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Gender and the Value of Labor
	Why are some forms of labor more valuable than others?  Through the years perceived merit and value have been tied to many factors in life, from gender and race to social status.  Despite working in different parts of the field and society by extension, men and women are equally deserving of merit, even though society frequently values men over women.  Mary Collier’s poem The Woman’s Labour, written in response to The Thresher’s Labour by Stephen Duck, confronts the common perception that men do more work than women and are thus more valuable.  In addition Alain de Botton’s work Meritocracy gives social, religious and economic explanations for why the poor are more deserving than the rich and vice versa, which mirror the typical reasons for saying one gender is superior to the other.
	Women have been overshadowed by men for most of history, especially when working in an agricultural setting.  Duck’s poem reflects the prevailing attitudes through his description of the women as always talking, and often just sitting around while they talk instead of working efficiently.  Collier asserts that men don’t give women enough credit for their constant work, claiming that essentially a woman’s work is never done while a man’s work ends at sundown.  Even though her work in the fields is less physically demanding, cleaning dishes and hand-washing clothes are mind-numbing and time-consuming, demanding that they “several Hours here we work and slave, Before we can one Glimpse of Day-light have” (Collier 164-5).  On top of all the repetitive and mindless tasks she endures as part of her job in the fields, she is expected to keep the household running through the thankless task of taking care of all the domestic duties.   As she puts it, “[our] Toil and Labour’s daily so extreme, [that] we hardly ever Time to dream,” since sleep was only a short reprieve from typical domestic duties, especially raising children, and working for her pittance in the fields (133-4).
	What gives a man more worth than a woman, or vice-versa, when all other factors are constant?  Societal divisions based on class and gender depict the speaker’s own caste as superior by depicting the other as lazy and corrupt, while at the same time declaring their caste the most valuable economically.  Additionally the castes were seen as divinely established, and since God’s command is infallible, the separations are unquestionable.  In the 18th century, and through much of history, men were the breadwinners and heads of the household since they could more easily handle physically intensive tasks, and as a result were seen as more valuable.  Women on the other hand were seen as inferior since they didn’t have the strength for manual labor, but through their work behind the scenes they were able to keep their households running effectively, as well as being able to bear children to continue on their family line.  Collier and Duck both lived and wrote in the beginning of the 18th century, when the moral tide was turning toward favoring the rich since they controlled money, and thus the economy.  Following the logic laid out in de Botton’s Meritocracy, men were the most useful since they were the primary earners and spenders of the day, and so deserved their value.  The third story of the day depicted the poor as mentally inferior, which enhanced the novelty of both Duck and Collier’s poems.  Duck’s complaint that the women in the fields were inferior since they talked and didn’t appear to suffer as much as men did while they worked, and thus appeared lazy, parallels the view that the poor were stuck in poverty only because they are too drunk and lazy to work their way out.  Collier rejects this point, declaring women to work just as hard as men, if not harder since they don’t have the luxury of relaxing at the end of the day.
[bookmark: _GoBack]	Merit is derived mostly from the value one produces through their work, but unfortunately in many situations secondary social factors unfairly twist a person’s perceived value, leading to unjust treatment.  Collier’s work addresses the complaints against the seemingly lazy women who work in the fields alongside the men, revealing that their work extends beyond the field and follows them back home.  Even though women don’t control as much wealth or power as men in the same social class, they work just as hard as men to maintain their standard of life.  Meritocracy examines three common preconceptions of social status that extended through the centuries, and many of reasons closely match why men and women have very different perceived values despite doing the same amount of work.
