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Preface

This collection contains papers published between 1970 and 1981 by
Christine Delphy, a leading activist in the French women’s liberation
movement, who has been described by Simone de Beauvoir as France’s
most exciting feminist theorist.

Christine Delphy’s work has only slowly become available in English.
An article of hers, ‘The main enemy’, formed part of the first major
publication from the women’s movement in France in 1970'*, and it
was translated and sold in mimeoed form at the 1974 Women’s
Liberation Conference in Edinburgh. It was then reissued, together
with two other articles, in a pamphlet from the Women’s Research and
Resources Centre in London in 1977. A few other translations of her
work have been scattered through a variety of academic collections and
journals in subsequent years, including the American journal Feminist
Issues.* When the WRRC Publications group went into collaboration
with Hutchinson Education, we decided, rather than reissuing The
Main Enemy, to produce a new and larger collection of Delphy’s papers
so as to give English and non-academic readers a better appreciation of
the development and importance of her work.

‘The main enemy’ contains the core of one strand of Christine
Delphy’s work: a theoretical analysis of the feminist ‘discovery’ of
housework as unpaid work within the family, central to an under-
standing of women’s oppression today. Delphy’s conceptions of the
domestic mode of production, of marriage as a labour contract, and of
the economic importance of marriage to women have been developed
with increasing sophistication in her work on the ways in which divorce
constitutes a continuation of marriage in a different form, on the class

* Superior figures refer to the Notes and references at the end of each chapter.
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position of women, and on the definition of housework. She was among
the first in the recent wave of feminism to stress the structural import-
ance of the family in understanding women’s situation, and she has
continued to stress the significance of divisions within the family —
unlike those socialist feminists who have taken up the economics of the
family as a topic, but whose writings have in fact deflected attention
from women’s oppression within it (for example, by continuing to focus
on the functions ‘the family’ performs in relation to ‘the reproduction of
capitalism’).

Delphy’s economic analysis of the family does not, of course, com-
prise any and everything there is to be said about women and the family.
In particular, as she notes in her Introduction to this collection, it deals
only tangentially with the issues of sexuality and violence. But it does
explain much about the pressures towards heterosexuality and marriage
which exist for all women, about women’s position within the labour
market as less than freely contracting agents, about employers prefer-
ence for employing married men,’ and about women and inheritance
(including the low investment made in women’s education).

A second important element in Delphy’s work, which runs through
all the articles included here, is a dissection of patriarchal ideologies: an
untangling of the deeply entrenched ways of interpreting the world
which support and continue male dominance. In a number of papers
she looks at the recourse made in a variety of explanations of the
divisions between men and women to ‘natural facts’, ‘universal values’,
differences of ‘need’ and ‘skills’, or to women’s childbearing capacities.
She also exposes the various inventions of the Origins of Humanity
which have thrust back into pre-history a set of sexual divisions parallel
to those of the west today, which are then used to ‘explain’ the evolution
?f our present system. She strongly criticizes the presumption that

‘men’ and ‘women’ exist as biologically based categories prior to and
independently of the power relationship which currently exists between
them. Delphy also lays bare the presumptions about women’s intrinsic
Wortf_llessness which are built into theories of the functions of the family
% Wthh_ assume the domestic work women do must somehow be about
something else, something important, like helping to maintain class
d1v131(_)ns, since it is clearly so trivial as not to be worth exploiting in its
own right. And she also shows how the idea that the public and private
Sphe%'es are eternal categories ‘givers’ of nature (and that the latter, the
public sphere or the economy, is the determining influence), is built
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into the heart of marxist and sociological theories. Such theories there-
fore cannot allow for the fact that this division, and the opposition of
public and private, is itself a social construct.

A final strand in many of the papers is a discussion of the politics and
strategy of the women’s liberation movement. Delphy looks at the
reasons why an autonomous women’s movement is needed if women’s
oppression is to be not only struggled against, but recognized at all; at
why excluding men does not constitute ‘inverse sexism’; at divisions
within the movement and how different groups’ use of terms (for
example, patriarchy/patriarchal) reflects deep differences of analysis; at
the problem in demanding Wages for Housework; at the importance of
remaining angry and of struggling against self-hatred; and the problems
of (and for) intellectuals within political movements.

Christine Delphy’s style, the content of her arguments, and the
specific targets for criticism which she selects, are, naturally enough,
within a French tradition — although she is well apprised of debates and
events in the English-speaking world. It is worth noting particularly in
her work (as elsewhere in the French women’s movement)' the
influence of the French tradition of philosophic and logical analysis, the
importance of psychoanalysis in intellectual life, her training as a socio-
logist and her related concern with the situation of rural women, and her
sense of a need for constant vigilance against the left and the traditions
of intellectual marxism.

Delphy’s work is firmly social constructionist and in line with the
brand of radical feminism which has for some years dissociated itself
from the biologism of Shulamith Firestone (1971). Delphy has a par-
ticularly forceful and analytic style, which she justifies by stressing the
importance in the development of feminism of the freedom to criticize
ideas put forward by feminists as well as by non- or antifeminists. She
argues that moving forwards necessarily involves critiques of existing
work, but in so doing we must be careful to attack the ideas, not the
individual who advanced them (unless, of course, the writer is clearly
acting in bad faith). Much of Delphy’s own work — including several
articles included here — takes this form: routing out idealist (including
biologistic, individualistic and psychologistic) thinking in the works of
Frederick Engels, Claude Alzon, Annie Leclerc, and Michéle Barrett
and Mary McIntosh. Delphy argues that a// knowledge is political and
that it is not sufficient to counter one set of ideas with another view of
the world: we must also show the first set of ideas to be ideological. That
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is to say, we must demonstrate the material relationships which exist
within a society, and show how particular ideas support the continu-
ation of the objective interests of oppressor groups.

The salience of Lacanian psychoanlysis in French academic life and
for feminism can be seen from the existence of an entire group,
Psychoanalysis and Politics (familiarly referred to as ‘Psych et Po’),
within the French women’s movement, and from the attention given by
intellectuals to the work of Luce Irigaray, Julia Kristeva and Hélene
Cixous, whose writings dominate a recent collection purporting to
represent The New French Feminism (Marks 1982). Christine Delphy
has been a vigorous opponent of the ideas of Psych et Po (and their
commercial and related practices,® for many years — as has the journal
she helped to found, Questions Féministes (now Nouvelles Questions
Féministes). She argues that men and women are made not born, that
there are no differences of essence between the sexes, and that our
bodies do not ‘speak’: do not require or restrict the possible meanings
we give to anatomical features. Rather, how we understand and experi-
ence our organs and actions is socially determined and could be wholly
different (and is in other cultures). She also stresses throughout her
work that the relationships which exist between men and women are
power relationships, and that no understanding of gender, sexuality or
sexual orientation can be divorced from this for an instant. To ‘revalue’
feminity within our existing society is therefore to celebrate masochism.

In such arguments Delphy is in full accord with her sociological
colleagues (or at least with those who carry the principles they hold dear
1n other realms into the arena of the analysis of gender). Her sociological
background is also evident in her concern with the situation of the wives
and d?}lghters of small farmers in France, since, as in many European
countries, France still has a substantial peasant-agriculturalist popula-
tion and a flourishing school of rural sociology. The lives of country men
a_nd women have been relatively well documented, and with an atten-
tion to the economics of family life quite unlike that of sociological
studies of town dwellers.

