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Leaparis10 – Civilisation américaine L3 S6 PART ONE : THE WORKFORCE AND WORKPLACE Chapter I : A mobile feminized and ethnically diverse workforce Introduction The American job market is very flexible (keyword) = Americans are mobile. They change job easily and quite often. The job turnover is very high. 30% of young workers change jobs several times in a single year. The workforce is ageing. The medium age = 39 years old (half of the working population is younger than 39 and half is older than 39). 39 is rather old. Americans work a lot, more than Europeans. The name of « work-aholic » is sometimes given. The standard legal workweek has been of 40 hours since 1938 with the Fair Labor Standard Act. In practice however, it is more common to find part-time works (and sometimes several part-time jobs) and 42 hours a week are common place. There is a lot of flexibility in the number of weeks off people are allowed : on average they have 2 weeks off. But here again it depends on your employer, your seniority (we can negotiate more time off). The jobless rate is lower than in Europe. Last year it was 4.6%. This year, it is likely to go up at least 2 points (6.6%, even 7%). The population in the US is becoming increasingly diverse and the workforce also -> women now represent half of the workforce (in the 60’s they represented 30%). Ethnic minorities are also growing rapidly. I. Historical reminders : the 1960s legislation and affirmative action The 1960s were instrumental (= avoir une forte influence sur) in bringing about more equal rights in the workplace. Anti-discrimination laws were votes and among them the 2 most important were : • 1963 : the Equal Pay Right (for the same job, you have to be paid the same wage) • 1964 : the Civil Rights Act : it bans discrimination in the workplace on the basis of 4 different criteria : race, sex (or gender), religion and national origin (for example, we don’t put a picture on a résumé). Following these 2 laws, the 1970s saw the arrival of affirmative action (discrimination positive). The commonly accepted meaning is that minorities and women are given preference when applying to go to college and when they look for a job. Companies that have contract with the federal government or public business were asked to apply affirmative action. The first reason affirmative action was adopted was to help African Americans, to buy social peace (lot of riots in the 1960s…). 40 years later, many Blacks have made it into the middle-class (1/3 of the Black community). Affirmative action over the years was extended (opened up) to other categories of workers : women and then other ethnic minorities were also included : Latinos, Asians, new immigrants. The question today is : do they still help the Black community (are they still needed ?). The election of Obama also raised doubts as to the necessity of this program. Affirmative action is being questioned. In some states, starting with California in 1996, then in Texas, in Washington state, Michigan and last November Nebraska, affirmative action has been dropped (abolished). 1



Leaparis10 – Civilisation américaine L3 S6 Pros of affirmative action : 1) The American society is very much structured around race. Racial categories are recognized (statistics) and Americans are extremely conscious of race. Given that and given the huge racism, the slavery past of Blacks, the discrimination against them, affirmative action was seen as the only way to break this system, to repair past injustice. Affirmative action works in an active way. It gives preferences to a minority = a color-conscious measure. 2) It gave opportunities to minority Americans. It opened the doors by force. Result today : 1/3 of American Blacks have reached the middle-class. This figure was only 10% in the 60s. For women, affirmative action has been a great measure. It is generally admitted today that affirmative action helped more women than Blacks.



