals do not have such overtly eco
nomic motives explicitly in mind when they institutionalize policies of 
discrimination. In general, the non-hiring of women would be moti
vated by sincerely held beliefs in patriarchical ideology and a genuine 
concern with the compatibility of gender and professional roles. 
However, the fact that discrimination is likely to raise managerial and 
professional incomes helps to eliminate a potential check on the opera
tion of sexism in hiring. When managers think about the economics of 
hiring non-managerial workers, their patriarchical concerns are tem
pered by a consideration of larger economic considerations. Because 
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managers are interested in obtaining the lowest rather than the highest 
possible salaries for these workers, they have to consider the relative 
cheapness of women in their calculations. This provides a continual 
pressure to feminize and create labor economies. When managers or 
professionals hire themselves, they become concerned not with lower
ing but with raising the standard of living for their occupation. Any 
policy that will be consistent with maintaining levels of remuneration 
will tend to be accepted rather uncritically by employers. Sexism 
survives because it serves a latent economic function for this class of 
individuals. 

These tendencies are exacerbated because the hiring for both types 
of positions is relatively buffered from a concern with using sex to 
minimize labor costs. Managers and executives make up a very small 
percentage of the labor force of most firms. If levels of executive 
remuneration were to become extremely high, this would have almost 
no bearing either on the labor costs or on the overall profitability of the 
firm. As a result, most corporations tend to be relatively generous in 
their executive benefits. Six- and seven-figure salaries, stock options, 
and expensive perks such as private planes are all affordable because 
the absolute expense they represent is trivial compared to the total 
corporate budget. Given that these rewards are approved by trustees 
and directors who would like to see comparable remuneration given to 
themselves, it is not hard to see why such generosity continues to 
persist. 

A related argument can be made for professionals. One cannot 
claim that the profits of professional firms are independent of labor 
costs. Professional fees make up the lion's share of the budget in most 
of these firms. However, doctors and lawyers cannot save money by 
hiring female partners rather than male partners. The professions are 
one of the few occupations where the fifty-nine cent to the dollar rule 
does not apply. Female professionals still make less money than male 
professionals because they are barred from practicing in the more 
lucrative specialties. Nevertheless, once a women professional is hired 
by a firm, she is paid the same rate as a man. It is more difficult for a 
professional firm to deny a woman comparable worth than it is for a 
corporate employer. Corporations are large authoritarian organiza
tions that can mask pay inequities in a welter of different job titles. The 
presence of bureaucratic administration provides companies with the 
ability to segregate women workers by arbitrary job title providing 
different rates of return to similar work. Professional partnerships are 
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less capable of practicing this kind of discrimination. Because they are 
small, they do not have the same semantic differentiation of their staff. 
This tends to provide comparable treatment for all workers within 
broad categories, such as "summer intern" or "senior partner." 
Furthermore, most professional partnerships are run under norms of 
collegiality. This reduces the viability of having separate regimes for 
ostensibly equal workers. These factors keep professional firms from 
paying women less than the male rate for doing equal work. However, 
they also destroy whatever economic incentive there may be for hiring 
women in the first place. Since women work at the same rate as men, 
there is no pressure for professionals to seek economies through 
feminizing. As a result, they can indulge their sexist fantasies, or they 
can act to restrict the supply of women into the profession. Both of 
these will tend to limit female employment. 

Thus, although the synthetic turnover model cannot serve as a 
general explanation of why women are concentrated in low-status 
jobs, the various arguments of the book provide tools to help fill in this 
gap. Employee discrimination can only work when workers have the 
power to control entry into their occupations. High-status workers are 
the only cases of such exclusion's being effective. Women are gener
ally excluded from occupations when such exclusion benefits their 
employers. Thus, women are barred from the occupations of the 
employers themselves so as to preserve upper-level salaries. Women 
are excluded from settings that are buffered from the need to use 
cheap female labor to reduce labor costs. Both professional and man
agerial occupations enjoy the benefits of such buffering. Thus, the 
propositions that were derived from a study of variance in female 
employment can be used to explain the relatively universal phe
nomenon of women's economic subordination. 

