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I recently watched a program titled, “Women, Work, and Care: The Pandemic and Its 

Aftermath.”  It was presented by The Century Foundation and Georgetown Center on Poverty and 

Inequality with U.S. Secretary of Labor Marty Walsh and journalist Gloria Riviera.  The point was  to 

discuss how the American Jobs Plan and American Families Plan would address the immediate 

challenges facing women and start the critical work of reversing decades of underinvestment in the care 

sector.  The moderator began her introduction to the program by saying that other countries have social 

safety nets and America has women, Women, Work, and Care: The Pandemic and Its Aftermath (tcf.org) 

 America has women.  

 McKinsey reports that, “The pandemic had a near-immediate effect on women’s employment. 

One in four women are considering leaving the workforce or downshifting their careers versus one in 

five men.” COVID-19’s impact on women’s employment | McKinsey  

 “Women—especially women of color—are more likely to have been laid off or furloughed 

during the COVID-19 crisis, stalling their careers and jeopardizing their financial security. The pandemic 

has intensified challenges that women already faced. Working mothers have always worked a ‘double 

shift’—a full day of work, followed by hours spent caring for children and doing household labor. Now 

the supports that made this possible—including school and childcare—have been upended,” Women in 

the Workplace | McKinsey. 

 I saw this firsthand working at a veterinary clinic before coming to serve you here.  Our office 

manager, an Asian American women with two young girls, had to reduce her hours and do more work 

from home.  When her mother-in-law was hospitalized with COVID and her husband flew to India to 

oversee her care, our office manager had to work completely from home.   One of the veterinary 

technicians had to occasionally remind the veterinarian that she couldn’t work a certain day or stay late 

another.  Her son’s childcare was still open, but not with unlimited days or hours.  Balancing child care 

and work is never easy, but in a pandemic with no in-person school and limited child care it has become 

even more difficult. 

 I am an oldest daughter of an oldest daughter of an oldest daughter.  I had thought earlier in my 

life that the bulk of care for my parents as they aged would fall to me, but that is not how it turned out.  

My sister is retired Army.  As my parents began to need care, she was the one who was retired and close 

by.  The bulk of their care fell to her.  My brother and I did not do nothing, but she could do and did do 

more.  

 My sister is retired, but she also has Multiple Sclerosis.  She deals with chronic fatigue.  She is 

not the only caregiver who does the work despite their own issues and needs. 

https://tcf.org/content/event/women-work-care-pandemic-aftermath/
https://www.mckinsey.com/featured-insights/diversity-and-inclusion/seven-charts-that-show-covid-19s-impact-on-womens-employment
https://www.mckinsey.com/featured-insights/diversity-and-inclusion/women-in-the-workplace
https://www.mckinsey.com/featured-insights/diversity-and-inclusion/women-in-the-workplace


 As well as taking on the bulk of care for aging parents my sister has also volunteered with 

multiple veterans’ organizations.  As a veteran with a disability herself one of the things she does is 

advocate for issues important to other veterans with disabilities.  After our many years in Iraq and 

Afghanistan too many injured soldiers have come home needing care.  Often it is their spouses, not all 

but mostly women, who give up or reduce outside employment to become full time caregivers.   

 Caring for children, elders, the differently abled is work that our society needs people to do, but 

if the amount of money paid for it is any sign of the value our society puts on it then it is not valued at all 

or very little, and that needs to change.    

Our current national administration, run by a man who has had experience being a single 

parent, included this in the briefing notes when the proposed American Families Act was rolled out, 

“The high cost of child care continues to make it hard for parents – especially women — to work outside 

the home and provide for their families. Difficulty in finding high-quality, affordable child care leads 

some parents to drop out of the labor force entirely, some to reduce their work hours, and others to 

turn down a promotion. When a parent drops out of the workforce, reduces hours, or takes a lower-

paying job early in their careers—even temporarily—there are lifetime consequences on earnings, 

savings, and retirement. These costs are especially significant for mothers and people of color, 

exacerbating inequality and harming the economic security of their families, as 91 percent of the income 

gains experienced by middle-class families over the last forty years were driven by women’s earnings,” 

Fact Sheet: The American Families Plan | The White House . 

Let me say that again, “91 percent of the income gains experienced by middle-class families over 

the last forty years were driven by women’s earnings,” 

 The briefing notes on the American Families Act also state that, “The United States is one of the 

only countries in the world that doesn’t guarantee paid leave. Nearly one in four mothers return to work 

within two weeks of giving birth and one in five retirees left or were forced to leave the workforce 

earlier than planned to care for an ill family member. Fact Sheet: The American Families Plan | The 

White House 

The American Families Plan includes investments in childcare and childcare workers and would 

create a national comprehensive paid family and medical leave program.  One thing we could do to 

make a difference is to write to our representatives and let them know we want this bill to move 

forward.  Even if we don’t have high hopes that this bill will make it into law now, we can still let our 

representatives know that these issues are important to us.   