Cons of affirmative action : 1) Affirmative action is extremely polarizing. It is accused of making people dependent on public assistance instead of relying on their personal effort. It makes White Americans envious, jealous, they see affirmative action as unfair and it makes minorities feel uncomfortable (they feel they have to justify themselves). 2) AA fuels negative stereotypes. Blacks are considered as less capable and it undermines the idea of merit (suspicion regarding your real worth). 3) Does it really help those who most need it ? Not really, women are the first who have benefited from it and 1/3 of the Black community is still living in very precarious conditions. Discrimination hasn’t disappeared.  40 years later, Americans are fed up with this program. They have lost their primary rationale (justification) and the election of a Black person to the presidency is leaving proof for many people that racism, discrimination have disappeared and that the US has moved beyond race, has become a “post-racial society”. II. A feminization of the workforce 50% of the workforce is now female and a majority of women work in only a few sectors ; their wages are lower than those of men and they have a harder time than men moving up to the top. Out of the largest 500 companies [Fortune 500], female CEO’s only head 13 of them. Characteristics of women in the workforce : 1) The pink-collar ghetto (emplois féminins) : most women are clustered in only a few jobs, mostly teaching, clerical work, retail (distribution, vente), nursing - all of which are not fulltime jobs, not regular scheduled and low paid. Job segregation is still important. Wages are also lower. Women on average earn 77 cents when men earn 1$ for the same job. The pay-gap still exists. About 420 different jobs are listed by the Department Labor : 8% of women occupy 20 jobs. The picture is still traditional. But women have moved up the ladder. In 1981 women made up only 14% of US lawyers and judges. In 2008 32% of lawyers and judges in the US are women. Doctors (physicians) : 1981 : 22% women ; 2008 : 32% women Engineers : 1981 : a handful (4%) ; 2008 : 12% -> triple the amount. Some women have gained the top : Meg Whitman (CEO of e-bay), Indra Nooyi (CEO of Pepsi Cola); Axon, Xerox, and until recently Hewlett-Packard are headed by a woman. Yet such a promotion remains exceptional. Women today are still locked, handicapped by the glassceiling. 2



Leaparis10 – Civilisation américaine L3 S6 2) The glass-ceiling = they reach the same level as men up to middle management jobs. But the top level jobs (President, Vice-President) are still difficult to reach. Only 13 women at the head of the Fortune 500. In politics : Out of 435 representatives, only 73 are women. The Senate has 100 members, among them there are 16 women. Each state has a governor and women only account for 8 => women practice self-censorship, they are not convinced they are worth, they feel guilty. 2 reasons : discrimination and self-censorship. As a consequence, many women drop out of large firms and they create their own company, they start their own business (4 times as many are created by women as by men). Another explanation of this situation is that women often lack networks, connections (the “old boys’ network”). Very often, women are from the start channeled into careers / branches which are less demanding (= exigeants), for example human resources or personal management instead of management control or production. Women don’t choose these more demanding jobs (pipeline) and it starts from school). 3) The last reason is the family choice women have to make when they reach the top (carrier or family ?) => the “Mommy track”. At the age of 40, 90% of men who are top executives have a family, children… Women in the same situation : 35% of 40-year-old women at a good level have a family and a carrier -> the playing field is not level. Women are not taken seriously ; choosing a family when you work is often a difficult choice. In the US since 1993 there’s been a maternity leave of 2 weeks off and not necessarily paid. In the US, women have always battled for equal rights and it’s true that in front of the law women have the same rights as men. But in some cases there should be exceptions and there are not enough exceptions (maternity leave for example). III. The rise of ethnic minorities A) The Black community = African-Americans They are 38 million in the US (out of 200 million) and it’s increasing slightly compared to the other ethnic minorities. The picture of Blacks in the Labor force is a mix-picture. Thanks to affirmative action, since the 60s and 70s, they have moved up the social ladder. For example, between 1989 and 1994, the number of Blacks in top level positions increased by 30% while the number of Whites increased by 11%. In the 1990s this evolution slowed down and today we should see that the Black community is very heterogeneous. They are still under-represented in top-level jobs (only 4 Black CEO’s at the head of a fortune 500). The most well-known is the President of American Express (Amex) Kenneth Chenault. Same thing in politics. American Blacks are very visible at the local level (a lot of Black mayors), but in Congress it’s not the