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perspective of Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe in Hegemony and Socialist Strategy (New
York, 1985).

47. I develop this notion of the “socio-cultural means of interpretation and communica-
tion”' and the associated conception of autonomy in “toward a Discourse Ethic of Solidarity;”
Pm?czs International s, no. 4 (January 1986): 42529, and in [“Struggle over Needs: Outline Of’a
Socialist-Feminist Critical Theory of Late Capitalist Political Culture,” in Unruly Practices:
Power, Discourse, and Gender in Contemporary Social Theory (Minneapolis: University of Min_.
nesota Press, 1989), 161-187]. Both notions are extensions and modifications of Habermag’s
conception of “communicative ethics.”

48. My own recent work attempts to construct a conceptual framework for a socialist-fem;-
nist critical theory of the welfare state that meets these requirements. See “Women, Welfare
and the Politics of Need Interpretation” in [Unruly Practices: Power, Discourse, and Gender in
Contemporary Social Theory (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1989), 144-160]
“Toward a Discourse Ethic of Solidarity” (see n. 47 above), and [“Struggle over Needs: Outlinel
of a Socialist-Feminist Critical Theory of Late Capitalist Political Culture.” in Unruly Practices:
Power, Discourse, and Gender in Contemporary Social Theory (Minneapolis: University of Min«.
nesota Press, 1989), 161-187]. Each of these essays draws heavily on those aspects of Habermas’s
thought that I take to be unambiguously positive and useful, especially his conception of the
irreducibly sociocultural, interpretive character of human needs and his contrast between dia-
logical and monological processes of need interpretation. The present paper, on the other
hand, focuses mainly on those aspects of Habermas’s thought that I find problematical or un-
helpful and so does not convey the full range either of his work or of my views about it. Read-
ers are warned, therefore, against drawing the conclusion that Habermas has little or nothing
positive to contribute to a socialist-feminist critical theory of the welfare state. They are urged,
rather, to consult the essays cited above for the other side of the story.

The Politics of Socialist Feminism

Alison M. Jaggar

To analyze the contemporary oppression of women in terms of the concept of alien-
ation is to link that oppression inevitably with capitalism. It is to deny that “patriar-
chy” is an unchanging trans-historical and cross-cultural universal and to assert in-
stead that the subordination of women takes different forms in different historical
periods. The alienation of contemporary women is a historically specific product of
the capitalist mode of production. It results from such historically specific features of
capitalism as the fetishism of commodities, the rise of positive science, and especially
the separation of home from workplace, accompanied by the characteristic split be-
tween emotion and reason, the personal and the political.

This is not to say, of course, that women’s oppression stems from capitalism alone,
nor that the abolution of capitalism would eliminate that oppression. The abolution
of capitalism would end the specifically capitalist form of women’s oppression, but
there is no reason to suppose that it could not be succeeded by a new form of “patri-
archy” or male dominance and perhaps by new modes of alienation. The socialist
feminist analysis of women’s oppression shows that women’s liberation requires to-
tally new modes of organizing all forms of production and the final abolution of
“femininity.” Traditional Marxism has taken the abolution of class as its explicit goal,
but it has not committed itself to the abolition of gender. Socialist feminism makes
an explicit commitment to the abolution of both class and gender.

It is one thing to say that class and gender must be abolished, of course, and quite
another to say how that abolition should be achieved. Socialist feminists, like every-
one else, offer no guaranteed route to the overthrow of male dominance and capital-
ism. One thing that they do have, however, is a conception of the material base of so-
ciety that includes the mode of producing sexuality and children as well as the mode
of producing what are ordinarily called goods and services. For this reason, several of
their proposals for social change, like many of the proposals of radical feminism, are
directed toward the transformation of sexuality and procreation.

1. Reproductive Freedom

Reproductive freedom for women is a central concern for socialist feminism. Basi-
cally, it means control over whether and in what circumstances women bear and rear
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children. Sometimes this idea is expressed as “reproductive rights” but, for reasong
that I shall explain shortly, I think the terminology of rights is misplaced.
In developing their conception of reproductive freedom, socialist feminists do not
begin from a vision of some ideal society. Instead, they begin by identifying existing
constraints on women’s reproductive freedom. In identifying these constraints, they
draw from the insights of other groups of feminists. From liberal feminism, they
draw a recognition of some of the factors that force women into unwanted mother-
hood, including the legal and the economic unavailability of contraception angd
abortion, as well as the lack of opportunities for women to fulfill themselves through
venues other than motherhood. From traditional Marxism, socialist feminists draw a
recognition of the factors in contemporary society that deprive many poor women of
the opportunity to be mothers. These factors include the involuntary sterilization of
poor, black, Hispanic, and native American women in the United States, and the lack
of economic support for children who are born to such women. Finally, socialist
feminists draw from radical feminists the recognition that women are often forced
into motherhood by compulsory heterosexuality, that compulsory heterosexuality
also deprives many lesbian mothers of custody of their children, and that no woman
under patriarchy is really free to raise her child as she wishes. :
As long as any of these constraints exist, socialist feminists argue that women lack

reproductive freedom. .=

gs Genuine control over one’s own reproductive life must mean, among other things, the uni-
versal availability of good, safe, cheap birth control; and adequate counseling for all
women and men about all currently existing methods. It must mean adequate abortion
ﬁ services and an end to involuntary sterilization. It must mean the availability to all peo-
ple of good public childcare centers and schools; decent housing, adequate welfare, and
wages high enough to support a family; and of quality medical, pre- and post-natal and
maternal care. It must also mean freedom of sexual choice, which implies an end to the
cultural norms that define women in terms of having children and living with a man; an
| affirmation of people’s right to raise children outside of conventional families; and, in
the long run, a transformation of childcare arrangements so that they are shared among
women and men. Finally, all these aspects of reproductive freedom must be available to
all people—women, minorities, the disabled and handicapped, medicaid and welfare re-
cipients, teenagers, everyone.
L‘Q\ Women have never had reproductive freedom in this sense. !

The socialist feminist conception of reproductive freedom starts from the material
conditions of contemporary society, it is not designed to offer a model of reproduc-
tive freedom in some ideal society. This is obvious from the fact that the statement
above assumes the continuation of the wage system—although in fact it is less obvi-
ous that some elements in the above definition are compatible with the continuation
of the wage system. Nor does this typical socialist feminist statement of reproductive
freedom call, for instance, for the development of the means to make possible par-
thenogenesis or the fertilization of one ovum by another so that two women could be
the biological parents of a child, nor for the option of extra-uterine gestation, so-
called test-tube babies. Because of its historical materialist methodology, socialist
feminism eschews any final or abstract definition of reproductive freedom and in-
stead is content to allow the notion of reproductive freedom to be defined relative to
the material possibilities of a given society. For instance, in a technologically ad-

vanced society the unavailability of amniocentesis or of test-tube conception may be
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Apart from the fact that children are born from the bodies of women rather than
men, the other ground for asserting that reproductive freedom should belong to
women rather than to men is that present day relations of procreation assign most
procreative work and responsibility to women. In previous societies, this work and
responsibility was usually shared by a group of women but, as we saw in the preced-
ing section, the special conditions of modern capitalism have confined most con-
temporary mothers in an isolation that is historically unique. It is in part this unique
isolation that makes it plausible to interpret reproductive freedom as a “right” of in-
dividual women. Part of the socialist feminist conception of reproductive freedom,
however, is to challenge the traditional sexual division of labor in procreation so that

__childcare comes to be shared between women and men. If this goal were achieved,
- and if the community as a whole came to assume responsibility for the welfare of
children (and mothers), then the birth or non-birth of a child would affect that com-
munity in a much more direct and immediate way than it does at present. In this
| case, it would seem reasonable to allow the community as a whole to participate in
} decisions over whether children were born and how they should be reared. In these
| changed social circumstances, it would no longer be even plausible to interpret re-
i productive freedom as a “right” of individual women. Instead, reproductive freedom
would be seen clearly to be a social achievement and something to be shared by the
entire community, men as well as women.*

