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Over the past few years, the Yale Women Faculty Forum (WFF) has held a series of seminars to examine the “gendering of work” done in households and in the paid labor force.  In April of 2006, WFF hosted Dr. Mary Ann Mason, Dean of the Graduate Division at the University of California at Berkeley, who presented data from her project, “Do Babies Matter?:  The Effect of Family Formation on the Lifelong Careers of Women.”  Dr. Mason’s longitudinal research (over 160,000 PhD recipients have been tracked from 1973 to the present) revealed the role parenting plays in academic careers in the United States.

In April of 2007, we continued this inquiry with a session entitled, “Working Lives/Lives that Work: Research Perspectives on Working Women in Japan and the U.S.”  This monograph provides a brief overview of the presentations of the four panelists:  Frances Rosenbluth, WFF member and Damon Wells Professor of International Politics and Professor of Political Science at Yale; Glenda Roberts, Visiting Fellow in Anthropology at Yale University and Professor at the Graduate School of Asia-Pacific Studies, Department of International Relations at Waseda University; and Dhooleka Raj, Lecturer in Yale’s Department of Anthropology and the Macmillan Center for International and Area Studies, and her research collaborator, Karen Hansen, Professor of Sociology and Women's and Gender Studies at Brandeis University.   Professor Rosenbluth presented her research on structural impediments to female labor force participation in Japan.  Professor Roberts presented qualitative data from her study of women executives in two corporations in Tokyo, Japan.  Professors Raj and Hansen examined discourses around the gendering of care work (what they termed the "blame game" and the need for women to construct “do-it-yourself” care) and structural impediments to building care networks in the United States.  Collectively, the panel relied on political science, anthropological, and sociological research conducted in Japan and the U.S. to discuss the ways in which labor markets, household obligations, and the organization of child care limit options for women (and thus, for men) in different economies and cultures.
Rosenbluth’s and Roberts’ analyses of care for Japanese children within heteronormative family structures emphasized the gendered (female) nature of caretaking, and its implications for women workers, families, corporate worksites, and governmental policies.  In the current Japanese economy, workers are cultivated as lifetime workers; that is, individual workers are often given lifetime labor contracts with a single company and thus become a “human capital acquisition” for corporations.  Because of gendered, cultural (child) caretaking obligations, Japanese women are expected to interrupt their careers to produce and care for children.  With this presumption of “career interruption,” women constitute a risk for private Japanese businesses looking for “human capital acquisitions” and therefore are less likely to be viewed or invested in as long term employees.  

In the early 1990s, the Japanese government developed policies and incentives that were designed increase child care supports for families in which both parents work.  These are examples of structural supports that encourage “work-life” balance for working women and men:  employment insurance pays a percentage of a worker’s salary when s/he takes child care leave; women have been actively promoted in corporate ranks as a result of changes in criteria from age to ability.  Perhaps most importantly, Roberts cited attempts to change national discourses that capture gender equality as a “social responsibility:”  because of Japan’s low birth rates, private industry and governmental policies “protect motherhood” by providing and encouraging child care leaves for working women. As a result, it is estimated that the Japanese economy reflects an investment in child care that is approximately twice that in the United States.  
Despite these incentives, child care in Japan remains the responsibility of women; none of the men in Roberts’ qualitative study had taken time for a child care leave.  Both Rosenbluth and Roberts report that the social concept of caretaking as gendered, female work remains a constraint on efforts to “balance” work and family life, and remind us that “childcare subsidies alone are insufficient to ensure female labor force participation if there are [or because of] other impediments to the demand for women’s labor” (Rosenbluth).  
Female labor force participation is lower in Japan than in the U.S. (58% compared to 72%) because of life time employment practices of Japanese corporations.  This is ironic, because one would think life time labor contracts would help women and other groups who are most vulnerable to discrimination.  The problem is that, to the extent that women are more likely than men to interrupt their careers to take care of their families, firms expect to get less return from their investment in women’s human capital.  As a result, Japanese firms resist hiring and promoting women in these desirable life-time positions, thereby depressing the demand for female labor.  Rosenbluth argues that, as long as Japanese firms have economic incentives to resist hiring and promoting women, child care subsidies from the government will be insufficient to help women gain equality in the labor market and, by extension, in society at large.