Those who argue that all aspects of society were totally transformed
by the transition to industrial capitalism have criticized Delphy for too
frequently using examples drawn from rural families to make points
about all famm_e_s. Her response would be that it is possible that many
aspects of families were not changed all that much by the Industrial
Revolution. At the very least we need more empirical historical

 Preface 11

investigation to show what has changed; at present much is asserted or
presumed and little proved. She would also argue that contemporary
farm families are sufficiently distant from many of us to enable us to see
features of their families’ lives clearly, which then in return show us
things we had taken for granted in our own situations. It is in any case
amazingly ethnocentric for English or American urban intellectuals to
suggest the wives and daughters of small farmers can be ignored because
they are just a ‘backward minority’.

Difficulties in the relationship between the women’s movement and
socialist groups in France have a long history. Feminists and socialists
have felt ambivalent about each other for at least two hundred years,
and the entryist tactics exercised by those within the ‘class struggle
tendency’ within the WLM in France during the 1970s created new
suspicions. Chistine Delphy has consistently argued for a completely
autonomous women’s movement, but her work on the oppression of
women is clearly marxist in origin. However, she uses and develops
marxism, meeting marxist orthodoxy head on. She argues that while
historical materialism as developed by Marx is an important tool for
analysing any form of oppression, what has become ‘marxism’ holds
back rather than facilitates the struggle for women’s liberation.
Orthodox marxism and marxist feminist analysis seek all the time to tie
the oppression of women to the oppression of the working class. They
try to show what use women’s oppression has for capitalism or how
women should relate to the class struggle . . . and thus exonerate men,
and divert women’s energies from feminism. Delphy argues for a return
to Marx’s own methods and practice, and against a digging around for
what Marx himself (or subsequent marxists) have had to say on a topic
which did not particularly concern him (or them), in analysing women’s
oppression.

Those who criticize Delphy for not using ‘marxist’ concepts ‘as they
should be used’ or who think that by adding ‘patriarchy’ to ‘capitalism’
they have integrated feminism with marxism, are therefore talking at
cross purposes with her.® She has said clearly that feminism cannot use
concepts developed to explain capitalist class relationships because they
precisely occlude the oppression which is specific to women. Nor, she
argues, can we move immediately to looking at how the oppression of
women relates to or ‘articulates with’ capitalist oppression’ — because we
are still far from understanding women’s oppression. First, we must
look much more deeply, and within an autonomous and women-only
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movement, at women’s oppression. We must start by taking ourselves
and our oppression as seriously as we take men and men’s oppression —
even if as women we find it excruciatingly difficult to devote such time
and care to ourselves!

The papers included here were written over a ten year period, and
while they have been edited slightly to cut out repetitions and a few
specialized discussions, and in some cases retranslated, no attempt has
been made to update the arguments or the examples. All the debates
Christine Delphy raises here still continue: whether men can be femin-
ists; whether individuals can make their marriages egalitarian; whether
‘bourgeois’ women and heterosexual women are retrogressive members
of the women’s movement; how to counter naturalistic thinking in
commonsense and scholarly accounts of the world. . . . In short, how
best to understand and struggle against the multiple oppressions
women endure. This collection demonstrates the sophistication of
Delphy’s argument that structurally men are the agents and bene-
ficiaries of the subordination of women. We hope it will contribute
towards open discussion of the oppression of women and means to
change, since her work, while intellectually radical and rigorous, gives
ways of confronting and explaining men’s oppression of women without
alienating any groups of women, without attaching individual responsi-
bility to men, without closing off avenues by prescribing currently
correct behaviour, and leaving open the question of the relationship

tEEtWee.n feminism and socialist, anti-racist and other movements for
liberation.

Diana Leonard
November 1983

Notes and references

1 A double issue of the journal Partisans (nos. 50 and 51) from
Maspero, entitled Libération des femmes — année zero.

2 Feminist Issues began in 1980 as the English-language edition of the
FIC{ICI_I radical feminist journal Questions Féministes, which
Christine Delphy had helped to establish in 1977. In 1981, following
a split in the editorial collective in France over radical lesbianism
(see Duchen 1984), Feminist Issues has in practice sided with those
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Delphy opposed. It has therefore not published any of her more

recent work.

Delphy’s ideas on this have been used recently by Janet Finch in a

review of the extent to which wives are Married to (their husband’s)

Fob (1983).

I draw here on the analysis of the Mouvement de Libération des

Femmes in Duchen (1983).

For further details on Psychanalyse et Politique, see Lewis (1981),

Douglas (1980), and Kandel (1980).

E:f. Molineux (1979), Barrett and McIntosh (1979), and Eisenstein
1979).

Here she differs from Hartmann (1974), although in many respects

they agree.



1. Introduction
to the collection

The analysis of patriarchy in our society which I have been developing
for the last fourteen years has a history. I arrived at my conceptual-
ization starting from two apparently unrelated theoretical concerns: one
was to study the transmission of family property (patrimony), and the
other was to reply to the criticisms of the women’s liberation movement
which come from the left.

But these concerns were only apparently unrelated because in fact,
when I started to do research, I wanted to work ‘on women’, which is to
say, for me, on women’s oppression. Since my director of studies at the
time told me that this was impossible, I chose to study the inheritance of
property instead, hoping to get back to my initial interest eventually, by
an indirect route.

In my research I discovered first what a huge quantity of goods
change hands without passing through the market. These goods change
hands through the family — as gifts or inheritance. I also discovered that
the science of economics, which purports to concern itself with every-
thing related to the exchange of goods in society, is in fact concerned
only with one of the systems of production, circulation and consumption
of goods: that of the market.

At this time (between 1968 and 1970) I was also taking part in one of
the two groups which initially helped create the new feminist movement
in France. I was very annoyed — and I was not alone, though like the
hero of Catch 22 1 thought I was being personally got at! — by one of the
men in this mixed group. He claimed that the oppression of women
could not be equal in importance to that of the proletariat since, he said,
although women were oppressed, they were not ‘exploited’.

I was well aware that there was something wrong with this formu-
lation. In that group at least we recognized that women earn half as
much as men and work twice as hard: but apparently their oppression
nevertheless had, in theory, no economic dimension!
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While by the early 1970s we knew that housework existed — it was no
longer invisible or non-work — we saw the problem of housework as
principally a question of an unfair division of boring tasks; and since we
didn’t ask the relevant questions about it, we not surprisingly didn’t get
any relevant answers. My work on patrimony (i.e. on the economic
aspects of the non-market sphere, or, to put it another way, on the
non-market sphere of the economy) served to help me find and pose
these questions.

Around this same time others were also discovering the theoretical, as
well as the practical, importance of housework. But because they came
at it via a different route from mine, they arrived at rather different
conclusions. Analysis of gifts and the inheritance of property within the
family helped me to demystify the market. This prevented my getting
caught in the classic trap of opposing exchange-value and use-value: an
opposition which led the pioneers (Benston and Larguia), and also
others who came later, into a number of impasses — or rather, round in
circles from which they could find no escape. By showing that this
opposition only makes sense if one takes the viewpoint of the n_larket, I
was able to propose a theory from another viewpoint; a theory in which
non-market-value, instead of being a problem in understanding house-
work, is one of the clues to elucidating its specific nature. By taking this
non-value as a constitutive element of housework, I was able:

1 to show that housework’s exclusion from the market was the cause,
and not the consequence, of its not being paid for;

2 that this exclusion involves not only housework, or particular types
of work, but rather social actors; or, to be more precise, work done
within certain social relations; and

3 thatin seeking to understand housework it is a mistake to see it as a
particular set of tasks, whether one is seeking to describe them or to
explain them in terms of their ‘intrinsic usefulness’.