Under the rubric of reproductive freedom, socialist feminists propose to trans-

form existing arrangements for organizing sexuality and procreation. They believe
that their proposals will have far-reaching social consequences. The most obvious, of
course, is that women’s release from compulsory motherhood will allow them to de-
velop their capacities in many other areas. On a deeper level, many socialist feminist
theorists believe that the equal involvement of men in infant and childcare is the key
to eliminating the gendered structure of the unconscious mind. Dorothy
Dinnerstein, as we have seen, argues that the mother-rearing of children instills an
ineradicable (though often unacknowledged) misogyny in both men and women, a
misogyny that “conspires to keep history mad.”> Nancy Chodorow traces the way in
which women’s responsibility for early childcare results in the imposition of a differ-
ent character structure on girls and boys. Boys grow up to be achievement-oriented
and emotionally closed to others; girls grow up to be emotionally vulnerable, open to
and even dependent on the approval of others. In the end, boys and girls become
men and women who repeat the traditional sexual division of labor in childrearing
and so perpetuate psychological and social inequality between women and men.
Both for Dinnerstein and for Chodorow, men’s full participation in infant and child
care is essential to eradicating the deep roots of gender in the unconscious mind.
Not all socialist feminists accept the psychoanalytic theories of Dinnerstein and
Chodorow. Some socialist feminists argue that they repeat the errors of Freud in be-
ing ahistorical, in falsely universalizing childhood experience, and in ignoring differ-
ences of period and of class. Critics who are non-Freudians deny that people’s char-
acter structures are fixed in childhood with such finality and argue that in fact people
may continue to change in fundamental ways throughout their lives. Other critics ar-
gue that the problem is not so much that mothers rear children as that theydosoina
context of male dominance and compulsory heterosexuality. A male-dominated so-
ciety is always likely to be misogynistic, no matter who rears the children. It may be
that women rear children because they have low status, rather than that they have
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Jow status because they rear children. After al!, childcare is a demar;fllngltr};(:;lfil jg:
cially necessary task which provides no material as opposedFto etrﬁl_o ;;2,?) e
til the child is old enough to work, and often not even then.l or Ls 50 &,le ildea
is a task which is likely to be relegated to the les_s powe.rfu }rln?m ers r Historicauy,
while the more powerful devote their energy to increasing t lelil:'t It)oweia.tivel owezf:
this has certainly held true, anil even today much childcare is left to re y p
eenage, minority or elderly women. . _
lesi{;thergﬂ;an focusiyng on relativelgr 1ljon'g—telrn'l attemp;crsn E‘(; e%ﬁzei;li ,fzﬁg:;trﬁcg
ture of our daughters (and our sons) by 1volving men e fyimes sociai
some socialist feminists argue that it is more 1mp0rtantht‘§)da er the eaternal social
structures that channel women into m(.)therhood. anc_l childrearing. ‘ .
i ibuti ling is probably the sex-segregate
portant single f:clctor contributing to this chgnned e ol e o
job market, which keeps women in low-paid an D e filHliieventl
, childrearing appears to many women to be the only kind .
Zt\?:ﬁlc:bslecto them. Ir% of(fer to take this option, however, a woman 1 forcefd ez(r)s;(lr?(::
cally to find a man who will help support her a}nd her.chlldren. Becauste o Lrln s eco-
nomic privilege in the market, it is usually ¥mp0551ble for women o.tsu a}:i% ot the
family while men stay at home with the children. Their econon;llc si g
tends to push women into childrearing, regardless of whether they have un
i mothering.
drl%flsetsg\cr?élcilst feministgconception of reproductive freedom seelfs to enlarge v;og:-
en’s options so that they are not forced to choose between ch11dle§sn§ss and the
alienation of contemporary motherhood. It calls for economic securlctly or wom;en_,
for paid maternity leaves and for the provision of publicly funded an colmmL.lm yf
controlled childcare. If these were established, women would have the real.op_noE 0
choosing motherhood without being forced to abandon or.drastlcally énn‘i t els
participation in other kinds of work or to becorpe economlgally depen_be:F or;
man. These changes, particularly the assumption of . pul?l1c responsibility (1)5
childcare, would make visible the way in which childrearing is real wprk agd wou
constitute an enormous step toward eliminating the pubhc/ private distinction.

If women were fully active participants in worthwhile woFk.out'51de the 11:10;n.e, en'—t
joying the economic security and self—respec.t that such participation would bring, 1d
is doubtful that, from the child’s point of view, a male presence would be require
for successful childrearing. Without the occurrence of tl}ese s.tructu.ral changes, sexlf-
eral authors have expressed concern that male presence in chlldrgearmg could simp )i
deprive women of control over even this aspect qf their work.® If .t}'lese s.tructura:i
changes were to occur, however, women would be in a stronger position to deman
that men should share the responsibility for childrearing. In these circumstances,
men might even want to do so. In these changed circumstances, too, childcare wogld
be less exhausting and alienated and this is one way in which increased reproductive
freedom for women could also result in increased reproductive f'reedom for men.

Included within the socialist feminist conception of reproductive freedpm is a rec-
ognition of the necessity for sexual freedom. The statement of reproduc.tlvi frt}:ledom
quoted earlier, for example, includes a call for “freedom of sexuql ch01f:e. The ag}-
nouncement that reproductive freedom includes sexual freedom is not just an arbi-
trary definition nor is it an opportunistic attempt to cram as many good causes as
possible under one slogan. Instead, it is an explicit recognition that therg ex1sI'fln(?t

only biological but also social connections between sexuality and procreation. Limi-
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The abolition of compulsory heterosexuality would have an enormous impact on
the system of male dominance. One effect might be to disrupt the way in Whlch.gen—
der is imposed on the infant psyche, as described by Freud. Gayle Rubin has pointed
out that the Freudian account of child development presupposes a norm of hetero-
sexuality as well as a context of male dominance. Without this norm, girls would not
have to give up their early attachment to their mothers. “If the pre-Oedipal lesbian
were not confronted by the heterosexuality of the mother, she might draw different
conclusions about the relative status of her genitals.”"* The abandonment of compul-
sory heterosexuality would reshape the sexuality both of girls and of boys and, if psy-
choanalysis is correct, would have tremendous consequences for the structure of the
unconscious and for people’s sense of their own gender identity. This speculation
suggests a further way in which procreative freedom presupposes, sexual freedom.

Another connection between sexual and procreative freedom lies in women’s ten-
dency to become pregnant in order to compensate for unsatisfactory heterosexual
relationships.'* Sometimes, too, women become pregnant in an attempt to try to

consolidate a heterosexual relationship.

Women get pregnant “accidentally on purpose” as a way of punishing themselves. But
they may also be protecting themselves and punishing men. Nothing illustrates better
than reproduction that unless women can be free, men will never be. Pregnancy is wom-
an’s burden and her revenge.'

Thus, the connections between women’s sexual and procreative activity are quite
complicated, and sexual and procreative freedom for women are inseparable from
each other. This is why the socialist feminist conception of reproductive freedom in-
cludes both aspects.