Further Research in Women's Work 

A final lesson of this study is methodological. Those who have taken 
a radical or critical perspective on gender have in general been too 
reluctant to test their theories rigorously with either historical evi
dence or statistical methods. There is generally a despair on the part of 
progressive writers on women's status that their problems are particu
larly intractable to the use of quantitative social science analysis. 
Sometimes this suspicion comes from the perception that large sample 
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analyses tend to use individuals as the unit of analysis and thus become 
biased towards micro-level rather than macro-level strategies of ex
planation. In other cases, the suspicion is based on a despair with the 
quality of historical data. Archives are often seen as only providing 
scraps of anecdotal evidence that relate to particular and unique social 
occurrences. Some fear that the analytical clustering of incidents will 
do violence to the individuality of each event. Others fear that the data 
is so incomplete as to make any program of systematic measurement or 
sampling practically impossible. 

These reservations are real, but can be readily overcome by the 
analyst who is willing to be creative with what the data have provided. 
The pitfall of perpetually sliding into an individual-level analysis can 
be avoided by relentlessly seeking larger units of analysis. Instead of 
comparing particular workers, one can compare firms, industries, or 
any other aggregation that makes employers rather than workers the 
key decision-making actors. The analyst who is concerned about riding 
roughshod over the individual characteristics of his cases can devote 
careful scholarly attention to the historical context surrounding each. 
Such systematic attention to the historical record can suggest unantici
pated sociological regularities that in fact were operating unobserved 
in the other cases. The plea of historical individualism is often a 
disguised argument for the necessity of rich multivariate analyses. 
Finally, the data that is available in public archives are far richer than 
most social scientists have realized. Most of the major corporate 
archives in the United States are unidentified, let alone unexplored. 
Furthermore, the most banal, useless-looking document can be found 
on second analysis to contain a wealth of analytical possibilities. The 
turnover data in this study came from actuarial analyses in pension 
files. The dependent variable for the Post Office came from personnel 
lists, which often contained no more information than the name and 
job title of an office's clerks. The only data a name will provide is 
whether that clerk is male or female. A lot of archival data is not 
quantitative in and of itself. However, there are a lot more numbers 
out there than most people realize. The decision makers and bureau
crats of earlier eras kept accounts, took censuses, kept membership 
lists, took inventories, counted errors, and estimated costs in a fashion 
that allowed them to quantify the problems they faced in their daily 
lives. Sometimes these accounts were kept voluntarily by the organiza
tion; other times they were kept as a requirement of the local or 
national government, and a copy can be found in the public archives. 
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These figures combined with the qualitative leavings of letters, re
ports, and public announcements can provide historical reconstruc
tions that are remarkably detailed. An archive will not always generate 
information on precisely what an investigator is looking for. However, 
it often contains a wealth of information on important topics that one 
might have never even considered examining. By being willing to 
consider what an archive has to offer, and by making special efforts to 
consider what can be quantified from this material, one can uncover 
some fascinating and bizarre historical processes that have direct 
relevance for the intellectual questions of today. 
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Appendix A 
The Postal and Railway Samples 

General Post Office 

Most of the data from the Post Office comes from the Post 
Office Establishment Books. These are annual listings of the staff of 
every department of the Post Office along with statistical breakdowns 
by sex and job title. The Establishment Books also provide informa
tion on the pay scale associated with each position and provide both 
the names and career summaries of the top job holders in each depart
ment. Although the data is available on an annual basis, for economy's 
sake analysis was confined to the following years: 1871, 1876, 1881, 
1886,1891,1896,1901,1906,1911,1914,1918,1921,1926,1931, and 
1936. In general, every effort was made to preserve even five-year 
panels except during World War I, when the dates were selected to 
represent the last pre-war observation, the middle of the war, and the 
first year after the immediate post-war adjustments. 

The data set is not a neat rectangular one of TV departments times 
M years. The number of departments in the Post Office fluctuated over 
time, with new departments being created as the Post Office diver
sified and old departments being eliminated through merger or loss. In 
1921, for example, all the Dublin offices were lost due to Irish inde
pendence. Furthermore, the percent female in very small offices is 
subject to dramatic and somewhat random fluctuations due to the 
addition or subtraction of one individual. As a result, the analysis is 
confined to all departments with a staff of at least ten, a fact that 
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produces some mild fluctuations in the number of cases from year to 
year. 

