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F
eminism has long been under fire 
both from within and without–
characterized either from the 
inside as a mainstream interest 

group plagued by blindness to race and 
class, or from the outside as a move-
ment of, as Ellen Bravo puts it, “hairy, 
humorless, man-hating lesbians.” Bravo, 
a longtime activist and former director 

of 9to5, a national advocacy organization for women in the workplace, 
focuses her lens on the second set of critiques against feminism. In 
Bravo’s recent lecture, she told us gendered equity in the workplace has 
something to offer everyone. The current structure of work continues to 
rely on the idea that a man has a wife at home full time, a fantasy that 
harms both women and men. In her own words, she laid out “how little 
the workplace values families and how much men have to gain by the 
kinds of solutions we need.” 

AcTIVISm In PrAcTIcE
It is clear Bravo is a seasoned organizer. She is an engaging, energizing 
speaker and has years of stories to recount. It was her candid and varied 
storytelling stretching across decades of political struggle that brought 
her presentation to life and offered the most passionate and enjoyable 
aspects of her talk. She recounted struggles for fair pay and better ben-
efits, and included tactical insight and advice from her campaigns. 

While describing a campaign in Madison, Wisconsin, Bravo de-
tailed a 9to5 press conference in which children served as panelists to 
convince the governor that the state needed a policy to provide better 
family-leave benefits. Bravo’s account of the press conference, complete 
with impersonations of the child panelists interrogating and chastis-

Ellen 
Bravo
At a recent event in the UCLA Institute for Research on 

Labor and Employment's Annual Colloqium Series, which 

was cosponsored by the UCLA Center for the Study of 

Women, the author talked about activism, organizing,  

and her book, Taking on the Big Boys.

by Maeve Johnston



25
updateCSWNOV08

ing the governor’s aide, was hilarious. It was refreshing to hear people’s 
individual stories take a place alongside facts and statistics in her style of 
organizing. Bravo provided real examples from the ground and showed 
that in both an informal presentation and in political negotiations, a 
personal touch is humanizing and powerful. 

TAkIng On ThE BIg BOyS
Bravo’s book, around which much of her talk was based, is entitled Taking 
on the Big Boys: Or Why Feminism is Good for Families, Business, and the 
Nation (Feminist Press, 2007). The book is an update in the conversation 
on gender equity. In it she provides numbers, studies, and figures to show 
us where we are now, how far we have come, and what work remains. She 
neatly lays out goals in working for equity, and isolates those responsible 
for injustice, using the term “Big Boys” as shorthand for the powers that 
be: patriarchy, exploitative business, and the ruling class. Essentially, 
Bravo argues, the Big Boys are the people and forces that create and per-
petuate inequality and are the only individuals who directly benefit from 
this discrimination. 

Born out by experience and dealing in practical knowledge, her book 
chronicles rarely documented victories and struggles, giving legitimacy 
and a place in history to important pieces of women’s lives as activists and 
feminists. Parts read like a manual for community organizing, albeit a 
funny, engaging one with sound advice and case studies. She offers us an 
opportunity to brush up on our numbers and reinvigorate ourselves in the 
struggle for equity.

PAy, WOrk, And FAmILy
As the former director of 9to5, Bravo’s activism naturally centers on the 
role of women in the working world. In her book, she looks at such is-
sues as pay equity, sexual harassment, job discrimination, and working 

motherhood. In her lecture, she focused on pay and the struggle many 
women face to strike a balance between work and family. Bravo’s premise 
is that women’s work is underpaid because it is undervalued. For example, 
women and men have historically performed different types of labor and 
differentiating these allows a hierarchy to develop. This in turn reinforces 
the gendered nature of jobs and perpetuates difference. A second reason 
for undervaluation is that jobs women hold are often the same work they 
do for free at home, such as cleaning and child care, and this work is cul-
turally viewed as women’s responsibility. Finally, women’s work is under-
valued because their jobs have historically been supplemental to a family’s 
income. Men’s jobs are still seen as the primary family income source, and 
this provides continued justification to pay women low wages. Men—as 
husbands, fathers, and coworkers—can benefit greatly from changing this 
situation. In her definition, feminism means “fully valuing women and 
work associated with women in order to free the potential of everyone.”

The Big Boys cannot brush off the question of work and family, Bravo 
claimed. They use small gains such as the Family Medical Leave Act of 
1993 to assert that working families are taken care of and provided for. 
But, Bravo said, the FMLA covers less than half of the private sector 
work force and it uses a narrow and traditional definition of family. The 
medical leave the act allows is unpaid and doesn’t cover routine illness. 
There is no guarantee that a company will keep your job for you while you 
are on leave. These are huge holes that greatly compromise the protection 
the act provides.

FEmInIST SOLuTIOnS
The demands Bravo described are simple, and in laying them out she 
exposed the outrageous realities working women continue to face. White 
women make 77¢ to men’s dollar (though she did not specify which men 
she was talking about). African American women make 68¢, Latinas 53¢. 
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Women, argued Bravo, should make the same amount of money men 
make for the same jobs. This is certainly not an extreme position, and 
hearing these figures makes the fact that this is not a reality all the more 
alarming. 

Some solutions Bravo proposed are more ambitious. She advocates 
a universal, single-payer health plan that would include one-year paid 
parental leave for both parents. She cited examples of firms that provide 
onsite childcare and healthcare and offer unlimited sick days. She also 
revealed that implementing comprehensive insurance and more humane 
family workplace policy would come at a cost of 1.5% of the GDP, which 
she contrasted to the 7.5% spent annually on subsidies to corporations. 
According to studies, none of these improvements come at a cost to 
worker productivity—if anything they increase morale and production.

ThE OThEr crITIquE:  
WhAT ABOuT EVEryOnE ELSE?
While Bravo is primarily concerned with the plight of women, she was 
quick to point out that she advocates social justice feminism wherein 
the goal of smashing the glass ceiling is replaced by the goal of revising 
and reframing the ways in which work is valued and workplaces func-
tion. “Yes,” Bravo said, “the goal is more women in power, but it’s mainly 
to get more power in the hands of all women and all other groups who 
have been left out. Which means we can’t just think about gender, we 
must look at race, social class, and sexual orientation.” 

Bravo lays the groundwork to engage with the criticism that femi-
nism does not include all oppressed people;however, she falls short of 
truly interrogating the linkages between racism, sexism, and power. We 
are left wondering who, when women are freed of the burden of dis-
crimination, will pick up the slack capitalism leaves behind. I believe 
she wants to include people of color, queer people, and people of lower 

classes in these justice movements, and all of these underrepresented groups 
do include women. But continuing this line of logic inevitably leads us to ex-
amine the paradox of fighting for equality in an inherently unjust system that 
prioritizes profit over human welfare. 

EngAgE
We must continue to change conditions for working women, Bravo conclud-
ed. She pointed to companies that already provide substantial quality of life 
and work benefits for their employees. She asked us to look at ways we can 
broaden legislation to give greater benefits to families. She encouraged us to 
expand our networks, to speak up and act. Her presentation and her experi-
ence fighting for women’s rights over the last three decades tell us that this is 
far from impossible and that we have multiple reasons to take action that will 
lead to an improved personal, political, and economic reality for all people.

Maeve Johnston is a candidate for a Master's of Urban Planning in UCLA’s 
School of Public Affairs. Her research interests include urban immigration and 
equity.
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