Comprehensive as it is, the socialist feminist conception of reproductive freedom
is not a self-contained ideal which can be achieved or even understood simply with
reference to sexuality and procreation. For instance, as we saw earlier, one of the pre-
conditions of reproductive freedom for women is economic independence from
men, without which reproductive freedom would degenerate into sexual and procre-
ative exploitation. Thus, reproductive freedom requires the abolition of male domi-
nance in the “public world.” Linda Gordon points out that reproductive freedom

also requires the abolition of hereditary class society:

The prohibition on birth control was, as we have seen, related to the defense of class
privilege. Today the powers and privileges that can be passed on to succeeding genera-
tions through the family are more varied: property, education, confidence, social and
political connections. But the essential nature of class divisions is unchanged and de-
pends on the generational passing down of status. Thus in class society children are
never individuals and cannot escape the expectations, high or low, attached to their fa-
thers’ position. These expectations also distort the reproductive desires and childrearing
practices of parents, making it more difficult for them to view their children as individu-

als.!6
Once again, we see that full reproductive freedom is incompatible with the mainte-

nance of capitalism and male dominance.
Socialist feminists are discovering that “in thought and practice, neat distinctions

we once made between sex and class, family and society, reproduction and produc-
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category of gender. Eva Gamarnikow explains that nursing in Britain was established
during the 19th century as an occupation for women, and she shows how the as-
sumption that nurses would be female influenced the definition of the work.”’
Nurses were defined as assistants and subordinates of the (male) physician; nursing
was seen as less important than medicine, in spite of the fact that patients can be
cured by nursing alone but rarely by medical treatment alone; nursing was seen as
emotional rather than instrumental and so nurses were defined by their moral quali-
ties (patience, humility, self-abnegation, neatness, cleanliness, punctuality, cheerful-
ness, kindness, tenderness and honesty) rather than by their professional skills.
Around the turn of the century, explicit links were made between nursing and moth-
ering and between nursing and women’s domestic work. The good nurse was consid-
ered to have the same qualities as a good wife and mother.

The structure of contemporary health care is still defined by gender. A sharp dis-
tinction is still made between medicine and nursing, and medicine is still over-
whelmingly a male profession while nursing is a female one. More than 92 percent of
the physicians in the United States are male, while over 96 percent of the nurses are
female. Tim Diamond has shown how traditional sex stereotypes still influence the
respective definitions of medicine and nursing: medicine is concerned with curing
specific maladies, it transforms sickness, often by “aggressive” means, and it charges
for specific units of medical intervention; nursing, by contrast, is concerned with
care rather than cure, it provides a service to the whole patient and it does not charge

per unit for its services.

The mode of human service for the nurse becomes indistinguishable from that of the
wife, the mother or the nun. In the case of health services, the woman’s world is, once
again the emotive, the man’s world, the instrumental: the nursing model is feminine, the

medical model is masculine.?*

The gendered structure of paid labor is equally obvious in education. In this field,
women work mostly with very young children where education, nurturance, and
physical care are inseparable, while men work mostly in higher education, dealing
with adult students and abstract ideas. Contemporary conceptions of gender also in-
fluenced the redefinition of clerical work around the turn of the century. In 1870,
men were 97.5 percent of the clerical labor force in the United States,?® and a clerk
was often viewed by his employer as “assistant manager, retainer, confidant, manage-
ment trainee, and prospective son in law.”2® With the influx of women into clerical
work, however, that work was redefined to fit the prevailing stereotype of femininity.
The work became less skilled and more of a personal service. Good clerical workers
were no longer required to have business acumen; instead, they were supposed to
have the feminine qualities of docility, passivity and manual dexterity. Personal sec-
retaries were supposed to be a cross between wives and mothers.?”

An obvious example of the gendered definition of wage labor is the prevalence of
physical appearance and sexual attractiveness as formal or informal requirements for
women’s jobs. Jobs with these requirements include not only prostitution and enter-
tainment but also many service jobs such as being a waitress, stewardess or recep-
tionist and forms of service work. Sexual attractiveness is not related logically to the
performance of any of these jobs except prostitution and possibly entertainment
(given current ideas about what is entertaining), but that it is an unstated require-
ment for women’s employment is shown by the way in which employment becomes
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prog'resswely more difficult for a woman to find as she gets older and b
cording to conventional definitions, less sexually desirable.? “oma
N EvgeeI:] g;er elgvz }Ilaay that. women wage workers typically receive may be viewed in fact
b araic.enstlc. Women s.low wages used to be justified on the ground
For i oo :vﬁ mgfto support his family, While a woman was working mere]
o arey{he ar;y eminist author.s have pointed out that this is false: million)s,
womomen are th S(t) el_sftlpﬁ)(?rt of .the_lr households, and the wage of many other
traditional ration?l’e (;oi vsfofrtret?snii)lzvmcomelaboveftt e ——
tior pay is less often stated explicitl
continuing low wages for women actually provide it with some baiis ianaHOWﬂdays,
lff,?- ?Vze;};ya};as arglued that new forms of wage labor are being created slc)t;c\i]ﬁezglrll-
o Womecrelv(e:;;l(;vf\;zrr crietaz)l xgrglis;tif]ten at Il)ess t}llaI]; the cost of their own subsis}-’
: . : . ese jobs only because they are par
;l(})'nLirelgl ;vélr(;sr; cf}(;lre;f1 S;lvaI\)]thl is )the malie xl;vage. If ?eechey’s suppos}i’tion Ii)s cf)(r)rfeitf atrlr;
en's wage labor reinforces male domi i ’
on the one hand, t%le_deﬁnitions of women’s work reinforce tcilrzllilglzgfgglite:l‘voe:iaYS:
afon of )wlomen as_nafurally” nurfurant, subservient and sexy; on the otlTeJrz\haflEc)l-
'omen’s low wages make it very difficult for women, especially for mothers, t i
x(\)/ren aloEe arl1)d women are forced into dependence on men. The fact th:atonsll(;;
o ir)lw ;\;ey. een forced to form family units then can be used to justify continuing
. The %ge?derlz.atlon of wage labor. means t.hat women wage workers suffer a special
form of alienation. They are not alienated simply as genderless (male!) workers; th
are also ahena?ed in ways specific to their sex. In order to earn a iivin the’ ¥
fprced to exploit not only their physical strength and skill or their intellect%al c vach
ties; the){ are als.o forced to exploit their sexuality and their emotions e
'Soc1_ahst feminist proposals for social change must take into acco'unt the special
ahen'atlon Qf women outside the home. In developing their conception of fref rloa
ductive activity, it is not enough to talk in general terms about transcendin pth-
realm of necessity or about worker control of production. It is also necessar tcg); talli
about ehmmat'm_g sex segregation in production, so that male workers do noZ endu
controll¥ng mining, forestry and the steel industries while female workers end P
controlling la}undry and food services. Traditional Marxists have always asserted tllllaﬁ
free productive activity requires the restructuring of the labor process so that it
aban.dons a detailed division of labor and overcomes the distinction between con-
ceptlobn an((ii execution, mental and manual labor. Socialist feminists add that work
IIEEZE’ vs Or::k Z?r\::jl‘so as to eliminate the distinction between “masculine” and “femi-
To overcome this distinction would not mean necessarily that all work would as-
—&Ww_mmﬁ@amiw;ﬁee productive labor in fact
might be more similar to contemporary feminine work in that workers would be
?bl(? to express their emotions and their sexuality and would view others as unique
individuals. Unlike the contemporary situation for women workers, however, thqese

Jorms of emotional and sexual expression would be freely chosen rat ced

and alienated.
Mall‘?usm s ultimate solutipn to worker alienation has always been to overthrow the
capitalist mode of production. To alleviate intolerable working conditions in the
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short term and as a transitional step on the way to its u_ltimate goal, Ma'lrxism has
supported the organization of workers into trades unions. Trades unions .allow
workers to bargain collectively with their employers and also to exert'col‘lectwe 1nﬂu-
ence in electoral politics. In the United States and in most other capitalist countries,
a much higher proportion of male than female workers is unionized. Even where
women are union members, most union officials are men, and unions tend to bar-
gain for the issues of wages and working conditions that are of most concern to men.
The specific interests of women are not well represented by existing unions.