The departments used in the analysis are the Secretary's Office, the 
regional secretaries in Dublin and Edinburgh, the Registry, the Re
ceiver and Accountant General's Office (RAGO), the Money Order 
Department, the Savings Bank, the regional accounts offices in Dublin 
and Edinburgh, Central Telegraph Control, the Central Telegraph 
Signalling Gallery, the Central Telegraph Cable Section, the Central 
Telegraph Intelligence Section, the London East Central (EC) Tele
graph Office, the West London Telegraph Office, the telegraph de
partments of Dublin and Edinburgh, the Telephone clerical section, 
the Telephone operating force, both types of telephone offices in 
Dublin and Edinburgh, the Engineering Department, the Factory 
Department, the Stores Department, the Returned Letter Offices in 
London and Edinburgh, London Postal Control, the main London 
East Central (EC) sorting office, the West London Sorting Office, and 
the sorting offices of Dublin and Edinburgh. 

The West London Telegraph and Sorting offices are used as proxies 
for the policies of the London postal service for staffing the district 
offices as a whole. The correlation between the levels of variables 
calculated for the West London office alone and those for the entire 
Metropolitan District are above .90. Using the West London office to 
represent trends in the Metropolitan District provided extremely sub
stantial economies in data-collecting and processing. The Money 
Order Department includes data from the Postal Order section. In 
some periods, the Postal Order section was under the supervision of 
the Money Order Department, but in other years it was under the 
control of the Receiver and Accountant General's Office. In order to 
prevent department scores from fluctuating randomly due to changes 
in the possession of a division that was in itself rather constant, it was 
decided to allocate the Postal Order section to the Money Order 
Department for all dates. Excluded from the analysis are the Medical 
Department and the Surveyor's clerks, due to their small size and 
extremely irregular reporting procedures in the data. Furthermore, 
the only postal employees included in the analysis are those employed 
in London, Dublin, or Edinburgh. Data are only available for clerks in 
other locations for selected dates in the twentieth century, and the 
scanty quantitative data is matched by an even greater paucity of 
supporting archival materials. A crude examination of the provincial 
data for those years for which they are available suggests patterns very 
similar to those reported for London, Dublin, and Edinburgh. 
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Great Western Railway 
There are actually three sources of personnel statistics for the 

railway. The first is the series of staff censuses discussed in the text. 
Data are provided for every department, and within departments they 
are disaggregated where appropriate into three categories: headquar
ters staff, divisional office staff, and depot staff. In this study, each of 
these divisions within the department is treated as a separate unit. The 
second source of data is the annual series of organizational charts of 
the salaried staff of the railway. These charts are lists of the clerical 
staff of every department by name, sex, and salary grade. These are 
clustered by individual office within each department; for example, 
within the Goods Department Headquarters one can find listings for 
the wages office, the scheduling office, and the rates office among 
others. The office staff lists are accompanied by brief descriptions of 
the work done in each office, allowing for crude analysis of the relation 
between job duties and staffing patterns. The last source of data is a set 
of strike statistics compiled after the General Strike of 1926 for the 
Chief Mechanical Engineer's Department. For every office within the 
Chief Mechanical Engineer's Department, there are data on the sex 
composition of the office and its strike rate. One particular advantage 
of these data is that they include material on the wage clerks of the 
shop floor. Wage clerks are included in the GWR census but are 
excluded from the organizational charts of salaried staff. 