I have taken up all these points again in my recent work, but they were
present, at least in bud, in “The Main Enemy’ (1970). From this time
onwards I have been able to propose a theoretical rather than an
empirical analysis of housework, which I see as a particular part of the
much larger category of ‘domestic work’ , thanks to my initial creation of
the concept of the ‘domestic mode of production’.
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Patriarchy

Since 1970 I have used the term ‘patriarchy’, and in all my work I have
tried to specify and delimit this word and to state precisely the relation-
ship between patriarchy and the domestic mode of production. I am still
working on this. If I have used a fairly vague term, it has been so as to
show from the start that I consider the oppression of women 2o be a
system. But the question is, what constitutes the system and how does it
function? The concept has to be filled in, and this can only be done bit
by bit.

I have, however, since entering the field, restricted the meaning I
attach to the term patriarchy. For many it is synonymous with ‘the
subordination of women’. It carries this meaning for me too, but with
this qualification: I add the words ‘here and now’. This makes a big
difference. When I hear it said, as I often do, that ‘patriarchy has
changed since the origins of agriculture’, or ‘from the eighteenth
century to the present’, I know that people are not talking about ‘my’
patriarchy. What I study is not an ahistoric entity which has wandered
down through the centuries, but something peculiar to contemporary
industrial societies. I do not believe in the theory of ‘survivals’ — and
here I am in agreement with other sociologists and anthropologists. An
institution which exists today cannot be explained by the simple fact
that it existed in the past, even if this past is recent. I do not deny that
certain elements of patriarchy today resemble elements of the
‘patriarchy’ of six thousand years ago or that of two hundred years ago;
what I deny is that this continuation — in so far as it is a continuation (i.e.
in so far as it really concerns the same thing) — does not in itself
constitute an explanation.

Many people think that when they have found the birth of an institu-
tion in the past, they hold the key to its present existence. But they have
in fact explained neither its present existence, nor even its birth (its past
appearance), for they must explain its existence at each and every
moment in the context prevailing at that time; and its persistence today
(if it really is persistence) must be explained by the present context.
Some so-called ‘historical’ explanations are in fact ahistorical, precisely
because they do not take account of the given conditions of each period.
This is not history, but mere dating. History is precious if it is well
conducted: if each period is examined in the same way as the present
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period. A science of the past, worthy of the name, cannot be anything
other than a series of synchronic analyses. _

The search for ‘origins’ is a caricature of even this falsely historical
procedure, and this is one of the reasons I have denounced it, and why I
shall continue to denounce it each and every time it surfaces — which is,
alas, all too frequently. (The other reason I denounce the search for
origins is because of its hidden naturalistic presuppositions.) But from
the scientific point of view, it is as illegitimate to seek keys to the present
situation in the nineteenth century as in primitive societies.

Since 1970, then, I have been saying that patriarchy is the system of
subordination of women to men in contemporary industrial societies,
that this system has an economic base, and that this base is the domestic
mode of production. Needless to say, these three ideas have been, and

remain, highly controversial.

The domestic mode of production

Like all modes of production, the domestic mode of production is also a
mode of consumption and circulation of goods. ) _

While it is difficult in the capitalist mode of production to identify the
form of consumption which distinguishes individuals of the dominant
class from those of the dominated, at least at first sight, since consump-
tion is mediated by the wage, things are very different in the domestic
mode. Here consumption is of primary importance and has the power to
discriminate, for one of the essential differences between the two modes
of production lies in the fact that those exploited by the domestic mode
of production are not paid but rather maintained. In this mode, there-
fore, consumption is not separate from production, and the unequal

-sharing of goods is not mediated by money.

Consumption in the family has to be studied if we want not only to be
able to evaluate the quantitative exploitation of various members, but
also to understand what maintenance consists of and how it differs from
a wage. Too many people today still ‘translate’ maintenance 1nto Its
monetary equivalent, as if a woman who receives a coat receives the
value of the coat. In so doing they abolish the crucial distinction
between a wage and retribution in kind, produced by the presence or
absence of a monetary transaction. This distinction creates the differ-
ence between self-selected and non-free consumption, and is indepen-
dent of the ‘value’ of the goods consumed.
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Every mode of production is also a mode of circulation. The mode of
circulation peculiar to the domestic mode of production is the trans-
mission of patrimony, which is regulated in part by the rules of inheri-
tance. But it is not limited to these. It is an area which has been fairly
well studied in some sectors of our society (e.g. farming), but com-
pletely ignored in others. With the transmission of family property we
can see, on the one hand, the difference between the abstract model and
the concrete society, and on the other the consequences of the fact that
our social system (or more precisely the representation which has been
made of it, i.e. our model of our social system) is composed of several
sub-systems, several modes of production.

Studying how possessions are passed from one generation to the next
in the family is interesting because it shows the mechanisms which
produce complementary and antagonistic classes at work. It shows how
owners are divided from non-owners of the means of production.

The effect of the dispossession of one group is clear in the agricultural
world for instance. Those who do not inherit — women and younger
siblings — work unpaid for their husbands and inheriting brothers.
Domestic circulation (the rules of inheritance and succession) here flows
directly into patriarchal relations of production.

Patrimonial transmission is equally interesting and important at
another level, in reconstituting the capitalist mode of production gener-
ation after generation. It not only creates possessors and non-possessors
inside each family, it also creates this division between families.

The latter is the only aspect of patrimonial transmission which has
really been studied to date. The former system, the division into classes
within a kin group, is passed over in silence by sociologists and anthro-
pologists alike. Indeed they pretend — against all the evidence, and in
particular against all the evidence on the division of society into genders
— that all the children in a family in our society inherit the goods and
status of the head of the family equally. But of course, the fact that the
reconstitution of capitalist classes is the only effect of patrimonial
transmission recognized by (traditional) sociology makes this effect no
less real. This is indeed one of the times when the domestic mode of
P:hoduction meets the capitalist mode and where they interpenetrate each
other.

Depriving women of the means of production by patrimonial trans-
mission is not, however, the only way in which they are dispossessed of
direct access to their means of subsistence, if only because many
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families simply do not have any family property to transmit or not to
transmit to them. The same effect is produced by the systematic dis-
crimination which women face in the wage-labour market. (Let us for
the moment call it the dual labour market.) This also pushes women to
enter domestic relations of production, mainly by getting married,
though some may act as housekeepers for kin.

The situation of women in the labour market has been relatively well
studied. The only originality in my approach in this field has been to
invert the direction of links usually established. While ordinarily it is
seen as ‘the family situation’ which influences the capacity of women to
work ‘outside’, I have tried to show that the situation created for women
in the labour market itself constitutes an objective incentive to marry,
and hence that the labour market plays a role in the exploitation of their
domestic work.