same story : in the House of Representatives, only 50 out of the 435 representatives are Black. In the Senate there is only one Black out of 100 (Roland Barris, D-Ill [= Democrat from Illinois]). The glass-ceiling is still there. Discrimination is also present even if journalists try to say today that the US has become a post-racial society. The picture is mixed. Their situation is leveled off (du mal à évoluer). For the majority of Blacks, they work in lowskilled and low-paid jobs (25% of them) for example in the fast-food sectors, as janitors, salesclerks… all the menial jobs). And their jobless rate is twice as high as for Whites regardless of the economic situation. As a result, they are under-represented in leading jobs, professional jobs. For example : - Black lawyers only represent 5% of the nation’s lawyers - Only 5% of Black physicians - Only 5% of Black engineers A new evolution in the Black community is a double-polarization (double-écart). The first polarization is social and economic : 1/3 of the Black community belongs to the middle-class, a 3



Leaparis10 – Civilisation américaine L3 S6 small proportion to the upper-middle class (= earn more than $75,000/year) = actors, talk-show host Oprah Winfrey is America’s best paid talk-show host. 1/3 of the Black community belongs to the under-class, leaves in poverty and have a hard time making ends meet. This gap is increasing -> there are now several Black communities who have little in common). The other polarization is linked to origins. This is a new development. Over the past 20 years, there has been a sharp increase of Black immigrants either from Africa (++ Nigeria, Kenya, Senegal) or from the Caribbean. They are very different from American Blacks. Many are educated. Africans for example : 40% of these newcomers have a university degree. They don’t have the same history as American Blacks, weren’t taken as slaves. They don’t have the same resentment (colère) as American Blacks. And also, they benefit from a more favorable perception in the American society : employers often prefer to hire a Black person from Africa or from the Caribbean than native American Blacks. This is a very significant evolution because between themselves there is a great deal of misunderstanding, of hostility ; this explains why, at the beginning of his campaign, Obama’s candidacy wasn’t endorsed by the Black community (they were suspicious towards him). This new development can be an opportunity but can also be a cause of division among Blacks themselves. B) Hispanics / Latinos It’s the greatest minority group. They have outnumbered Blacks (15% = about 44 million people). It’s not an homogeneous group, they are very diverse ; first because they come from over 20 different countries, most of them from Mexico (60%). Others come from Puerto Rico. Many come from the Caribbean (= West Indies) for example Jamaica, Trinidad. And also large groups of Latinos come from Nicaragua and El Salvador. There is also a great diversity of race. Generally in the American culture, Hispanics are called brown skins. This is misleading, because Latinos can be of any race. 3% of Cubans are Black but also Latinos. The identity issues are complex. In the census Hispanics form a category apart / an Ethnic group. Latinos are also very diverse when you look at their economic integration. At the top of the pyramid are the Cubans, they are the best integrated. One reason is historical : many Cubans left their country in the 1960s (dictatorship of Fidel Castro). Those refugees were mostly middle-class Cubans, many were professionals (doctors, lawyers, professors…). Many also had money. The Mexicans tend to have the hardest time, they are the worst integrated. 30% of them do not go to college, they stop after high school. Only 12% have a college degree (= bachelor’s degree). The Puerto Ricans are also generally very poor and not really well-integrated. A majority of Latinos belongs to the working class. We can find most Latinos in 4 different sectors of activity : agriculture (seasonal workers), textile + garment, catering, domestic services / help. In many cases they have displaced the Black population. In catering for example, the majority of workers are no longer Blacks but Latinos. Few Latinos are wealthy : only 17% have earnings which are equal or above $75,000 a year. Asians are the richest group in the US (40% earn more than $75,000 a year). Latinos / Hispanics are towards the bottom of the income ladder. But they are moving up the ladder. In 2 or 3 generations, young Latinos integrate in the American society quite well. The big issue with Latinos is that they question their usual assimilation model. For example the US has become an unofficial bilingual country (Spanish / English). In some states, Spanish comes ahead English. Some 25 states have passed laws making English the official language of the state. The impact of Latinos is growing in number : it is estimated that by the year 2050 100 million Americans could be Latinos. They are growing in influence. Another characteristic is that many Latinos keep their citizenship. They simply want to be residents but not American citizens. Most Latinos see they are in America as a temporary stay, as a place to earn money for a while and then return here. Many of them move back and forth. Only 10% will settle in the US for good. This is disturbing for many Americans. Integration : yes ; assimilation : no. They integrate but don’t assimilate (they 4