The departments used in the analysis are as follows: 

Secretary 
General Manager 
Traffic 
Goods 
Chief Accountant 
Engineering 
Chief Mechanical Engineer 
Signal 
Docks 
Stores 
Road Transport 
Estate and Rating 
Hotel and Refreshment Room 
Stationery 
Police 

Headquarters 
X 

x 
x 
X 

X 

X 

X 

X 

X 

X 

X 

X 

X 

X 

X 

Divisional 

X 

X 

X 

X 

X 

X 

X 

X 

X 

Dep 

X 

X 

X 

X 

X 

X 
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Appendix B 
The Occupational Composition of the 

Postal and Railway Samples 

The statistical records for the Post Office and the Great Western 
Railway contain data on a wide variety of employees, of whom some 
were clerical, some non-clerical, and some borderline. The following 
criteria were used to determine who would be within the sample and 
who would be excluded. All employees whose job title was "clerk" 
were included. Unfortunately, the title "clerk" also includes some 
personnel who were clearly managerial. It is desirable to exclude top 
executives from the study, and the only systematic basis for defining 
executives was by salary. Therefore all employees who in 1870 were 
earning £500 a year or more were excluded from the study. The £500 
cut line usually identified a clear occupational border between clerks 
and non-clerks, which was then used in subsequent years. This defini
tion is reasonably generous in allowing upper-level employees into the 
sample; thus the study clearly includes many workers who would be 
called administrative assistants or first-line managers today. Workers 
who had been given a job title with "clerk" in the 1870's but were 
renamed in later years were kept in the sample. Furthermore, workers 
with obviously clerical job duties, such as bookkeepers, paper sorters, 
or writers, were included. Many workers at the bottom of the office 
hierarchy were excluded. All janitorial and security personnel were 
removed, as well as messengers and office boys. Messengers and 
office boys performed substantial amounts of clerical work in the 
nineteenth century, but their primary duties tended to be non-clerical. 
Itinerant workers were also kept out of the analysis. This includes 
canvassers, inspectors, surveyors, traveling sales personnel, and mem
bers of the Travelling Post Office. The normal conception of office 
work involves sedentary personnel. A variety of blue-collar clerks 
were excluded as well. These were workers hired within a manual 
chain of command to do primarily clerical duties. An example would 
be a worker on the Great Western Railway called a "caller-off," whose 
job is to identify all of the packages entering or leaving a freight car and 
check them off against a bill of lading. Ideally such workers would have 
been included and their work settings considered as additional units of 
analysis. The problem is that the job titles of most of these workers are 
somewhat arcane and are not easily identified by the modern-day 
observer. Because these workers are easy to miss, there is a very real 
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danger that only some of these workers would be included in the 
sample and the resulting description of this population would be 
seriously distorted. Stationmasters were generally excluded as being 
managerial. Technical and scientific personnel were removed when
ever possible. Because of the ambiguities of nineteenth-century termi
nology, a high number of technicians were included in the engineering 
sample. Repetition of the main analyses of the book excluding all the 
disputed cases provides findings similar to those presented in the text, 
suggesting that the effect of including the hidden technical personnel is 
not substantial. 

Appendix C 
Estimating the Gender Wage Differential for 

Jobs of Comparable Content 

The gender wage differential correction is designed to eliminate 
that component of the lowering of wages that is strictly due to the fact 
that women get paid less than men for doing identical work. The 
overall goal is to calculate a set of rates that reflect how much would 
have been paid had all the work been done by men. This entails 
calculating an average salary for an office that uses the observed male 
salary rates and a set of female rates that have been inflated by a factor 
measuring the differences in pay for men and women doing jobs of 
comparable worth. 

To quantify the sex-discrimination factor, I searched the job clas
sifications to locate jobs where men and women did work that was 
close to identical. Such assessments inevitably involve subjective judg
ments. Five pairs of jobs were selected for the sex-discrimination 
index. These are male and female shorthand typist, male paperkeeper 
and female sorting assistant, male and female counter clerk/telegraph
ist, male and female executive officer, and male and female high-grade 
clerk. Of these five, the closeness of fit of the first three pairs is easier to 
establish than is the case with the last two. 

The meaning of the term "shorthand typist" was the same in the 
Post Office as it is today. Both men and women did the same sorts of 
duties; men, however, were employed in settings such as the engineer
ing office that preferentially hired male employees. The paperkeepers 
and sorting assistants were essentially filing clerks. "Paperkeeper" is 
merely an older term for the job. To some extent, the female sorting 
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assistants were more skilled. They were expected to rotate from office 
to office doing whatever putting away was required. Thus, they had to 
learn the filing systems of many different departments. The paper-
keepers were limited to one department and could confine themselves 
to a single system. Counter clerks/telegraphists were the clerks who 
served at postal windows. They were also expected to transmit local 
telegraph messages using Morse code. Since local post offices were 
either all male or all female, and the work of each post office was 
fundamentally similar, the work of these two classes can be viewed as 
identical. 