I learned an acronym when I was working for what was then a regional group, Unitarian 

Universalists for Social Justice, SEWAC, S-E-W-A-C.  It stands for service, education, witness, advocacy, 

and community organizing.  Social Justice needs people working in each of those areas.  (S)  Be of 

service.  If you know someone who is a caregiver for children, elders, or someone who is ill or disabled 

and you are able to do so, offer to give them a break.  Take over for a couple hours. Let the caregiver get 

out of the house or just take a nap. (E)  Educate yourself.  Learn about the issues. Find out what is 

needed and who the organizations are that are working for it. Then (W) witness, share what you have 

learned with others.  Talk to your family and friends.  Show up at a rally.  Be a panelist on a podcast.   (A) 

Advocate.  Write to government officials.  Write letters to the editor.   If you own stock, encourage the 

companies you own a part of to do right by their working families.  And, finally (C) join with communities 

https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2021/04/28/fact-sheet-the-american-families-plan/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2021/04/28/fact-sheet-the-american-families-plan/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2021/04/28/fact-sheet-the-american-families-plan/


of those affected, their allies and advocates, groups like the Poor People’s Campaign and long-standing 

groups like the American Association of University Women and the NAACP.  

A decade ago Eileen Boris and Annalise Orleck wrote, “A century after the Triangle Shirtwaist 

Fire, women have become nearly half of the unionized labor force. They work in the growing service and 

public employment sectors as nurses, home attendants, teachers, and clerks. Previously labeled 

women’s issues—maternity leave, equal pay, sexual harassment, and work-family balance—have 

become union issues. Women hold leadership positions in the AFL-CIO and Change to Win. With the 

disappearance of manufacturing and the growth of service labor, women of color—both immigrant- and 

U.S.- born—have become the driving force in the labor movement for safe jobs, living wages, and dignity 

at work, leading women-dominated unions and worker associations. It is not an overstatement to say 

that the future of the labor movement appears up to the women,” FEMINISM AND THE LABOR 

MOVEMENT: A Century of Collaboration and Conflict (cuny.edu). 

On this Labor Day weekend let me call out a few of the American women  of the past who have 

made a difference to American labor.  Dolores Huerta was “a lifelong labor leader and civil rights 

activist.”  “Huerta co-founded the United Farm Workers of America (UFW) union with Cesar Chavez. 

Together they organized the Delano grape strike of 1965. that resulted in a workers’ contract, for which 

Huerta was a lead negotiator. She is also responsible for the movement’s famous slogan, ‘Sí, se puede,’ 

or ‘Yes, we can.’” 

“Lucy Gonzalez Parsons was “born into slavery in Virginia and raised in Texas in the 

1850s.”, “Parsons migrated with her husband, fellow socialist organizer and militant, Albert Parsons, to 

Chicago, where they would become outspoken labor activists, agitators, writers and intellectuals.” 

“Parsons fought for wide-ranging causes on behalf of workers, and according to the National 

Women’s Law Center, “played a significant role in the fight for the eight-hour work day, the organization 

of the first May Day, the founding of the International Ladies Garment Workers Union (ILGWU), and 

the Industrial Workers of the World (the IWW).” 

“Mary G. Harris Jones, famously known as ‘Mother Jones,’ was once referred to as ‘the most 

dangerous woman in America.’  “She became an organizer for the Knights of Labor and the United Mine 

Workers union. She passionately advocated for the abolition of child labor and was later affectionately 

referred to as ‘the miner’s angel’ by coal miners and their families… (She) was also (a) co-founder 

of the Industrial Workers of the World” 

 Frances Perkins served as the U.S. Secretary of Labor from 1933 to 1945 “ under President 

Franklin D. Roosevelt. She was instrumental in shaping the New Deal, the Wagner Act, which protected 

workers’ rights to organize, and the Social Security Act of 1935. She also helped craft the Fair Labor 

Standards Act. “ 

 And thank you to the website of the American Federation of State, County and Municipal 

Employees for those brief bios.  Women’s History Month: Celebrating Labor Leaders | American 

Federation of State, County and Municipal Employees (AFSCME) 

“Observer Ray Stannard Baker wrote in The American Magazine: (of the 1912 Bread and Roses 

strike in Lawrence, Massachusetts) 

https://newlaborforum.cuny.edu/2011/01/03/feminism-and-the-labor-movement-a-century-of-collaboration-and-conflict/
https://newlaborforum.cuny.edu/2011/01/03/feminism-and-the-labor-movement-a-century-of-collaboration-and-conflict/
https://www.afscme.org/blog/womens-history-month-celebrating-labor-leaders
https://www.afscme.org/blog/womens-history-month-celebrating-labor-leaders


[Lawrence] is the first strike I ever saw which sang. I shall not soon forget the curious lift, the strange 

sudden fire of the mingled nationalities at the strike meetings when they broke into the universal 

language of song. And not only at the meetings did they sing, but in the soup houses and in the streets,’” 

Bread and Roses | Zinn Education Project (zinnedproject.org) . A shared song did not win the victory, but 

while the campaign was being waged it reminded each that they were not in the struggle alone.  

 

Please join me in a meditation using words from Maria Elena DeValle, 

Yo soy Mujer 
I am women… 
I am not one. 
I am not two. 
I am the many, 
The multitude, 
the full force 
of women throughout 
history throughout 
the world. 
And we are angry. 
And we are powerful. 
And we are truth-tellers. 
And we are  
Passionately tender. 
And we are claiming  
Justice, now! 
…We are life, strength,  
Woman 
en marcha de justiciar 
empezamos a florecer 
on the march for justice 
we begin to blossom.  

 

  

https://www.zinnedproject.org/materials/bread-and-roses-song/

