
This year marks the 50th an niver sary of the sew ing ma chin ists’ strike at Ford’s Da gen ham plant.
In 1968, 187 women left the pro duc tion line to protest against the fact that they were paid less than
their male coun ter parts do ing sim i lar work, bring ing car pro duc tion grind ing to a halt. Their strike
even tu ally led to the 1970 Equal Pay Act, land mark leg is la tion that en shrined the right to equal pay
for equal work, de scribed by its ar chi tect, Bar bara Cas tle, as “self-ev i dently just and right”. It has now
been il le gal for em ploy ers to pay dif fer ently for work of equiv a lent value for 48 years. But the gen der
pay gap re mains in tractable. New fig ures last week showed that there are al most four times as many
men who earn over £100,000 a year than there are women. Three-fifths of the low paid are women.
They still earn, on av er age, only 82p for ev ery pound earned by men and at the cur rent rate of
progress it will take decades to close the gap. A toxic mix of fac tors is re spon si ble, in clud ing out right
dis crim i na tion, the fact that women still carry most re spon si bil ity for car ing and the over-rep re sen ta- 
tion of women in low er paid sec tors. This has al lowed gen der re ac tionar ies to cherry-pick data to ar- 
gue that the gen der pay gap is sim ply a prod uct of women’s choices: they opt to do more car ing within
fam i lies; they choose not to go into the high est-pay ing ca reers such as engi neer ing and fi nance.

This is disin gen u ous rub bish. First, the statis tics show that out right dis crim i na tion re mains a
stub born pres ence in work places across Bri tain. The pay gap be tween men and women with out chil- 
dren re mains far from in signif i cant, at 12%. Ex per i ments show that em ploy ers judge men and women
dif fer ently, with fe male job ap pli cants re garded as less com pe tent and de serv ing of lower pay. Some
of this dis crim i na tion is con scious; some will be im plicit. Re search sug gests that the ma jor ity of us
har bour sex ist in stincts that we un think ingly act upon. Men are more likely to ask for a pay rise than
women, but women who do so are re garded neg a tively.

The weight of so ci etal ex pec ta tion is that it falls to women to ful fil car ing roles. Some may hap pily
choose to take a step back from their ca reer for their fam i lies, but many will feel they have no choice,
that it falls to them to jug gle the re spon si bil i ties of work ing and fam ily life or it won’t hap pen at all.

Not only do we still as a so ci ety ex pect women to pick up car ing re spon si bil i ties, but women’s ca- 
reers get punished as a re sult of them do ing so. The pay gap be tween work ing moth ers and fa thers is
far higher than for child less men and women: women ex pe ri ence a penalty for hav ing chil dren, while
men get a fa ther hood bonus.

Some of the pay gap be tween moth ers and fa thers is ex plained by the fact that so many work ing
moth ers go part-time after hav ing chil dren; anal y sis shows that work ing part-time after hav ing chil- 
dren holds back women’s earn ings and ca reer pro gres sion. Some of this may well be as a re sult of
women work ing part time be ing de nied the op por tu nity to de velop the skills needed to progress; some
will be that they are shut out of, for ex am ple, net work ing op por tu ni ties that take place out side of their
of fice hours.

But some of the pay dis crep ancy will also be as a re sult of the ex tra dis crim i na tion faced by moth- 
ers and preg nant women in the work place. Re search sug gests that fa thers are re garded by em ploy ers
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more favourably than child less men; for ex am ple, em ploy ers tend to al low fa thers to be late for work
more fre quently than child less men and moth ers.

And the fact that women are over rep re sented in low-paid sec tors, de spite now be ing more highly
ed u cated than men on av er age, is a prod uct of struc tural in jus tice, not choice. As a re sult of both con- 
scious and im plicit bias through out the ed u ca tion sys tem, fu elled by per va sive gen der stereo typ ing,
women re main dis pro por tion ately shut out of top jobs in sci ence and engi neer ing. It is no co in ci- 
dence that work that is seen as “fem i nine” – car ing and clean ing – re mains some of the most un der- 
val ued and un der paid work in our econ omy.

Gen der pay re port ing – manda tory from this year for ev ery or gan i sa tion with more than 250 em- 
ploy ees – is an im por tant step for wards. With out trans parency, dis crim i na tion re mains hid den. But it
is not enough. We need to en cour age men to play a greater role in fam ily life, for ex am ple by giv ing all
men a longer pe riod of “use it or lose it” pa ter nity leave in the first year of their child’s life. We need
to en sure that opt ing to work part-time does not re sult in women chok ing off their ca reer pro gres- 
sion. And we need to en sure that more women pur sue ca reers in highly paid in dus tries, while im prov- 
ing pay and work ing con di tions in fe male-dom i nated jobs such as car ing and clean ing.

The last 50 years have shown that there is a long way to go be fore we achieve what is “self-ev i- 
dently just and right” for women. It will re quire rad i cal cul tural and so cial re forms, from erad i cat ing
the ef fects of im plicit bias to cre at ing a so ci ety in which it is pos si ble for moth ers and fa thers to share
their car ing re spon si bil i ties equally. Only then will gen der equal ity truly be come a re al ity.