The situation for the two pairs of supervisory grades is somewhat 
more ambiguous. The executive clerks were management trainees. 
They were started at a very low salary and given broad pre-
management training. Their scales allowed them to by-pass the bulk of 
the clerical force and advance quickly to responsible positions within 
the bureaucracy. It is unclear whether female executives got to the 
same levels of authority as their male counterparts. The high-grade 
clerks were supervisors who were promoted up from the ranks. Their 
primary responsibility was the supervision of large bodies of single-sex 
subordinates. The nature of the advanced substantive tasks involved 
with their jobs is unclear. 

The ratio of male to female pay in these job categories was as 
follows: 

Shorthand typists 1.49 
Paperkeeper/sorters 1.39 
Counter clerk/telegraphists 1.44 
Executive officers 1.25 
High-grade clerks 1.32 

All of these figures are within .12 of each other, and the three most 
similar jobs are all within .05 of each other. This suggests a relatively 
consistent pattern of bias in pay scales. 

Note also that the discrimination coefficients for the supervisory 
jobs is lower than those for the rank-and-file positions. One would 
normally expect higher-level jobs to show more discrimination; had 
these jobs been "truly" dissimilar, the reasonable bias one would 
expect would be that men would have jobs having significant responsi
bilities and remuneration, while women would have had more limited 
positions with a lower ceiling on pay. This would have produced a 
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greater gap between male and female earnings. The reverse bias that 
we observe suggests that the jobs were in fact "truly" identical and that 
the lower-grade positions overestimate the global degree of discrim
ination involving jobs of comparable worth. 

The rhetorical goal of Chapter 3 is to argue that real wages in
creased in the Post Office. Findings of high levels of sex discrimination 
allow for the calculation of higher estimated "true" wages. To allow a 
conservative bias into my calculations, I have included the supervisory 
categories, for a low sex-discrimination correction factor and a com
paratively modest estimate of real trends in postal wages. 

Appendix D 
The Estimation of the Percentage of Non-entry-Level Jobs 

under Assumption B in 1870 

Under Assumption B, the percentage of non-entry-level jobs is 
defined as all clerks with a status equal to or lower than the highest 
grade 5 male clerk. In 1933, there was a standard salary that repre
sented the cutting line between a grade 5 and a grade 4 clerk: £210 per 
annum. The strategy used here is to calculate the percentage of clerks 
in 1870 who had the same relative salary or less. An equivalent 1870 
salary was calculated by estimating the range of salaries in 1933 from 
minimum to maximum. Most salary distributions are highly skewed at 
the upper end. To reduce the skew, the top 2 percent of salaries were 
removed from the distribution. It was then determined that £210 was 
on the 47.8th percentile of this range of salaries. Note that this range is 
not the actual distribution of observed salaries; the range is the dis
tance between the minimum and maximum salaries. The 47.8th per
centile was then calculated for the 1870 salary range (after first remov
ing the top 2 percent as before). This produced a cut point for 1870, 
£150 per annum. The top 2 percent was then added back into the 
distribution, and the observed percentage of all salaries greater than 
£150 was the measure of the percentage of non-entry-level jobs. 
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Appendix F 
The Calculation of the Organizational Growth Rates 
Required by Various Percentages of Juvenile Clerks 

The calculation of the growth rates that the GWR and GPO would 
have needed to absorb their graduating junior clerks can be easily 
calculated using stable population techniques. Each organization was 
assumed to hire incoming recruits as junior clerks for the first two years 
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of their careers. Subsequently, such clerks would graduate to senior 
clerkships, where they would work for thirty-eight years. It was 
assumed that between hiring and the fortieth year of employment, 
there would be no resignations or exits. Furthermore, at the fortieth 
year, all clerks were assumed to retire. These simplifying assumptions 
are comparatively similar to the turnover behavior suggested by the 
actuarial data in Chapter 4. There was a very slight amount of turnover 
in the first few years of employment, and some mild deviations from 
retiring after the fortieth year. However, the absolute differences 
between the observed rates and the simplifying assumptions is not 
large. The actuarial data come from the 1910-25 period and may not 
be typical of what was experienced in earlier periods. Given this room 
for ambiguity, the errors in using the observed actuarial data to repre
sent the experience of the whole 1870-1930 period are probably 
greater than those caused by a cosmetic simplification of the mathe
matical model. 