‘How should we conceptualize this fact? How should we interpret it
with regard to the relations between capitalism, patriarchy and the
domestic mode of production? Should we talk of capitalist mechanisms
in the service of the domestic mode of production? Or should we speak
of domestic mechanisms at work in the labour market? Whatever the
reply — and the question will stay open for a long time — one thing is
clear: whether it is a matter of patrimonial transmission (which assists if
it does not create relations of production other than those which are
strictly domestic), or the capitalist labour market (which assists if it does
not create relations of production other than capitalist ones), the two
systems are tightly linked and have a relationship of mutual aid and
assistance.

What is more, the relations between patriarchy and the domestic
mode of production are themselves not ones of simple superimposition.
The domestic mode of production is in places more extensive than
patriarchy, and in places less. The same is true also of the capitalist
mode of production: one of its institutions, the labour market, is in part
ruled, or used, by patriarchy.

The domestic mode of production, therefore, does not give a total
account of even the economic dimensions of women’s subordination. It
certainly does not account for other dimensions of this subordination, in
Pal'UC_llla.r those oppressions which are just as material as economic
exploitation, such as the general violence from men to women and the
violence associated with sexual relations between them. Some of these
forms of violence can be shown to be related to the appropriation of
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women’s labour power — as C. Hennequin, E. de Lesseps and I demon-
strated in the case of the prohibition on abortion and conception (1970).
Since raising children requires work, and since this work is extorted
from women, it can be argued that men are afraid women will try to
escape motherhood, or excessive motherhood, by limiting the number
of children they bear. Men therefore ensure they always have the means
to withdraw control of childbearing from women. Making abortion
illegal is one such means. Putting pressure on women to be heterosexual
and, within this sexuality, to ‘choose’ practices which result in impreg-
nation, is another. The same sort of reasoning has been applied to
mgarital violence (Hanmer 1978) and rape (Féministes Revolutionnaires
1976).

However, to be fair, the links established so far between such oppres-
sions and the domestic mode of production are too tenuous to be called
full explanations. There remain therefore whole sections of women’s
oppression which are only very partially, if at all, explained by my
theory. This may be a shortcoming; but it is certainly not an involuntary
shortcoming. It is rather a consequence of certain refusals, and of
methodological choices on my part.

On methodology

I distrust theories which seek from the outset to explain every aspect of
the oppression of women. I distrust them for two reasons.

The first, general, reason is that theories which see_k to e?{plain
everything about a particular situation, themselves remain particular.
In being too glued to their object, to what is specific to it, they them-
selves become specific and are therefore unable to locate their object
among other similar things (e.g. among other oppressions) because they
do not possess the tools to make it comparable.

The explanatory power of a theory (or concept or hypothesis) is tied
to its capacity to find what is common to several phenomena of the same
order, and hence to its capacity to go beyond the phenomenal reality of
(i.e. what is immediately present in) each case. The belief that the
reason for the existence of things is to be found beyond their appear-
ance, that it is ‘hidden’, is integral to scientific procedure (though it can,
of course, be contested). This is why I do not accept the objection which
has been made to my use of the concepts of ‘mode of production’ and
‘class’. It has been suggested that these concepts were created to
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describe other situations, and that in using them I deny the specificity of
women’s oppression. This overlooks the fact that all analysis proc_:eed.s
by ‘butchery’. To understand a phenomenon, we begin by breaking it
down into bits, which are later reassembled. Why? So that the bits shall
be the same for all instances of the phenomenon being studied. (The
phenomenon I study is the subordination of one group by ano_tl_ler; the
oppression of women being one instance of it.) The recompositions we
later obtain are then comparable. To understand is first to compare.
This is how all sciences proceed, and it is how we proceed in everyday
life: how you and I describe a person, a place, a situation, to people who
are not able to have direct experience of them. With a few concepts a
geographer can describe any landscape.

Non-specific concepts are used in theories, however, not so mu'ch to
describe things as to explain them (although all description requires a
classification, hence at the start an explanation; and conversely all
explanation is also a description in so far as it can itself be further
explained). The aim of analysis is explanation.

The bits into which a phenomenon is broken down are not those of
immediate perception. (The economic dimension, for instance, 1s not
an ‘obvious’ category for thinking about the family today, but then it
was also not an obvious one for thinking about any phenomenon what-
soever a few centuries ago, even those which our current language now
calls ‘the economy’.) It follows, therefore, that when 'the l-)lt.S- are
reassembled, the results are in no way restitutions of the objects initially
treated, but rather models: images of the realities underlying and
- causing the objects.

The initial ‘objects’ are in any case not ‘pure’ facts, but rather the
immediate perception of things, informed in a non-explicit fashion by a
certain view of the world (what Feyerabend referred to as ‘natural
evidences”). .

Thus, on the one hand, the more 4 theory pretends to be ‘genera_l’ (in
regard to its object), the more it has descriptive power and the less it has
explanatory power; and on the other, the more it is held in fief to
immediate perception, precisely because to have a descriptive power it
must stick to the ‘facts’, the more it is ideological.

The other reason for my distrust of theories which try to be ‘total’ is
that, even when they do not aim to ‘cover’ everything, they still aim to
explain everything by a single ‘cause’; and when their concern is
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women’s oppression, this thirst for a single cause generally leads
straight into the arms of naturalism.

Naturalism

Naturalism is a major sin for which we are not responsible since it is the
indigenous theory of (the rationalization for) women’s oppression in our
society. Today it is applied to the oppression of women and of people ‘of
colour’, but scarcely a century ago it was also used to explain the
oppression of the proletariat. People do not sufficiently recognize that in
the nineteenth century the exploitation of the working class was justi-
fied by the ‘natural’ (today one would say the ‘genetic’) inferiority of its
members. And naturalism continues to infect (and the word is not too
strong) feminist thinking. Naturalism is, of course, even more obvious
in anti-feminist thinking, but it is still present in large measure in
feminism.

Feminists have been shouting for at least twelve years, and still shout,
whenever they hear it said that the subordination of women is caused by
the inferiority of our natural capacities. But, at the same time, the vast
majority continue to think that ‘we mustn’t ignore biology’. But why
not exactly? No one is denying the anatomical differences between male
and female humans or their different parts in producing babies, any
more than they deny that some humans have black and some white
skins. But since science has thrown out all ‘biological explanations’ of
the oppression of the working class and non-whites, one after another,
we might have thought that this type of account of hierarchies would
have been discredited. This century has seen the collapse of such racist
theories — even though one quarter of primatologists keep trying to save
them from annihilation — but the role that biology never merited histor-
ically it does not merit logically either. Why should we, in trying to
explain the division of society into hierarchical groups, attach ourselves
to the bodily type of the individuals who compose, or are thought to
compose, these groups? The pertinence of the question (not to speak of
the pertinence of the replies furnished) still remains to be demonstrated
so far as I am concerned.

Naturalist ‘explanations’ choose the biology of the moment anyway.
In the eighteenth century it was women’s wandering uteruses which
made us inferior, in the last century it was our (feeble) muscles, in the
1950s, the (deleterious) influence of our hormones on our moods, today
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it is the (bad) lateralization of our brains or our ability to breastfeed or
our capacity for caring. Feminists are outraged by such ‘theories’, but
none has yet explained to me how they differ fundamentally from the
explanation in terms of women’s ability to geszate which is so in favour
today under the name of ‘reproduction’.