In the United States, clerical work is the largest category of wage work that re-
mains unorganized into unions.” It is also, of course, the largest category of women’s
wage work. Trade union officials have not been eager to “organ?ze” clerical workfers,
explaining that the workers themselves do not want to be organized. Women c.lenc.al
workers are said to be committed primarily to their families rather than to their paid
jobs and to be too “feminine” to be militant.>! In the 1970s, socialist feminists_ re-
jected these explanations and have begun to organize women workers, especially
women clerical workers. They organize them not as genderless workers, however, but
rather as workers who are women.

Some socialist ferninist organizing efforts have resulted in the formation of union

locals. Others have resulted in the formation of organizations that are not unions but
that address the concerns of women office and service workers. “Active groups in-
clude Nine-to-Five in Boston; Women Office Workers in New York: Women Em-
ployed in Chicago; and Union Wage and Women Organized for Employment in San
Francisco.”>? Many of the local groups affiliate with a national organizational net-
work, Working Women. “They are hybrid groups, neither pure women’s rights nor
pure labor rights, but an amalgam of both evidencing women’s great need for orga-
nizations that will advance their cause as women at work.”>’

Working women’s organizations concentrate not only on the issues that have pre-
occupied the male trade union movement; they also focus on issues that are of spe-
cific concern to women. These issues include dress codes and expectations by bosses
that women will provide “personal services” such as running errands or making cof-
fee. Sexual harassment, of course, is one of the most important issues of concern.
Sexual harassment seems to have been a problem for women as long as they have

been employed in wage work.**

It is consistent, systematic, and pervasive, not a set of random isolated acts. The license
to harass women workers, which many men feel they have, stems from notions that there
is a “woman’s place” which women in the labor force have left, thus leaving behind their
personal integrity. ...

Words, gestures, comments can be used as threats of violence and to express domi-
nance. Harassment often depends on this underlying violence—violence is implied as
the ultimate response. Harassment is “little rape”, an invasion of a person, by suggestion,
by intimidation, by confronting a woman with her helplessness. It is an interaction in
which one person purposefully seeks to discomfort another person. This discomfort
serves to remind women of their helplessness in the face of male violence. To offer such a
model is to suggest that it is not simply an individual interaction but a social one; not an
act of deviance but a societally condoned mode of behavior that functions to preserve

male dominance in the world of work.*®

Today it is used “to control women’s access to certain jobs; to limit job success and
mobility; and to compensate men for powerlessness in their own lives.” Lin Farley
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E::slsrrl:;umg;iﬂe example_s of women who have been forced out of jobs by sexual
h ent. few organizations, such as the Alliance Against Sexual Coercion ;
oztor.l, devot.e themselves entirely to combating this form of women’s oppress?onnlrl
Becar; ;2ifﬁg;grepirsoitﬁgtggd%fnﬂl; wt(imen who work for wages also have childre.n
antly women’ ]
have to perform two jobs. The stress og’ coping v:i:;llotr}i(e’ geommaer?dzva%iw?lrkﬁr§ Oftf;n
and their unpaid work has had damaging consequences s e t”flr pag
en’s entry in large numbers into th lab i s o et e
wage labor is defined implicitly. i? ﬁa%e ; l(')r' Tarket el 20th-century
. 2 ot explicitly, as “men’s work” insofa it i
structured on the assumption that the wage laborer is a m ith st honl
to do his laundry, cook his meals, rear his children, and an'glt i with erme h.Ome
and sexual consolation. Without “wives,” ; Dl o crmafigug
mous costs for their survival in xtfva;\g‘l,aells)’or‘./vomen " especially mothers pey exog
ngmenhwage worke_rs are beginning to refuse to pay those costs. They are de-
anding the restructuring of non-procreative work so that it is compatible with
enting. Through their organizations, they are beginning to seek out not onl thelzar-
ditional beneﬁjts of adequate pay and job security; they are also seeking the Yrovis'ra-
of day care, paid maternity leaves, the availability of leave to look after si kp hild o
and work hours that correspond to the school day. e
als\é\/o:;lelréea;rrfefionc;rned ﬁo.t only about the st’ructure of their wage labor; they are
dgo concerned about their wage. Women’s work is becoming increasingly
epro ess1onah'zed and more “proletarianized.” That is to say, women wage work
ers ha\fe decreasing control over the conditions of their work th:eir work is b%:c s
lc.ess sk.llled aqd their real wages are diminishing. These trenés can be seen in eo(;n o
tion, in nursing and especially in clerical work. As women workers become r;lca-
proletarlaplzed, they are beginning to develop a more “proletarian” consciousn(:)sre
In th(_e spring and summer of 1974, nurses in Britain took industrial action for ths'
first Flme;39 nurses in the United States are also organizing.* Clerical workers are b \
ginning to strike, and teachers’ strikes are increasingly frequent. What should lj-
noted is tha_t, even when women strike for pay and not for specifically “women’s” d ]
mands, their actions still have a different meaning from the same actions taken lj-
m.ale 'workers. th:n women wgrkers achieve a living wage, they are not just worker}s,
\grgrr:?elr;;goargilggfmon from capital: they are also women winning economic indepen-
Wome.n’s experience in wage labor brings out more connections between women’s
procreative apd their non-procreative work. For instance, the assumptions that
women are wives and mothers influences definitions of women’s work and rational-
izes women’s low pay. Just as economic independence for women is a precondition of
reprodu'ctm? freedom,.so reproductive freedom is a precondition for an end to sexual
issgtfegse;t.lon in other kinds of productive activity and for women’s full participation
In the 1970s, some women who defined themselves as socialist feminists began to
d.emand that women should receive wages for that aspect of procreative work that
hitherto had received no pay—the work of rearing their own children. The wages for
housework movement began in the early 1970s in Italy, where relatively few mothers
were emp.loyed in wage labor,*' and spread across Europe to Britain and Canada. It
never achieved much of a foothold in the United States, although Wages for Hou.se-
work groups did spring up in a few U.S. cities. Wages for housework were demanded
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as a way of recognizing the value of the work that all women perform gnd also as a
way of ensuring women economic independence from men. In the mid-1970s, the
demand was debated frequently by ferninists, but in the 1980s the movement seems
to be disappearing. This may be because the continuing entry of women into existing
forms of wage labor gives relatively fewer women any interest in defining themselves
as paid houseworkers. It seems unlikely that pay for housework would.be sufficient
to raise its status and it would not diminish the isolation of women in the home.
Even if the idea has merit in some circumstances as a tactical step toward women’s
liberation, the provision of wages for housework is incompatible in the long run
with the goals of socialist feminism. It would reinforce the sexual division Qf labor to
which feminists object and would extend the capitalist form of exploitation which
socialists want to overthrow.

It is indeed this demand for the abolition of the wage system that most sharply

distinguishes socialist feminists from liberal and radical feminists. Most of the spe-

cific issues around which socialist feminists organize are supported by feminists who
ssues in terms of exploitation

are not socialists, but socialist feminism explains these i .
and alienation, thus showing how male dominance cannot be eliminated without

the abolition of capitalism.

3. Women and Organizational Independence

In 1865, Marx wrote:

Trades Unions work well as centres of resistance against the encroachments of capital.
They fail partially from an injudicious use of their power. They fail generally from limit-
ing themselves to a guerilla war against the effects of the existing system, instead of si-
multaneously trying to change it, instead of using their organized force as a lever for the
final emancipation of the working class, that is to say, the ultimate abolition of the wages

system.

Trade union consciousness is not revolutionary consciousness, as Marx well knew.
The most that wage working women’s organizations can hope to achieve is to modify
contemporary wage labor so as to enable women to juggle two jobs. The goal of so-
cialist feminism, however, is not for women to be able to juggle two jobs. It is to
overthrow the whole social order of what some call “capitalist patriarchy” in which
women suffer alienation in every aspect of their lives. The traditional Marxist strat-
egy for revolution is to form a Leninist vanguard party. The socialist feminist strat-
egy is to support some “mixed” socialist organizations, but also to form independent
women’s groups and ultimately an independent women’s movement committed with
equal dedication to the destruction of capitalism and the destruction of male domi-
nance. The women’s movement will join in coalitions with other revolutionary
movements, but it will not give up its organizational independence.