For the present discussion, an adult is defined as anyone with more 
than two years of experience, while a junior has two or fewer years of 
experience. Then, using stable population techniques, one can esti
mate what rate of population growth is necessary to keep a fixed 
percentage of the population with two years of experience or less. The 
formula for the growth rate is 

r _ fa(g(r)/g(0)) 
M/(0) - MA(0) 

where r is the rate of population growth; g(r) is the ratio of adults to 
juniors that is to be maintained by management; and g(0) is the rate of 
adults to juniors that would cause no population growth. Put differ
ently, g(0) is the ratio of individuals above the age of two to people 
below the age of two in a hypothetical stationary population. In this 
case, a completely rectangular age distribution will produce zero 
population growth, so g(0) is 38/2, or 19. MJ(0) is the mean age of 
juniors in the stationary population, while MA(0) is the mean age of 
adults in the stationary population. These figures are 1 and 21 respec
tively. 

I am extremely grateful to Alberto Palloni of the University of 
Wisconsin Sociology Department for generating these equations and 
explaining their use. 
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Appendix G 
Women and the Secondary Sector 

Labor cost buffering theory would suggest that those firms that have 
a lot of organizational slack should be less likely to attempt to cut costs. 
Relatively prosperous firms should be less concerned with minimizing 
wages, and thus more tolerant of hiring adult male workers. Thus 
Francine Blau and Carol Jusenius (1976) and R. D. Barron and 
G. H. Norris (1976) are probably correct in arguing that women are 
more likely to be concentrated in the secondary sector and less likely to 
appear in the primary sector. 

This is a controversial claim because statistical tests of this hypoth
esis have generally been unsuccessful. Bridges found that out of six 
measures of primary sector status only capital intensity had any 
consistent predictive power in explaining the percentage of females in 
American industries. Wallace and Kalleberg, using slightly different 
measures of industrial structure, were only able to explain 9 percent of 
the variance among industries in the use of women using dual sector-
related variables. Most of their measures of primary sector status had 
no significant relation with sex. While these initial findings are dis
couraging, they should not be viewed as definitive. Bridges is probably 
correct that some of the variables used in dual sector models have little 
relation to occupational sex-typing. However the effect of others has 
been seriously underestimated, due to methodological limitations of 
the data. 

Most of the quantitative studies of both occupational sex-typing and 
dual labor markets have used industries as units of analysis. This 
strategy has been necessitated by the practical consideration that the 
economic data upon which these studies depend is available in indus
trial aggregates. As is often noted even in these very studies, however, 
most dual labor market theories operate at the level of the individual 
firm. Most of the propositions in dual labor market theory are de
signed to contrast relatively monopolistic firms with more marginal 
firms. The contrasts between firms in a single industry are likely to be 
far more dramatic than the contrast across industries. General Motors 
and Weyerhauser have far more in common with each other than 
they do with Red Star Auto Parts and Tuscaloosa Plywood. Neverthe
less, General Motors and Red Star Auto Parts are defined as be
ing in transportation equipment and are thus primary sector, while 
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Weyerhauser and Tuscaloosa Plywood are defined as lumber com
panies and are thus secondary sector. It is true that there should be 
compositional effects that allow industry attributes to be inferred from 
the average attributes of its firms. Nevertheless, most industries are 
somewhat heterogeneous, so the potential for measurement error is 
extremely non-trivial. 