One of the axioms, if not the fundamental axiom, of my approach is
that women and men are social groups. I start from the incontestable
fact that they are socially named, socially differentiated, and socially
pertinent, and I seek to understand these social practices. How are they
realized? What are they for? It may be (and again this remains to be
proven) that women are (also) females, and that men are (also) males,
but it is women and men that interest me, not females and males. Even if
one gives minimal weight to this social aspect, if one contents oneself
with stating the pertinence of sex for society, one is obliged to consider
this pertinence as a social fact, which therefore requires an equally social
explanation. (Just because it was a male sociologist, Emile Durkheim,
who first forcefully stated this as an axiom does not make it any less
true!) This is why an important part of my work is devoted to denoun-
cing explicitly naturalistic approaches: to denouncing approaches
which seek a natural explanation for a social fact, and why I want to
dislodge all approaches which implicitly bear the stamp of this
reductionism.

Gender

A considerable theoretical step forward was taken ten years ago with the
creation of the concept of ‘gender’. However, the term is unfortunately
little used in French and not systematically used in English. As a result
we continue to get entangled in the different meanings of the word ‘sex’
or are constrained to use paraphrases (e.g. ‘sexual divisions in society’).
The concept of gender carries in one word both a recognition of the
social aspect of the ‘sexual’ dichotomy and the need to treat it as such. It
consequently detaches the social from the anatomical-biological aspect
of sex, but it has only done so partially. If gender was from the start a
social construction, it was not built on just any thing. It was set on
anatomical sex like the beret on the head of the legendary Frenchman.
And since its creation, gender, far from taking wing, has on the contrary
seemed to cling on to its daddy. It is almost never seen on its own, but
almost always in composite expressions, such as ‘sex and gender’ or
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‘sex/gender’ — the ‘and’ or the dash serving to buttress rather than to
separate the two. When two words are always associated, they become
redundant. When, in addition, the association is not reciprocal — when
‘sex’ can happily dispense with ‘gender’ — the optional addition of the
second term seems but a way of paying lip-service to the social aspects.

The concept of ‘gender’ has thus not taken off as I would have hoped,
nor has it given rise to the theoretical development which it carried in
embryo. Rather, it now seems to be taken at its most minimal. It is
gccepted that the ‘roles’ of the sexes vary according to the society, but it
18 this variability which is taken to sum up the social aspect of sex. The
content (gender) may vary from society to society, but the basis (sexual
division) itself does not. Gayle Rubin, for example, maintains that in
human society sex inevitably gives birth to gender (Rubin 1975). In
other words, the fact that humans reproduce sexually and that males
and females look different contains within itself not only the capacity
but also the necessity of a social division, albeit the social form varies
greatly. The very existence of genders — of different social positions for
men and women (or more correctly for females and males) — is thus
taken as given and as not requiring explanation. Only the content of
these positions and their (eventual, according to Rubin) hierarchy are a
matter for investigation. Those who, like me, took gender seriously find
themselves today pretty isolated.

Sex classes

I gave above my reasons for mistrusting ‘specific’ explanations. They
may perhaps not totally explain for readers why I use the term ‘class’ to
refer to the division between men and women. I do this because the
concept of class best meets the needs of analysis as described above.
That is to say, it allows an object, the oppression of women, to be
bI.'OkCI'l down into small sections, or, more precisely, into non-specific
du_nensions — though it perhaps does this no better than another concept
might. The concept of class has a further advantage however: it is the
only concept I know which at least partially responds to the strict
requirements of a social explanation. It is perhaps not totally satis-
factory,.but it is the least unsatisfactory of all the terms used to analyse
oppression.

Some talk of men and women as being ‘groups’, but the term ‘groups’
says nothing about their mode of constitution. It can be thought that
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two groups — the dominant and the dominated — each has an origin
which is sui generis; that having already come into existence, they later
enter into a relationship; and that this relationship, at a still later time,
becomes characterized by domination. The concept of class, however,
inverts this scheme. It implies that each group cannot be considered
separately from the other, because they are bound together by a rela-
tionship of domination; nor can they even be considered together but
independently of this relationship. Characterizing this relationship as
one of economic exploitation, the concept of class additionally puts
social domination at the heart of the explanation of hierarchy. The
motives — material profit in the widest sense — attributed to this domin-
ation can be discussed, and even challenged or changed, without the
fundamental scheme needing to be changed. Class is a dichotomous
concept and it has, because of this, its limitations; but on the other
hand, we can see how well it applies to the exhaustive, hierarchical, and
precisely dichotomous classifications which are internal to a given
society — like the classification into men or women (adult/child, white/
non-white, etc.). The concept of class starts from the idea of social
construction and specifies the implications of it. Groups are no longer
sui generis, constituted before coming into relation with one another. On
the contrary, it is their relationship which constitutes them as such. It is
therefore a question of discovering the social practices, the social
relations, which, in constituting the division of gender, create the
groups of gender (called ‘of sex’).

I have put forward the hypothesis that the domestic relations of
Production constitute one such class relationship. But family relation-
ships do not account for the whole of the ‘gender’ system, and they also
concern other categorizations (e.g. by age). I would put forward as a
second hypothesis that other systems of relationship constitutive of
gender division also exist — and these remain to be discovered. If we
think of each of these systems as a circle, then the gender division is the
zone illuminated by the projection of these circles on one another. Each
system of relations, taken separately, is not specific, either to gender
division or to another categorization. But these systems of relationships
can combine in various different ways, each of which is unique. Accord-
Ing to this hypothesis, it is the particular combination of several systems
of relationships, of which none is specific, which gives its singularity to
division by gender.

Needless to say, much still needs to be done before we reach a
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complete understanding of the domestic mode of production, and still
more before we know about the nature of other systems which oppress
women and which articulate with the domestic mode of production to
form contemporary patriarchy. We are further still from understanding
the systems of subordination to which women have been subject in past
and in non-industrial societies. My work, and that of hundreds of other
feminists, has barely begun.



Women in
stratification studies*

2.

Over the past ten years, increasing attention has been given to the place
of women in society, and this has included concern with their position
within the system of social stratification. Most studies of social in-
equalities have, however, continued to take the family to be ‘a solidary
unit of equivalent valuation’ and to assume that the class position of the
family is entirely determined by the socio-economic status of the head of
the household.

Joan Acker in an important paper distinguished four further assump-
tions implicit in such studies, of which the two most important are: first,
that the status of a wife is (assumed to be) equal to that of her husband,
at least as regards her position in the class structure; and second, that
the fact that women are not equal to men in many ways . . . is irrelevant
to the structure of stratification systems (Acker 1973, p. 937).

This latter assumption itself implies, on the one hand, that wider
inequalities have no influence on the (assumed) ‘equality’ of wives, and
on the other that relationships within a couple (whose members are seen
as equals) cannot be the cause of wider inequalities. Thus while some
criticize the fact that a wife’s occupation is not taken into account when
grading the family, on the grounds that it contributes to the family
income, they nevertheless themselves retain the family as the unit of
stratification. (Archer and Giner 1971, p. 14).

