
In March 2010, the ACTU announced that pay equity 
between men and women would be its campaign 
priority for 2010. In just one year, 2009 – 2010, the 

gender pay gap increased from 17% to 18%! Simply 
being a woman accounts for 60% of the difference 
between the earnings of men and women. A woman 
graduate commencing full-time work will immediately 
earn $2,000 less than a man in the same situation, and this 
gap will widen to $7,800 five years into their working 
lives. The result? Over a lifetime, a woman in Australia 
can expect to earn one million dollars less than a man!

Equal pay was a key battle of the 20th century with the 
first formal acceptance of this principle in the 1912 
Mildura Fruit Pickers case. For decades, women and their 
supporters fought relentlessly: equal pay for equal work 
was “won” in 1969 and equal pay for work of equal value 
was “won” in 1972. So why does the pay gap stubbornly 
persist?

Wage disparity exists because the work that 
women do is under-valued. This stems from 
women’s role in the nuclear family, which 

remains the basic economic unit of capitalism. In rearing 
children and performing domestic duties in the home, 
women are producing the future labour power that makes 
the system tick. As Marx explained, the value of labour 
power — which is the basis of wages — is the cost of 
both producing and reproducing it. But because the work 
of reproducing labour is confined to the private sphere, 
the home, it is not directly compensated. 

Women’s public labour has also become strategically 
important. The number of Australian women in the 
workforce continues to increase. However 45% work 
part-time, due primarily to their unpaid domestic and 
caring responsibilities. This further widens the pay 
gap. Australia has one of the most gender-segmented 

workforces in the world. A massive 62.6% of all 
employed women work in female-dominated occupations 
and 65% of all employed men work in male-dominated 
occupations. This is a key structural reason why, despite 
pay technically being “equal,” it is not. Put simply, the 
work that women do is seen to be of lesser value.

This explains why the predominantly female community 
sector workforce is so grossly under-paid. And, it’s the 
same reason why public servants in female-dominated 
service departments earn less than public servants in 
male-dominated technical departments. 

The good news is that unions representing these 
groups of workers — the Australian Services 
Union (ASU) and the Community and Public 

Sector Union (CPSU) — are campaigning to close the 
pay gap. The ASU demands an end to the lip service, and 
the union is pursuing a case through Fair Work Australia. 
The CPSU has aligned end dates of agreements across 
departments and, despite a Federal Government backflip, 
is pushing for a public service-wide agreement that 
includes mechanisms to close the pay gap. But, although 
important, these campaigns are not enough to win wage 
justice for women. This is because union officials accept 
the fundamental laws of capitalism and agree that pay 
demands must take account of the “current economic 
and budgetary environment.” Already officials from both 
unions have conceded long phase-in periods. Workers 
deserve better than this! If we mobilise, we can win. 

The Freedom Socialist Party believes that now is 
the perfect time to launch a grassroots campaign to 
complement the current trade union campaigns. Unlike 
the union officials, this campaign will not accept the 
ground rules that privilege profit. Nor would it be 
constrained by the need to appease the ALP government, 
which sets out to do the impossible: “balance” the 
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demands of workers with the needs of the big end of town 
to maintain profits. The starting point of this campaign 
will be to speak openly about what working women 
need and to explain why the gender pay gap continues. It 
will be an action-oriented campaign that welcomes both 
women and men — current, future and retired workers, 
unionists and the unorganised, pensioners and those 
labouring for free in the domestic sphere. Our goal is to 
build a campaign for pay justice that cannot be ignored!

History shows that the struggle for equal pay 
achieved its greatest gains when both the union 
movement and women’s liberationists organised 

in tandem. On 21 October 1969, unionist and feminist, 
Zelda D’Aprano, made history when she chained 
herself across the front of the Commonwealth Building. 

Some union officials were horrified, insisting that the 
union movement didn’t do things this way! Others 
were supportive, including the official from the male-
dominated union who supplied the chain. But one thing 
is certain — this protest could not be ignored. It inspired 
others to action, including the female ranks of the union 
movement. 

Racism, like sexism, is an inextricable part of capitalism: 
it is also used to alibi for paying Indigenous and 
immigrant workers less. Capitalism also uses age, 
sexuality, gender identity and disability to justify low pay. 

If you agree, and want to take action to end pay injustice, 
you are invited to be a part of Pay Justice Action. 

Wipe out the pay gap! Demand equal pay as a right for women, Indigenous people, youth and seniors, •	
immigrants and temporary residents and people with disabilities.
Fund pay equity: tax the rich, scrap handouts to big business and stop the war!•	
Scrap the enforced dependency on partners and parents—an independent living wage for all!•	
Victory to the community sector workers and federal public servants now — no gradual phase-in period!•	
Strengthen our unions: scrap WorkChoices lite! Abolish the Australian Building and Construction •	
Commission!
Union democracy: the right of union members to decide the goals and priorities of their unions through full •	
discussion and majority vote. Free speech within our unions! 
Abolish youth and disability wages: pay the full adult rate for all!•	
Scrap the basics card! Fund jobs and services in Indigenous communities on award wages.•	
Stop the exploitation of overseas students and temporary residents — prosecute employers who pay less than •	
the award wage!
For affirmative action and fully funded training programs to tackle the sex segregation of the workforce.•	
End the mandatory double domestic shift: Free, 24-hour childcare! Fully funded social services! All carers to •	
be paid a living wage! 
Solidarity with low paid and exploited workers everywhere!•	

Come to the next meeting of Pay Justice Action! 
Thursday 3 February 2011, 6:30 pm at Solidarity Salon, 580 Sydney Road, Brunswick. 
We are organising an International Women’s Day Equal Pay Rally on 

Tuesday 8 March, 5:30 pm, assemble at the State Library.
Pay Justice Action is a grassroots initiative of the Freedom Socialist Party

For more information call 9388-0062 or email: freedom.socialist.party@ozemail.com.au