The unit of analysis problem does not mean that all of the findings of 
these studies should be discarded. Some of the relationships under 
consideration should be robust to whether firms or industries are being 
considered; others should be more sensitive. In general, the effects of 
economic concentration and economic scale are likely to be misrepre
sented by industry-level variables, while the firm size, state interven
tion, and capital intensity can tolerate the higher level of aggregation. 
Let us consider each of these measures in turn. 

Economic Concentration 

Economic concentration is the aggregate measure of whether firms 
in a given industry have oligopolistic power through their domination 
of market share. This variable is, by its very nature, zero-sum. If four 
firms control 70 percent of an industry's market, the other one hun
dred firms must be competing for the remaining 30 percent. Thus, in a 
primary sector industry, the peripheral firms should be more marginal 
than those in a secondary sector industry, and one would expect 
substantial improvements in the performance of this variable if one 
had access to good-quality firm-level data. 

Economic Scale 

Economic scale is a measure of financial resources; it is based on 
such measures as the average amount of assets per firm and reported 
levels of profitability. In some respects, this variable can be viewed as a 
measure of financial "size." Economic scale is quite likely to be 
distorted by the use of grossly aggregated units of analysis. Within any 
industry, there should be fairly substantial differences in absolute 
wealth and profitability between the major and minor producers. 

Firm Size 

The number of employees per firm is also likely to be distorted by 
industry-level measures. However, attempts to remeasure firm size at 
a smaller level should not improve its poor ability to predict sex-type. 
The number of employees per firm has always been a questionable 
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indicator of primary sector status. If a firm is underfinanced, compet
ing for market share, and burdened with a labor-intensive technology, 
it is hard to see why its employment policies would be any different for 
a labor force of a hundred workers or a labor force of ten thousand 
workers. In the latter case, it is managing more employees but does not 
have any additional resources for paying them. Bridges is undoubtedly 
right in suggesting that firm size will be a poor predictor of female 
employment, but the behavior of size net of economic scale, concen
tration, and capital intensity should be irrelevant to a dual sector 
model of female employment. 

State Intervention 

The extent to which the state serves as a market for a firm's goods is 
likely to vary significantly from firm to firm within an industry. This 
factor is less likely to be a problem with state regulation, since this 
tends to apply across the board within industries. As is the case with 
firm size, however, it is not clear that re-estimating the variable at a 
lower level of aggregation would improve its predictive power. This is 
because state intervention has a secondary effect that is likely to 
counteract the exclusionary effects of governmentally induced finan
cial security. In recent years, the government has vigorously enforced 
affirmative action laws. One of the most common strategies for doing 
this has been to put strict minority hiring requirements on employers 
holding government contracts. Firms that are regulated by the state 
have also been vulnerable to government pressure and have had 
incentives to cooperate with affirmative action. If the economic secu
rity that comes from government support has had any exclusionary 
effect on women, this would only have occurred before 1965, when 
equal opportunity programs were not vigorously enforced. 

Capital Intensity 

Capital intensity, like state regulation, is not seriously mismeasured 
by using data at the industry level. This is because capital intensity is to 
a large extent determined by technological considerations that are 
common to all firms within the industry. Most factories in the lumber 
industry are sawmills with a fairly standard ratio of capital to labor. 
Most steel mills are capital-intensive, regardless of their modernity or 
level of technological sophistication. There are some industries where 
firms do differ in the extent of automation; core automobile factories 
use assembly lines, robots, and other forms of mechanized production, 
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while the peripheral firms are traditional machine shops. Neverthe
less, the within-industry variance in labor intensity is probably far less 
than the between-industry variance, a statement that is not true for 
monopoly power or economic scale. 

Conclusion 

This long methodological discussion has important implications for 
interpreting the results of Bridges, and Wallace and Kalleberg. Capital 
intensity is likely to remain as a significant and important predictor of 
the percentage of females in a firm. Firm size is likely to be unrelated to 
sex while the relationship between sex and levels of state intervention 
is likely to be extremely complex and unstable over time. Market share 
and economic scale should correlate with the use of white adult males. 
These findings would support the claims that buffering from labor 
costs reduces the use of women. Those firms that are relatively wealthy 
and have financial surpluses can afford to hire an expensive labor 
force. 
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