Acker goes further, however, and criticizes, first, the inconsistency of
the practice of classifying a woman by her own occupation so long as she
is unmarried and then abandoning this criterion the day she marries;

and second, the assumption that the family is a single unit of equivalent

* This article first appeared in Andrée Michel (ed.), Femmes, sexisme et sociétés, Presses Univer-
sitaires de France, Paris 1977. An English translation was included by H. Roberts in her edited
collection, Doing Feminist Research, Routledge and Kegan Paul 1981. .
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status, i.e. that it is socially homogeneous, even when the woman is not
in paid employment.

_ She suggests, first, that a woman’s own occupation should be taken
Into account whatever her marital status; and, second, that the role of
women without paid work (i.e. housewives) should be considered as an
occupation and given a particular place on the occupational scale.

Studying the treatment of women in French analyses of stratification
clearly reveals the same sorts of assumption as have been found in work
on other western societies, and in many respects I am in full agreement
with Acker and others. However, in my opinion it is not sufficient to
treat these assumptions as methodological errors or ideological biases
Whlgh need only to be deplored and corrected. I feel that they should be
considered and analysed as unintentional indices (as opposed to
analyses) of a hidden social structure.

What these writers have done is draw attention to inconsistencies in
the criteria used in the classification of women, and, in particular, to the
use of a double standard: that paid work is taken into account for single
but not for married women. But they have not examined what this
‘inconsistency’ itself reveals: the use of a double standard in deter-
mining social class membership. Occupation, the universal measure of
an individual’s social class, is, in the case of women, and only of women,
replaced by a completely different criterion — marriage.

It follows from this that women are not integrated into the description
of thf: social structure by applying a rule governing the concept of social
stratification, but rather by abandoning this rule. This in my opinion is
the principal contradiction in such studies and I believe an analysis of
this contradiction to be very fruitful.

Premises underlying social stratification studies

The concept of stratification is based on two major premises. First,
every modern society consists of hierarchical groups, whether this
hierarchy is seen as a dichotomy (marxist theory taken up by non-
marxist writers (Bottomore 1965)), or as a continuous scale (as in
American sociology). Second, the principle according to which these
groups are ranked and individuals included in them is based on their
place in the production process in its fullest sense, i.e. including not
only their technical function, but also their relations of production in
the marxist sense. These criteria are combined in occupation, or,
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rather, occupation can be analysed according to these dimensions. It
therefore serves as an index to categorize individuals into hierarchically
organized socio-economic groups. These are usually further grouped
into broader categories, for which the term ‘class’ is used by marxist and
non-marxist writers alike.

In this paper I shall use the term ‘occupation’ to indicate the criteria
according to which individuals are placed within the hierarchy, and
‘class’ to indicate the hierarchically organized groups making up the
social structures which together form the system of social stratification
or the class system. I shall also be using the term ‘relations of pro-
duction’ because it explicitly denotes a class system (i.e. a system where
occupational groups are regrouped in two broad antagonistic classes ina
particular.economic formation), whereas the term ‘category’ denotes a
point on a continuum of prestige and income, with no sense of
antagonism and class struggle.

The universal index for classifying individuals and for determining
their class position is occupation. It is the only index used to classify
individual men, the basic assumption being that all men occupy some
sort of place in production. In all modern western societies something
like 50 per cent of women ‘do not work’, that is to say, they have no paid
employment. This category is used in studies of economic activity, but
not in studies of social stratification. In what ways, then, do stratifica-
tion studies include women, and how are women represented?

Naville (1971), for example, takes the class structure t0 be synony-
mous with occupational divisions among the active population and he
therefore excludes from the class structure any individuals without paid
work — and thus all women occupied full-time in the home. Girard
(1961) goes further and equates the class structure with occupational

divisions among economically active males alone, thus excluding not
only individuals without employment and women in the home, but all
women. In Naville’s work, the active population is described without
being divided by sex, with the implication that ‘economically active’
women are on a par with their male counterparts, whether they are
married or single. The most common practice, however, is to take
account of a woman’s marital status, and to grade married women by
their hl}Sbands’ occupations and single women by their jobs. A married
woman’s own position, that is to say, having a job — and one job rather
than another, or not having a job at all, is thus usually not taken into
account in determining her class membership. .
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I shall illustrgte this by discussing two studies which exemplify these
pracnces..One is Qarticularly well known to me, as I took part in it, and
the other is a classic in French social stratification literature.

Comparing the social class of brothers and sisters

The first study, the primary objective of which was to determine the
inherited assets of a sample of self-employed workers, also sought to
measure and compare the backgrounds and current positions of
hust?ands and wives and their brothers and sisters (siblings). It looked
particularly at the relative social mobility of brothers and sisters. The
soclo-professional categories used were the ten main categories of
IN SleE (the French National Institute for Statistics and Economic
Studies), grouped for the purpose of analysis into three main ‘classes’:
upper, middle and lower.

The population studied comprised married couples and included 10
per cent of women. Consequently 90 per cent of the spouses of those
studied were women, and 10 per cent were men. The 10 per cent of
‘women included in the study were classified, like the men, in terms of
their own occupation. Their husbands, the 10 per cent of male spouses,
were also classified in terms of their own occupations. But the class
membership of female spouses was determined by two criteria, used not
togeth.er but as alternatives: employed women were classified according
to then' own occupation; while women who were not employed were
classified according to their husband’s occupation.

Other individuals were also classified — the brothers and sisters of the
respondents and the brothers and sisters of the spouses— with the aim of
evaluating the comparative mobility of individuals within groups of
siblings. Brothers of the respondent or of the spouse were classified
according to their occupations; but for sisters, whether they were sisters
of the respondent or of the spouse, the criterion of classification varied
according to whether they were single or married. Their class position
was determined by their occupation if they were single, but by their
husband’s occupation if they were married.

Two points should be noted from the above. First, all the women in
the study were dealt with according to two criteria, whereas men were
dealt with according to only one; and second, all the women in the study
were not considered according to the same two criteria.

There are, therefore, three problems to be considered. First, the dual
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standard applied to one part of the female population; second, the dual
standard applied to the other part of the female population; and third,
the relationship between these two dual standards.

To begin with the last, and perhaps least important, of these
problems: what broader view of stratification does this double use of
a dual standard point to? That is to say, what is implied by comparing
one population classified by two heterogeneous criteria with another
population classified by two different heterogeneous critera? For the
sake of clarity, I shall limit myself to the case of women and their
siblings.

Siblings of women in the study

The position (in terms of their own occupation) of women studied was
compared to:

1 the position of their brothers (in terms of their occupations);

2 the position of their single sisters (in terms of their own occupa-
tions); and

3 the position by marriage of their married sisters (in terms of the
occupation of their husbands).

Siblings of female spouses ]

The differing social class positions of the brothers and sisters of the
wives of respondents (classified according to (1), (2) and (3) above),
were compared to the wives’ own social class position if they were
employed, or, if they were not, to their social class position through
marriage, i.e. to their husband’s social class position.

_ One might well ask what the social homogeneity rates of siblings and
indices of social mobility mean when calculated in this way! A des-
cription is as good as its initial definitions, but only so long as one keeps
to the same definitions. One can only compare like with like, and one
must avoid combining incompatible categories.