Although Japanese and American labor markets differ in some significant respects, there are also parallels between the lives of workers in these Japanese studies and faculty members in research universities in the United States.  Roberts’ study highlights the pressures on male and female Japanese workers who experience long daily commutes (an average of 90 minutes); extended work hours due to increasing ease of global communications; and competition for promotions.  Workers in American higher education are often part of an “academic couple” juggling (sometimes temporary) appointments on two different campuses; struggling to keep up with burgeoning publications and literature in their fields; and competing in intense rivalries for rare tenure track positions at desirable colleges and universities.  Higher education is perhaps the only contemporary American workplace that cultivates lifetime employees, establishing tenured professors as “lifetime human capital acquisitions.”  The caveats apply here as well as in Japanese corporations:  childcare is insufficient – yet necessary – to ensure women’s full participation in the professoriate.  Structural supports in the United States – legal anti-discrimination structures, laws requiring the provision of family and medical leaves (mostly unpaid), the leadership of some visible women and men committed to change, and progressive institutional policies – have allowed some women to succeed as long term workers in higher education.  But significant shifts in structures and values are needed to deconstruct care as gendered (and in many ways, raced and classed) work.  As the panelists pointed out, the so-called “care problem” is often “solved” by having “other” women (sometimes relatives and sometimes employees) take care of children and families’ household needs.
Hansen and Raj’s analysis confronted the discourse of “choice,” that working women in the United States choose between paid work and raising children.  They cite a number of popular texts (including headlines and stories from major newspapers, magazines, and television programs) that suggest that mothers who work in the wage-labor force are or ought to be guilt-ridden (at passing their child off to another person or entity for daily care), or struggle to do it themselves by cobbling together daily child care with relatives and flexible parental work schedules (what Hansen and Raj call “D-I-Y” or do-it-yourself care).  Raj and Hansen argue that this discourse adds to the complex and well-documented structural impediments that women face as workers and parents in the American economy.  They propose social change that offers a counter-discourse that positions “interdependency as social capital.”  In their view, contemporary intersections of kinship, work, and care demand different concepts, values, policies and practices that incorporate care in notions of citizenship, that acknowledge and embrace historical and ongoing changes in family structures, and that encourage flexibility in work and care structures.  
Changing the discourse in academia in the United States means confronting the presumption that when we discuss and advocate for “family friendly” policies, we are necessarily talking about “women’s issues” in higher education.  To do so will require engaging institutional language and policies which foster an increasingly global and inclusive workforce by using a “family friendly edge” to compete for employees.  Changing the discourse will necessitate addressing organizational structures and intellectual practices that presume the model of an academic as a solitary, male scholar – a highly individualistic construct that negates collective or cross-disciplinary work and the invisible labor of “faculty wives.”  Haithe Anderson, Associate Professor of Educational Foundations and Inquiry at Bowling Green State University, makes an argument for academic women to engage with a broader discourse to affect institutional change:
To formulate policy in higher education as if gender matters is to pay attention to the play of difference. To pay attention to gender difference on the terms offered here is to continually question how these differences are constructed—to openly acknowledge the contingent nature of gender differences and to work against the tendency to construct policy problems in oppositional terms that simplify and polarize the academic community. The issues raised by feminist policy analysts—salary equity, hiring women faculty, changing socialization and promotion practices, appointing women to administrative positions, and designing policies that are responsive to women's roles outside of academe—are all vital and important. Shifts in these areas of higher education policy, however, will reshape the entire community, and policy problems need to be formulated and analyzed in ways that reflect this universal impact. The arguments put forward by feminist policy analysts, therefore, would be better served by a vocabulary that promotes images of an academic world where women are working to improve the conditions of a practice they share with men…
The possibilities that I am envisioning are not easy ones, but one could begin by acknowledging that academic feminists are…insiders [. As such, our] calls for change [must] necessarily reflect [our] command of the "master's tools" (Audre Lorde) — [our] command, that is, of how to wield specialized vocabularies in academic ways. The linguistic rules that govern academic discourse may change, of course, but they will always point to the shared ground of our commonalities…Academic vocabularies and the way we use them, as academic feminism itself demonstrates, have always been defined collectively by the people who happen to occupy academia at a given point in time. The more diverse the academic community, the more diverse our vocabularies… (Anderson, 2003)  
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