Leaparis10 – Civilisation américaine L3 S6 keep their culture and their language).They question the usual integration model. Italians, Poles, Greeks are well-integrated and it is not the case for Latinos. 3 reasons : 1) Historical : most of the sunbelt states became American only in the mid-19th century. Before that, they were Mexican or Spanish territories. Florida belonged to Spain, California and Texas to Mexico. For many Latinos, it’s simply a form of Reconquista. Going to leave in California or Texas is natural. 2) Geographical : the proximity of Mexico, which makes it easier to immigrate to the US than when you come from India, China… For many Mexicans, the US is the country next door. 3) Commercial : linked with the NAFTA (North American Free Trade Agreement) which has increased the fluidity of exchanges and travel between Mexico and the US, and the border between the US and Mexico has boomed => increase of exchanges between the 2 countries. The notion of border between the 2 countries has started to disappear. Many Hispanics feel bi-cultural. Hispanics are a minority apart. C) The Asian-Americans It is the smallest of the ethnic groups : 13 million (~ 5 %), quite minority. It’s difficult to escape stereotypes. Asians in the US are considered as model minority. They do well at school; they are often called “overachievers”, they have outstanding academic results. For example, when we look at the composition of the Ivy League (the 8 most elite universities in the country), Asians are overrepresented. West Coast : UCLA (doesn’t belong to the Ivy League but it’s a prestigious university) : 40% are Asian. In Berkeley (San Francisco), they are 45%. In the East Coast : Harvard = 20%, the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) = 27%. Most Asians choose science studies. It is not surprising to find many Asians in the data processing sector, in computer science (top-scaled sectors). In Silicon Valley, 1/3 of the engineers have Asian origins. Cliché = they do extremely well. They are also very numerous in medicine. One expression of this success can be seen in the poverty rate (10% [Whites = 8%]). Of course, people wander at this success. Why do they succeed better ? They are not more intelligent (this is a racist statement). It is an embarrassing question for Americans, they don’t really know. 2 reasons : 1) Socio-economic reason : most Asians who choose to come to the US, to uproot themselves and their families to live in the US, weren’t among the poorest in their country. They already belonged to the middle-class (except for refugees). They had education, skills, were ready to enter a sophisticated country like the US. This success story owes nothing to chance, owes nothing to “better genes”. They have an advantage to begin with and besides, some Asians are struggling today, aren’t doing well, for example refugees from Laos, Cambodia, Vietnam (displaced because of war, political turmoil). 2) Cultural : many Asians believe / follow the principles (tenets) of Confucius = a Conservative system of thought that governs relationships within the family and within the society. There is a hierarchy that is to be respected. It considers education as a top value ; respect for parents, elder, seniors, hard work and very strong family ties => strict system of obedience, respect, education. There is a similarity with the American work ethic, importance of family in the American system which can also explain in part why Asians fit into the American model better than other else. D) The American Indians = native Americans 2,9 million = 1%. ½ lives in a reservation (a state within the state with a local governor) -> they have a particular status. For many reasons their situation is precarious. Native Americans are the poorest minority in the country. Poverty rate of individuals : 25% (Whites = 8%). Blacks, Hispanics, American Indians = + 20%. The poverty line was $21,200 a year in 2008 (family of 4 people). For one person, this figure is considered to be around $10,000/year. Indians work in different sectors which are either the craft industry (artisannat) : pottery, weaving, jewellery = traditional low-wage craft industries. But for the past 20 years another sector has also developed : gambling. They don’t work in it by chance. In 1988, the American Congress voted 5



Leaparis10 – Civilisation américaine L3 S6 the Indian Gaming Recovery Act which allows Native Americans on reservations to open casinos. It also required the revenues from these casinos to be used to promote the tribes’ economic development. People working in these casinos must be Native Americans (to give them selfsufficiency, status, and to pull them out poverty. Since 1988 hundreds of tribes have entered the gaming industry (~200 / 565 tribes have opened casinos). One example of success is located in the state of Connecticut : the Foxwoods casino. It has been in operation since 1992 and the Pequot tribe operates this casino.
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