Independent women’s organizations are obviously a form of separatism: they do
not accept male members, and they refuse permanent organizational links with
“mixed” organizations. They are not separatist, however, in the radical feminist
sense of requiring their members to have as little contact with men as possible out-
side the organization. Nor are they separatist in the sense that their ultimate goal is a
“matriarchy,” a “lesbian nation” or a society in which men and women are separated
formally from each other. On the contrary, their goal is a society in which maleness
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and femaleness are socially irrelevant, in which men and women, as we know them,
will no longer exist. Organizational independence for socialist feminists is thus a
form of tactical separatism, a step on the way to an ultimate goal of complete inte-
gration between the sexes.

The_ need for independent women’s organizations springs from the basic socialist
feminist understanding of society as male-dominated. On this analysis, the interests
of men are in some ways opposed to those of women, even though certain groups of
men s}_lare a number of interests with certain groups of women. Men have an interest
In maintaining their dominant position; in earning more than women, in having
sexual power over women and in keeping the larger share of leisure time which re.
sults from their relative freedom from housework, Women have an immed
est in getting rid of those male
fight for this interest.

Some feminists deny the need for independent women’s organizations. It is com-
mon for both liberals and Marxists to assert that the enemy that that women face as
women is not men but the system of sexism. Traditional Marxists believe that, if
women came to see men as their enemy, then they would not perceive the interests
that women share with men as members of the working class. To state that women’s
enemy is the system rather than men themselves, however, is to ignore the question
of who perpetuates that system and in whose interest it operates. Both men and
women in fact help to perpetuate the system of male dominance (just as workers as
well as capitalists help to perpetuate the capitalist system), but women’s objective in-
terests as women also encourage them to resist that system in many ways. Men, too,
may sometimes resist the system of male dominance, but, because that system pro-
vides them with privileges, they are much less likely to resist it. Radical feminists per-
ceive that the system of male dominance is enforced primarily by men, and so they
draw the unambiguous conclusion that it is men who are the enemy for women.

In an obvious sense, men are the enemy for women, just as colonizers are enemy
for the colonized and capitalists are the enemy for workers. In saying that men are
the enemy for women, however, it is important to remember two things. One is that
the enmity between women and men is part of a specific system of social relations
which defines what it is to be a man and a woman; consequently, change in that sys-
tem could eliminate the enmity between female and male persons. The enmity is not
necessarily permanent. The other point to remember is that there are many other di-
visions in society as well as the division between the sexes: differences of nationality,
race, age, ability, religion and class. Because these other divisions cut across sex lines,
there are respects in which women have shared interests with men and in which men
are not the enemy. For instance, colonized women have interests in common with
colonized men, differently abled women have interests in common with differently
abled men, girls have interests in common with boys, etc. In the same way, the work-

ing class of a colonized nation will cooperate with that nation’s upper class in resist-
ing colonization and, in the context of a struggle for national liberation, will not re-
gard it as the enemy.

Radical feminists view men as “the main enemy”** of women because they claim
that the subordination of women by men was the first form of oppression and that it
remains causally basic to all other forms. Traditional Marxists, by contrast, view cap-
italists as the main enemy because they believe that this contemporary form of class
oppression is now the main support of all other forms of oppression. Many tradi-

o iate inter-
privileges and they need separate organizations to
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tional Marxists borrow Maoist terminology a}nd justify their clal'm }tlhaht cgpltial;sitz jrr:
the man enemy by asserting that class (trad1t1onally-c0r.13trued) ﬁs t .et. ;?rlmrc1 ftend "
tradiction” in society today. Their arguments for this view are theore 11ca a i
the conclusion that revolutionary activity should always chusdon c z;lsstst }Jlrugegsorts
traditionally understood. Hartmann andtlt/ilarkuiie:nh(e)\;/(e‘ Fl’)r?:g; aloclj)t nttrzdicteii) sorts
i ments in fact misinterpret the no : i B8
gixf;;g ?);gltl/[ao, the notion was strategically rther than thgore.tlcally %gtcern;riloeéis,
it was designed to identify the focus of r.ev.olutxor%ary activity ml spec gf riods
her than in all situations.** Socialist feminists avoid not o_nl_y the language of “p -
oy’ ut in general are suspicious of attempts to as
Ily basic to the other. They see thcf various sys-
h each other and believe that it is
ly “the main enemy.”

mary” or “principal” contradi.ction b
sert that either class or gender is causa '
tems of oppression as connected inseparably wit ;
mistaken to try to identify a single group as being permanen

We claim that in the current situation it is entirely in keeplng with Mar(;(.lstt' andtI(\)/Ieli:blzi
tradition to see capitalist patriarchy at the root f)f :the principal cc;ntra 13 10{1t,h 0 label
the enemy as such, and to build a strategy t}}at insists on the duality (aﬁl Wil B e
and ageism, the multiple aspects) of the principal contradlctlon. We see i iz insis

“class first” as an antifeminist practice, not a proworking class practice.

Traditional Marxists argue that it is divisive to speak of men as the enem%f, tha}t1 it
diverts the working class from its primary s_truggle against capltahs‘fn. They dear tt a)g
if women join independent women’s organizations ra‘ther than the Va?guar par y,d
they will lose their revolutionary perspective, will mistake symptoms for causes an
will focus on reforms for women rather than on the tr.ansformatlon'of the system as
a whole. These fears reveal distrust of women’s revoluthnary commitment gnd a l?e-
lief that women cannot maintain their socialist vision without men to hold it contin-
ually before their eyes. They seem to overlook the fact that women, just as much as
men, are members of the working class. - .

The organizations advocated by socialist ferpln}sts, however, are socialist as w§:ll as
feminist. They are not dedicated simply to winning reforms for women or tdq mteé
grating women into the capitalist system. Nor, on the otljxer l}anc}, are tl_ley de ;lc.ate g
simply to overthrowing the capitalist system and replac.mg 1t.w1th a dictators 111 0
the male proletariat. They are concerned with th.e ways in which even woFklng—c' ass

men perpetuate male dominance: through their resistance to affirmative action,
through rape, through woman beating, throu_g_h sexual harassment,'thrqugh r'efusal
to take an equal share of household responsibility—and through sexism in their rev-
olutionary organizations. In order to combat male dominance, women must form
their own independent organizations. ' . .

To say that socialist feminist women should form t}}elr own”mdependent organi-
zations is not to preclude them from also joining “pnxed left” groups, not to deny
that women’s organizations should work with the mlxefi lefF. But independent wom-
en’s organizations are necessary to ensure that women's voices are heard, both indi-

vidually and collectively.

Working class women and men must be allied in their struggle againsF the ruling cl.ass,
but this alliance must be among equals: women should not be suk')ordmat.e to men in a
“revolutionary” movement. Equality of women and men requires a direct str.uggle
against patriarchy and an autonomous power base for working class women. It is not
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enough for the Party to organize women: women must become “subjects” of history,
able to act in their own behalf,46

Ann Foreman agrees.

In short, the organized presence of women could prevent the traditional exclusion of
women in both its crude and more sophisticated forms. And by asserting the right of
women to define their own identity within political structures, the self-organization of
women strikes at the heart of the feminine attitude of alterity on which this exclusion

rests. Ultimately, then, autonomy provides a political and not simply an organisational
link between the feminist and the working class struggle.’

Only the organizational independence of women can ensure that women’s concerns

are addressed and that women escape from their traditional role of “wives to the rev-
olution.”