But would the study have been valid if the women studied, their
spouses, and the women who were sisters, had been dealt with consis-
tently? It would not, because in that case we would have moved from a
double dual standard to a single dual standard. The treatment of sisters
would come within the scope of Acker’s critique: only single women
would be classified by their own occupation; married women, whether
or not they had an occupation, would be classified according to their
husbands’ occupation. However, female spouses would be dealt with in
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a way which would satisfy Acker, since their occupation, if they had
one, would be taken into account.
Acker’s two main criticisms are in fact as follows:

1 since many women do not have a man (to give them a social class
position), we must consider their own occupations; and

2 it is illogical, having taken occupation into consideration when
women are single, not to take it into consideration when they are
married.

The implication of this is that if no married woman had an occupation, it
would be less problematic, if not perfectly legitimate, to assign a woman
to her husband’s social class.

But from the point of view of consistency, the problem is not solved
by taking the occupation of married women into account. That certainly
eliminates one of the differences in the way in which the female popu-
lation is considered: both married women and single women are then
classified according to their own occupations. But this does not deal
with all the problems. For instance, in the study referred to, the
population of female spouses (for whom occupation was taken into
account when it was present) is nevertheless still not treated consis-
tently, since some women (with a job) are classified according to their
own occupation and others (without a job) are classified according to
their husband’s. Thus, not only are female spouses not all classified in
the same way, but the whole female population is treated differently
from the population of men, since the former have two criteria applied
to them, and the latter only one (that of their own occupation).

Comparing the social class of husband and wife

Since in most research the unit of stratification is taken to be the family,
comparisons between spouses are not usually made as this is seen as
unnecessary. Even if they were deemed necessary, it would be impos-
sible — precisely because, given the dogmatic assumption of homo-
geneity of status within the family, the social class of the husband is
automatically attributed to the wife. There is no way to compare social
class positions which by definition are identical.

_ Nevertheless, certain studies do try to make this comparison, at least
in theory. The concept of homogamy (marriage within or across sectors
of society), for example, is by definition a measure of distance — and in
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particular socio-economic distance — between spouses. In order to make
such calculations it would seem necessary that the positions to be
compared be evaluated; i.e. that we know the class of the wife and of the
husband. But even this necessity can be bypassed.

In Le Choix du conjoint (Choosing a Spouse, 1964) Alain Girard looks at
homogamy of origin by assessing the distance between the social class of
the husband’s father and that of the wife’s father. But in order to
measure homogamy at the time of marriage (that is to say, the gap
between the spouses’ own social class positions), he compares the class
position of the husband with the class position of the wife’s father. As he
himself recognizes, ‘since social status is defined by occupation, in order
to be completely rigorous one would have to compare the occupations of
the spouses’. But, he adds, ‘a large number of women do not have a jol?,
or only have one on a temporary basis until marriage. :I‘hus it is
preferable [my emphasis] to consider the occupation of their fathers.’
One might well ask what ‘preferable’ means here. Are we to understand
that if a characteristic (in this case occupation) is not a good indicator of
what we are seeking to measure (in this case a woman’s own social class
position), we are justified in abandoning this dimension in order to keep
the indicator, even if it means changing the population studied (i.e.
studying the fathers instead of the women themselves)?

If we look more closely, however, we see it is not a case of a methodo-
logical error, but a theoretical choice: ‘the milieu from which the
woman comes being more significant than her occupation’ (my
empbhasis). The theory underlying this choice and the criteria according
to which the father’s occupation is judged ‘more significant’ are, how-
ever, left unexplained. The father’s occupation is not ‘more significant’
for husbands because it is their own occupation that counts.

As far as Girard is concerned, social background is for some reason
more significant for women, whereas for husbands it is their own
occupation which is crucial. This reasoning, whatever it may be, merits
discussion, or at least comment. If what is a ‘significant’ indicator is not
the same for women as for men, it is because they are not part of the same
System of reference. But there is no justification offered for the choice of
different indicators, and no explanation of the reference systems
implicitly used.

Not only is the social class distance within the couple not measured,
but the. choice of indices used prevents any comparison between them.

Operathnally‘, the concept of a woman’s own position does not exist.
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The purported theoretical aim is to study women as members of social
groups and as subjects of relationships. But these groups are oper-
ationally defined as being made up exclusively of men, and women are
operationally defined as being mediators and not subjects in social
relationships with men.

This problem is not specific to Girard’s study. Just as in his study
husbands are compared with their fathers-in-law, in the preceding
study it was brothers being compared with their brothers-in-law and not
their sisters; and in social mobility studies, fathers are compared not
with their daughters but with their sons-in-law. These sorts of com-
parison lead us to an important problem: that of the principles accord-
ing to which women are included in social groups and the theoretical
implications of the criteria used to determine women’s class member-
ship. But before discussing the theoretical implications further, we
must examine the consequences the criteria used have for measuring
social distance between husbands and wives.

The critiques of the treatment of women in stratification studies
suggest that it is offensive to women to be classified according to their
husband’s occupation, particularly when they have an occupation of
their own, and that this leads to a distortion in possible comparisons
between women, and between couples (e.g. between those with one or
two incomes). But, as we have seen above, so far as women are con-
cerned, taking their own occupations into account resolves nothing.
Nor is anything resolved when comparisons are actually made between
husband and wife, since in the first study, unlike Girard’s, some women
were classified according to their own occupations, which allowed us to
evaluate their social distance from their husbands. But all women
without employment were put into the same social class as their
husbands. The net result was that if, like her husband, a woman had an
occupation, this distanced her from him in terms of socml ranking;
while if, unlike her husband, she was not employed, this brought her
closer to him in terms of ranking. Thus, even when a woman’s own
occupation is taken into account, putting women who are not employed
into their husbands’ social class distorts the comparison between the
social class position of husband and wife.

Marriage and the class position of women
In systematically attributing to a woman without an occupation the
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occupation of her husband, an essential dichotomous variable — that of
the presence or absence of economic independence — is obscured. A
woman who has an occupation, generally of a lower status than that of
her husband, is put in a lower social class than the woman with the same
husband but without an occupation (who is put in the same social class
as her husband). More particularly, a woman who works, generally in a
job of lower status than that of her husband, is considered to be more
distanced socially from her husband than a woman who does not work
outside the home. The fact that a woman is comparable to her husband
from the point of view of economic independence distances her from
him in sociological terms. Putting a non-employed woman into her
husband’s social class does not just obscure this fact, it completely
reverses its meaning.

What is fundamentally in question in the classification of married
women without an occupation (and sometimes even with one) in the
same class as their husbands is thus that a criterion is being used which
is alien to social stratification theory, namely the criterion of association
through marriage.

Critics have complained that the occupation of married women is not
taken into account in studies of stratification. Implicit in this criticism is
the assumption of an association between occupation and social class
position. If we accept this assumption, we must conclude that indi-
viduals without an occupation have no social class position of their own,
and are, therefore, neither a part of, nor capable of being a part of, the
stratification system. But if we cannot bring ourselves to admit that one
part of the population has no social existence, we must conclude that not
havg'ng an occupation in itself constitutes a specific position, which is the
position of individuals in this situation.

Consequently, the same criticism which is made of the allocation of
married women who do have an occupation of their own to their
husbands’ social class (i.e. the fact that their own occupation is not
taken into account), can also be applied to women who do not have a job.
For women who do not have a job, their own social position is not taken
Into account, i.e. it is not treated as an economic situation. (Nor is it
treated as the absence of a social position, which, strictly speaking,
makes It impossible to classify them with any group. ) Quite illogically, it
15 considered as both a necessary and sufficient reason for attributing to
them, without further examination, someone else’s social class.