4. Beginning at Start: Strategies for Social Transformation

Social feminist strategies for ending oppression seek to combine the traditional
Marxist emphasis on changing the material conditions of life with the 20th-century
emphasis on the importance of changing ideas and feelings. The special socialist
feminist conception of human nature provides the basis for a distinctively socialist
feminist approach to each of these aspects of human life.
All those who struggle against oppression must try to discover the underlying
causes of that oppression and to separate these causes from the more superficial
symptoms. Within the Marxist tradition, the distinction between the symptoms of a
certain form of oppression and its underlying causes is formulated in terms of “base”
and “superstructure.” The “material base” of a certain form of oppression is taken to
be those social relations which fundamentally sustain that form of oppression and
which therefore must be transformed in order to eliminate that form of oppression.
In investigating the fundamental causes of women’s oppression, socialist feminists
have developed a conception of material base as that set of social relations which
structures the production and reproduction of the necessities of daily life, the pro-
duction of people, including the production of sexuality, as well as the production of
goods and services. On the socialist feminist view, these relations are simultaneously
capitalist and male-dominant, and both aspects must be changed to liberate women.
The inclusiveness of the socialist feminist conception of the material base of wom-
en’s oppression has implications for the socialist feminist conception of revolution-
ary strategy. Most obviously, the enlarged conception of the material base means that
many more forms of political activity than previously thought can now be described
as challenges to the basic system of social relations. For example, even when working
women’s organizations do not bring directly into question the capitalist mode of
production, they do begin to challenge the gendered definition of women’s work.
Similarly, campaigns for various aspects of reproductive freedom, such as campaigns
for free abortion, against rape and sexual harassment, and for free and community-
controlled childcare all challenge existing male-dominant and capitalist relations of
procreation and sexuality.
In addition to making direct challenges to the prevailing male dominant and capi-
talist mode of production, it is necessary also to challenge the system of ideas that
justify and reinforce this mode of production. In the 20th century, even those politi-
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cal theorists who aspire to a materialist_method‘ h.ave p}aceq cclJnillderable errtl}liuisgf
on the importance of “consciousness” in explqmmg hlstorlc.al‘c e.mg.e;[otrhat ko
sence of change. These theorists haV‘e not denied the materia 1lst mzl'% At oot
sciousness is determined in some ultlma_te sense by the rpaterla 'Cc(l)n ;) 11ons tonomy
life, but they recognize that systems of ideas may establish consic s.ra bT a(: o in}.’
from the existing historical circumstances an'd.may also have co;si) e¥aﬂ e o
fluence on those circumstances. This recognition }_1as been made by in 1}11en i
dencies within the Marxist tradition whose theorists, as we have Seeél)h ave eazii 0
rated the notions of ideology, false consciousness and hegemony anM ave tm iy
number of attempts to graft some form of Freudian psychologgf. orlltfo .ar-)S(;Isl gv it
cal economy. The same recognition has also been r.n.ade by ral : 1'<:al emlrtlixce énd ich
has contributed the technique of consciousness raising to politica Qrag - and has
emphasized “cultural” critique and re-creation. S_oc1allst ferplnlsm is trm zfn in (s
s2oth-century tradition and so claims that an gf_fectlve revolut}onary st(;a egyt DU e
clude techniques for demystifying the prevailing ma}le-domme}llnt an 1capl ?i \te Jde-
ology and for developing alternative fo‘rmcs1 oftconscclloi?sness, that is alterna y
iving reality and alternative attitudes toward it. N
ofie\r,icteallvpagrt of o¥ganizing for social gha}nge is the creation of'a s“er;)s.e otf pSht;cseil}
unity among oppressed groups. A class is identified r}ot‘f)nly. by its “objec née't plf
tion relative to the means of production, but also by its su‘p]?ctwe sense of i Slef” as
having a common identity and common interests. Unless it 1s a class fpr itse ais
well as a class “in itself,” the group will not move to political action. For mstance(i al-
though the peasants in 19th-century France shared a common re.latu.)n to P;o uc}—1
tion, Marx argued that their isolation from and poor communication (Vlvn ﬁflc 1
other prevented them from developing a sense of community and share l;))10 i 1}?3
purpose.48 Contemporary women are in a position that.ln s_,ome ways resem est a(;
of 19th-century French peasants though in other ways it chffers from the}rs..By ?111
large, as we have seen, women do share a common rela’qon to prodqctlon. unlike
men, they are all responsible for housework, for childrearing, for‘ emot;onal nurtgr—
ance and for sexual gratification; in addition, they are clpstered ina few gender- ﬁ—
fined paid occupations. Insofar as they work together_ in t}}e pa}d labor force, the
conditions do exist for women to develop a shared political 1$1ent1ty and,, as we h_ave
seen, that is beginning to happen with the grow‘lth of worlflng women's organiza-
tions. Insofar as they are isolated from each other in the family, it is much harder for
women to develop a shared identity as workers in the home. In the late 1960s, the ex-
plosion of consciousness-raising groups showed the need t.hat women felt to over-
come their isolation, and many kinds of support groups still continue. In this con-
text, socialist feminists agree with radical feminists that the creation of a women's
culture is essential to facilitating women’s sense of themselves as a group with com-
mon interests and to encourage their political organization. o
During the 1970s, women’s culture mushroomed in the ad\(anced capl_tahst na-
tions. There are now feminist novels, feminist science fiction, femlpl§t djcmce
troupes, feminist films, feminist theater groups, feminist_music gnd feminist v1suz§1
art. Moreover, women’s past cultural productions are being retrieved and women’s
traditional crafts are being revived. In addition, there are cultural events, restaurants,
etc. for women only, “womanspaces” in which women can be together physmalbf and
which foster a sense of community between women. The values lexpressed in the
women’s culture are quite diverse, even though they are all feminist in one way or an-
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;)ljcl}(;‘e;. Atone e‘:(xtren}e, t.hf){ fantasize a world without men; at the other extreme, the
o i:lv%r?rel(}ﬂr]na]l;{ng it l;1)n a maﬁ’s world. Some feminist artists, such as Iudy’Chiy
e Dinner Party,” show that women can be rule o

. : ; rs, doctors, warrior
IeItlc;.r,1 gu%] 23 V\;ell as men; o(';hders try to present alternative models of female achieveS :
. values presented depend in part on the intended aud; i
are modified to suit that audience. For i Iyn French's bent-aein mes

- For instance, Marilyn French’s b i
The Women’s Room ends with ) i e o o bt
the central character walking al

2 ¥ 1 er i one on the beach, d

spairing of women’s liberation or even of : : for
rir a degree of personal happi
i 2 deg p al happiness, at least for
- By contrast, the TV version of the book, perhaps i
make feminism palatable to an i i nist sopiistication thr 8
audience with less feminist sophisticati
readers of the book were e sane et
presumed to possess, ended with the

k wi . P ] same charact
smartly dressed, delivering a rousing feminist speech to a college audience and b ing
wildly applauded. e
As onel?spect of feminist political activity, women’s culture emphasizes the pro
tc}i:] aisnvcsi/_e ' gs t}llef producft of artistic creation. Where possible, it uses collective ral‘zher

1vidual forms of creation and tries to minimiz

5 C e the gaps between creators

performers and technicians. It may also try to narrow the gap between artist and au-,

dience. The dance tr . .
of process. roupe Wallflower Order raises explicitly on the stage the question

Wallflower examines the problems of workin i i
. . 1 g collectively in one of their pieces. L
g;otx}l;yéfeelmg fed up with seimmg endless criticism and self-criticism fezlin;sclozecxli( 1Or1f
roup, wanting to reach out to other people and not bein "
g certain how. Th
real problems faced by all of us who have attempted to work collectively. An“c; it ise S\:r;;?

derful to see these problems i
. ‘ portrayed on stage in a way that i
our difficulties and to laugh at ourselves.*° ’ ' PloRTS el

Judy Chlgago’s “The Dinner Party” is accompanied on its travels by a film, “Right
Out of History,” which documents the four-year creation of the piece by a ,rou : f
more than 400 people. Often the process of creating feminist art is imperec%' forpil?-
stance, the_prqcess of creating “The Dinner Party” was clearly hierarchical a’nd er-
l;?%sr(e)xplona.nve. Nevertheless, the very recognition by feminists of the importfnce
cess raises important politi i i isti
i e Ofpfoductiolf](')htlcal questions about the relation between artistic
Socn:ilist feminists view cultural work as a necessary part of political organization
for social change. They do not accept uncritically all aspects of women’s culture, but
seek to encourage those aspects which explore new ways in which the artist anci the
community can relate to each other, which link women’s oppression with that of
oth‘er. oppre§sed groups, and which emphasize the possibility of women’s collective
pohtlca)l action against their oppression. For socialist feminists, the creation of a
women’s culture is an important way in which women can develop political self-con-
sciousness. Of course, such development is possible only because women do in fact
already share objective political interests. )
_One of the interests shared by women is the availability of quality goods and ser-
vices such as food, clothing, housing, medical care and education. Of course, every-
one ha§ an interest in these, but women have a special interest because it is théy wh}é
accordmg to the prevailing division of labor, are responsible for making these ood:;
and services directly available to their families. Women buy and cook food b%l or
make clothing, furnish homes, take their children to the doctor and worr’y abyout
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schooling. Weinbaum and Bridges characterize this work as cgnsgomption work.

They point out that it is time-consuming, exhausting and alienating.” Women who

find this work intolerable have two options. One is to demand that the work be

shared by men. This option challenges the sexual division of labqr but has the disac.l-

vantages that men may not be available, that men’s economic privilege puts them in

a strong position to refuse and, finally, that this option does not me'tk_e .the goods and

services any more available; it just gives somebody else the re.spon31b1hty f(?r procur-

ing them. Women’s other option is to organize politically against th§ unavailability of
goods and services, and this option has often been chosen by worklpg-class women.
Women have taken the lead in forming tenants’ unions, in boycotting expensive or
racist stores or products, in protesting cutbacks in services such as welfare or
childcare and in taking militant action against the high price of, for example, pul‘)h'c
utilities. Socialist feminists believe that all these “community based” political activi-
ties are necessary parts of the struggle for a socialist and feminist transformation of
society. .

In order to achieve a thoroughgoing socialist and feminist transformation of so-
cial relations, socialist feminists believe that a wide range of political activity is nec-
essary. It includes community struggles, the organization of women against their
alienation in wage labor, the creation of a distinctive socialist feminist culture and at-
tempts to restructure sexual and childrearing relations. All these struggles must be
linked together to ensure that the social transformation is total and that all aspects of
women’s alienation are overcome.

One obvious problem with the strategy as presented so far is that it offers no polit-
ical priorities: it suggests that everything must be done at once. Socialist feminists re-
fuse to assign permanent priority to any one type of political activity over the others;
they believe that a socialist and feminist revolution cannot happen without struggle
on all these fronts. Yet they do suggest some general criteria that socialist feminists

might use in deciding where to direct their political energy. Charlotte Bunch offers
five criteria that are similar to those proposed by other socialist feminist writers.

Material reforms should aid as many women as possible and should particularly seek to
redistribute income and status so that the class, race and heterosexual privileges that di-
vide women are eliminated. ...

Reform activities that help women find a sense of themselves apart from their op-
pressed functions and which are not based on the false sense of race, class, or heterosex-
ual superiority are important. ...

Women need to win. We need to struggle for reforms that are attainable. ... Victories
and programs, especially when linked to specific organizations, give us a clearer sense of
what we can win and illustrate the plans, imagination, and changes that women will
bring as they gain power. ...

Since winning one reform is not our final goal, we should ask if working on that issue
will teach us new and important things about ourselves and society. Particularly when a
reform fails, political education is important to motivate women to continue, rather
than to become cynical about change. ...

As women, we want to improve the conditions of our daily lives. In order to do this,
we must have power over the institutions—the family, schools, factories, laws, and so
on—that determine those conditions ... above all, we should demand that those most
affected by each institution have the power to determine its nature and direction. Ini-

tially, these challenges and reforms help to undermine the power of patriarchy, capital-
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ism and white supremacy. Ultimately, these actions must lead to the people’s control of
all institutions so that we can determine how our society will function.”!

With respect to her final criterion, Bunch suggests that one way of building power
is by creating alternative institutions “such as health clinics that give us more control
over our bodies or women’s media that control our communications with the pub-
lic” Bunch adds, “Alternative institutions should not be havens of retreat, but chal-
lenges that weaken male power over our lives”*? In this sentence, Bunch sums up the
difference between the socialist feminist conception of alternative institutions and
the radical feminist conception of a womanculture. Radical feminists intend that
their alternative institutions should enable women to withdraw as far as possible
from the dominant culture by facilitating women’s independence from that culture,
They have high hopes for creating womanspace that provides a total contrast to pa-
triarchal space and is a refuge from it. Socialist feminists, by contrast, argue that
women’s independence from the dominant male, white and capitalist culture is an
impossible fantasy: they build alternative institutions as a way of partially satisfying
existing needs and also as a way of experimenting with new forms of working to-
gether. The difference here between radical and socialist feminists is not clear-cut:
both radical and socialist feminists might work on the same alternative project, such
as a health center. But socialist feminists expect that social relations within the proj-
ect will be distorted by the pressures of the larger society outside, and they do not an-
ticipate that their project will become part of a permanent women’s counterculture.

One institution to which some socialist feminists are seeking immediate alterna-

tives is the stereotypical 20th-century nuclear family, with its familiar sexual division
of labor, according to which the wife is assigned responsibility for childrearing and
housework while the husband has responsibility for economic support of the family.
Socialist feminists, like many other feminists, see this family structure as a corner-
stone of women’s oppression: it enforces women’s dependence on men, it enforces
heterosexuality and it imposes the prevailing masculine and feminine character
structures on the next generation. In addition, the traditional nuclear family is a bul-
wark of the capitalist system insofar as it makes possible the use of women as a re-
serve army of labor, sustains a high level of demand for consumer goods, and incul-
cates in children the values of dominance and submission, of alienated labor and
consumption and of competition. Many points in the socialist feminist critique of
the family are identical with points made by traditional Marxists, but socialist femi-
nists differ from traditional Marxists in their belief that immediate changes in living
arrangements can be a significant part of a broader strategy for social transforma-
tion. Unlike traditional Marxists, socialist feminists do not believe that consciously
designed changes in family structure must wait until “after the revolution.” They be-
lieve that immediate changes are necessary in order to enable women to participate
fully in the revolutionary process and to ensure that process is feminist as well as so-
cialist.

Many commentators have pointed out that in fact the classic nuclear family is dis-
appearing rapidly in advanced capitalist countries at the end of the 20th century. In-
creasing numbers of women, regardless of their politics, are living in alternatives to
that family, either because they bring a second wage into the home or because they
are bringing up children as single parents. What distinguishes socialist feminist al-
ternatives is that they are self-conscious attempts to incorporate socialist feminist
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values in their daily living arrangements. These values include .equality, cooperation,
sharing, political commitment, freedom from sexual stereotyping and freedom from
nal possessiveness. _ _
pe?\jl(;ny focialist feminists live in family structures that are not obviously dl.ffer.ent
from those of most other women: they are the structures of marriage or cohab1tat1o_n
with a man or of single motherhood. Within the_se'relatlvely tradltl'onal structures, it
is impossible to practice all the socialist femlmst. values. For instance, a single
mother cannot model the range of alternatives p0s51ble.f0r women and a he.terosex-
ual couple cannot demonstrate the validity of alternatives to hfat'erosexuallty. Even
within these relatively traditional structures, however, many tradltlor.la.l Yalues can be
challenged: fathers and mothers can refuse the traditional S.E).(L.lal division of lab_or,
reversing the traditional roles or sharing equally the responsibility for b'readwmmng
and childcare; single mothers can hardly fail to present a'model of an 1ndepend‘ent
woman. It is in larger households, however, that the do_mmant values of possessive-
ness, privatism, emotional dependence and consumerism can be challengec_i more
thoroughly. Larger socialist feminist households may be all women or may 1pc1ude
men. Ann Ferguson lists seven goals for such socialist and feminist “revolutionary
family-communities”:

1. To alter childrearing inequalities between men and women, to provide the
structural base for men and women to be equal nurturers to children and to
each other as well as equally autonomous ...

2. To challenge the sexual division of labor ...

3. To break down the possessive privacy of the two primary sets of rfelationships
in the American patriarchal family: the couple and the parent-child relation-
ship ...

4. To equalize power as far as possible between parents and children and, in gen-
eral, between adults and children ...

5. To eliminate the base for heterosexism in a society which, along with patriar-
chy and capitalism, contributes to women’s oppression. This means openly
allowing gay persons, including gay mothers and fathers, openly into the revo-
lutionary family-community ...

6. To break down elitist attitudes about the superiority of mental and profes-
sional work to manual work.

To deal with racism and classism.

8. To introduce economic sharing in the family-community which allows its
members to develop a sense of commitment to each other.?

Ferguson realizes that no single revolutionary family-community can achieve all
these goals easily, if at all. In addition to the “internalized” psychological problems of
emotional insecurity, jealousy, competitiveness or heterosexism, such communities
are subject to external or social constraints: women will find it harder than men to
obtain adequately paying jobs, and people’s work or study plans may require them to
leave the area. Revolutionary family-communities are certainly not envisioned as
utopian refuges from male dominance, racism and capitalism. They are places where
people can experiment with new ways of organizing childrearing and sexuality,.pre—
figuring, though imperfectly, some of the new forms of social relations that will be
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part of a socialist feminist revolution. In the meantime, they will also provide people
with the “material support needed to continue to challenge the combined domina-
tion systems of capitalist patriarchy.”>

Delores Hayden recognizes that only a relatively few women are ready for the rey-
olutionary family-communities outlined by Ferguson. For those who are not ready,
Hayden proposes the less immediately radical alternative of HOMES: Homemakers
Organized for a More Equal Society.>> HOMES groups would own housing coopera-
tively. Their property would contain private dwelling units and some private, fenced,
outdoor space, but it would also include public outdoor areas and the facilities to
provide a number of services, such as childcare, laundry, food preparation, van
transportation and home help for the elderly, the sick and employed parents whose
children are sick. Existing suburban blocks could be converted for use by HOMES
groups. In designing their living arrangements, Hayden states that HOMES should
be guided by the following principles to

(1) involve both men and women in the unpaid labor associated with housekeeping and
child care on an equal basis; (2) involve both men and women in the paid-labor force on
an equal basis; (3) eliminate residential segregation by class, race, and age; (4) eliminate
all federal, state, and local programs and laws which offer implicit or explicit reinforce-
ment of the unpaid role of the female homemaker; (5) minimize unpaid domestic labor
and wasteful energy consumption; (6) maximize real choices for households concerning
recreation and sociability.>

Alternative living arrangements are one way in which socialist feminists seek to
translate into practice their insight that the personal is political. Another way is in
their general concern for the process as well as the product of political activity. They
are aware that organizational form is not politically neutral, and they have seen how
the centralized and hierarchical forms of traditional political organization have per-
petuated the subordination and passivity of women—and of other groups. Like radi-
cal feminists, socialist feminists are experimenting with new forms of organizational
structure that can help people to overcome the partial and distorted development of
their capacities that has been imposed by the capitalist and male-dominant division
of labor. Without direct efforts to contradict these distorted developments of con-
temporary human nature, revolutionary organizations will only reinforce that which
the are ostensibly struggling against. A hierarchical, undemocratic, sexist and racist
organization can achieve only a hierarchical, undemocratic, sexist and racist “revo-
lution.”

Although they seek to avoid replicating within their own organizations the divi-
sion of labor imposed by the dominant society, socialist feminists do not go to the
opposite extreme of insisting that everybody should do every job. In a sensitive dis-
cussion of the problems involved in restructuring the labor process, Nancy Hartsock
points out that alienation does not result simply from specialization in one kind of
work, but rather from the social relations within which, in contemporary society,
specialized work is usually performed. Within these relations, work is coerced and
execution is separated from conception. Hartsock believes that a socialist feminist
restructuring of the labor process can avoid both coercion and the separation of exe-
cution from conception without requiring that everyone should do everything:

By rotating all members through the various tasks of the group, and by insisting t}_lat ev-
ery member of a collective do every activity that the group as a whole is engaged in, the

_#
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collective, in practice, treats its members as interchangeable and equivalent parts. It re-
produces the assembly line of the modern factory, but instead of running the work past
the people, people are run past the work.>’

Hartsock suggests that a better alternative is to allow individuals or groups to have
responsibility for whole aspects of projects, involving both planning and executing
the work to be done.

Having responsibility for some parts of the work done by a group allows us not only to
see our own accomplishments but also to expand ourselves by sharing in the accomplish-
ments of others. We are not superwomen, able to do everything. Only by sharing in the
different accomplishments of others can we participate in the activities of all women.58

In their recognition of the inseparability of means from ends, socialist feminists
are closer to radical feminists than to any other group of feminists. Unlike radical
feminists, however, socialist feminists do not see themselves as “living the revolu-
tion.” This is true for two reasons. First, socialist feminists recognize the ways in
which the larger society imposes limits on the possibilities of alternative ways for liv-
ing and working.

Our strategies for change and the internal organization of work must grow out of the
tension between using our organizations as instruments for both taking and transform-
ing power in a society structured by power understood only as domination and using
our organizations to build models for a society based on power understood as energy
and initiative ... There are real pressures to reproduce the patterns of estranged labor in
the interests of efficiency and taking power. At the same time, there are pressures to op-
pose estranged labor by insisting that each of us do every job.>’

The other reason why socialist feminists do not see themselves as “living the revo-
lution” is because they do not think that social transformation can occur through
the gradual accretion of socialist and feminist reforms and through the gradual
undermining of dominant by alternative institutions. Radical feminists depend on
slow, evolutionary rather than sudden, revolutionary change both for moral and
practical reasons. On the one hand, they eschew the use of force as a patriarchal tac-
tic; on the other hand, even the potential constituency of radical feminism is so small
that there seems little chance of its winning over those women they see as their po-
tential allies. Socialist feminists expect that there will be a distinctive revolutionary
period, characterized by acute social turmoil, but they also expect that the outcome
of this turmoil will be determined by the kind and quality of the pre-revolutionary
activity that has preceded it. To this extent, they see themselves not so much as living
the revolution as preparing for it and attempting in limited ways to prefigure i,

The socialist feminist contribution to revolutionary strategy is not simply to add

lutionary struggle to include, for instance, reproductive freedom. But ultimately so-
cialist feminism denies the separation between so called class issues, race issues and
women’s issues. It argues that every issue is a women’s issue, just as every issue has
race and class implications. That is to say, socialist feminism argues that a feminist
perspective can illuminate understanding not only of family life or of education but
also of foreign policy, of imperialism and of political organization. To ask how a cer-
tain practice or institution affects women is different from asking how it affects the
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working class or the colonized hation as a whole. Because male dominance stryc.
tures every area of life, a foreign policy based on explicit concern for women’s inter-
ests would be quite different from a foreign policy that was based only on a concern
for the working class conceived as a unified whole or for some ethnic minority
within that class. On the socialist feminist view, it s necessary to approach all politi-
cal issues with a consciousness that is explicitly feminist as well as explicitly anti-rac-
istand explicitly socialist. This consciousness will change both the form and the con-
tent of revolutionary political practice.
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