We have seen that the class structure is frequently equated with the
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occupational distribution of the economically active male population; or
at best, with the total economically active population. In the first case no
woman, and in the second no full-time housewife, is included in this
social structure. From an operational point of view then, classes include
few or no women.

Nevertheless, it must be admitted by the layperson and the social
scientist alike, that women, if not actually within the class system, can
hardly be anywhere else. The concept of a class system as a stratification
system is exhaustive, in the sense that it is supposed to cover all the
possibilities in a given society. This aim is never challenged even by
those who criticize specific features of the concept or the criteria used.

Jackson (1968), for example, mentions the problem of categorizing
the ‘dependent sections of the population such as the old, the young and
married women’. For him, ‘classifying those who are not part of the
work force in a stratification system based on industrial occupations
presents difficulties.” But apparently he sees these as being purely
technical, because, although he recognizes them, this does not lead him
to put forward a stratification system based on criteria which would be
applicable to the whole population. Nor does it lead him to challenge the
universal claims of a system which is manifestly partial, since, by his
own admission, it is concerned with only one section of the population.

In the light of this we can draw out several assumptions implicit in the
study of social stratification which can be added to those put forward at

the beginning:

1 The absence of an occupation is seen as meaning the absence of a
place of one’s own in the class structure.

2 Marriage is considered a valid criterion for determining class
membership only so far as women are concerned. (No man is classified
according to his wife’s occupation, even when he himself has no
occupation.)

3 Marriage is used over and above occupation for women, even for
those who live on their own, since women who do have an occupation are
usually classified according to their husband’s social class.

4 Marriage puts a woman into the same relations of production as her
husband. Since determination of class membership through one’s own
occupation and its determination through marriage are judged to be
equivalent, an indirect relationship to class is thus clearly judged to be
equivalent to a direct one.
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But in reality, not having an occupation does constitute a specific
situation. Even having an indirect relationship to an occupation con-
stitutes a specific situation. The latter situation characterizes women
and only women. Thus, wives and daughters constitute a sociological
class where membership is defined indirectly, as opposed to the socio-
logical class of men where class membership is defined directly. A
woman’s own position in sociology is that of having a place in the
stratification system which is mediated and conditioned by a personal
relationship (to a father or husband).

Marriage as a class position for women

At the level of knowledge, sociology reflects and reproduces a social
class, just as membership of a class reflects and reproduces an actual
economic situation. The relationship of women without an occupation
to the economic world is a mediated and not a direct one. Women
without jobs are not part of the economic sphere (the labour market and
the system of industrial wage-labour) whose operation determines the
critieria for social stratification. Nevertheless, they do have a relation-
ship to production, a means of earning their living. But what they
participate in is a mode of production which is not part of classical
economics, or rather of economics as classically defined. They are
neither selling what they produce for money, nor their labour for a
wage. Their labour power is being given in return for maintenance.
Thus, not only are they not a concrete part of the labour force, butona
theoretical level too, they are not integrated into the classical mode of
Production (wage labour, capitalist or socialist). Their specific relation-
ship to production cannot be reduced to the analytical categories
derived from classical economics. Their labour relationship is part of a
specific mode of production, different from and parallel to the wage-
labour mode.

The existence of this particular mode of production, which I first
described as patriarchal in 1970, had previously been unacknowledged
and has only slowly begun to gain some recognition. The specific
patriarchal relations of production of married women, whether or not
they also have a classical relationship to production (i.e. paid work), are
characterized by dependence. And it is this dependence which provides
the basis for putting women in the same social class as their husbands.
What is more, it is only as dependents that women are seen to belong to

Women in stratification studies 39

the social class of their husbands. Having made use of this dependent
status to put women in the same social class as their husbands, socio-
logists are anxious to forget this necessary condition, and to forget that it
is the crucial criterion for allocating women to a socio-economic class.
Sociologists use it, and must use it in order to affirm class parity between
husband and wife; but having done this, they obscure the premises used
and consider only the result. They treat this class parity as a pre-
dominant factor in the couple relationship. Or rather, this so-called
class parity is used to minimize the dependency relationship within the
couple. The relations between the man and woman within the couple,
and particularly her economic dependence on him, are always treated as
secondary, since the shared social status — seen as more general and
therefore carrying more weight in determining an individual’s situation
—is supposed to override internal disparities. Unfortunately, this ‘parity
of status’ is based necessarily and exclusively on women’s dependence.

The actual situation is, therefore, the reverse of the one put forward.
Not only do the relations of production which put husband and wife
into patriarchal and antagonistic classes override commonality of indus-
trial class, since they precede it both chronologically and logically, but
they contradict it, since women without an occupation are by definition
outside the industrial class system. Certain women, however, in so far as
they have an occupation, fall within the confines of the industrial class
system. Nevertheless, the fact that their dependence on their husbands
is chosen as an index of class membership more frequently than their
own occupation, constitutes a sign, though not the only one, that the
patriarchal class system overrides the industrial one.

Thus, the criteria used in determining the class membership of
women, if they are analysed correctly, clearly reveal the true position of
women. Sociology, however, by reproducing social reality at the level of
knowledge, prevents us, ipso facto, from analysing and clarifying the
situation. On the contrary, sociology uses this relationship of depend-
ence in order to situate women within the classical system of stratifica-
tion. It thus obscures the fact that women form part of another mode of
production. Sociology roots its analyses in the specific antagonistic
relations of production between husbands and wives, and then not only
denies this relationship, but transforms it into its very opposite: a
relationship between equals.



Sharing the same table:
consumption and the family*

If there is one universally recognized function of the family it is ‘con-
sumption’. It would be tedious to list all the books and articles which
mention this, because there is no sociologist, and more generally no
author dealing with the family, who does not at least allude to it. It is
presented as one of the principal functions of ‘the modern family’.

If it is granted that the family is the institution (or one of the
institutions) which fulfils this function, we might have expected that the
next step would have been to study the ways in which the family satisfies
what are undoubtedly seen as some basic biological needs of its indi-
vidual members. But despite the social and theoretical importance of
both the family and the ‘function’ of consumption, there is a strikingly
poor literature on the topic. Not a single known study of the family
takes consumption as its theme of research, or even sets out the ground
for such research.

If consumption and the family were not the object of specific investi-
gations, we might at least have expected to see it discussed in general
theoretical introductions. But, after its obligatory and quasi-ritual
mention, it is little developed. Indeed, the assertion of the existence of a
consumption function is often put in the form of a negatively phrased
sentence. That is to say, the function of consumption is presented as the
only remaining function of the family within the economic order: what
remains to it of a glorious past, of the global economic role it used to
play. Its mention is an integral part of the — often advanced, never

* This paper ﬁrst appeat:ed in Cabhiers Internationaux de Sociologie (1974), pp. 23—41. An English
translation was included in C. C. Harris et al. (eds.), The Sociology of the Family: New Directions for
Britain, Sociological Review Monograph, 28, (1979).
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substantiated — thesis that the family in general (and not certain forms of
the family) has recently been excluded from any role in production
whatsoever (and not only from production for the market). It is as if
consumption was put forward to give credit to the thesis of the loss of
the family’s role in production, and at the same time to affirm that —
despite this vicissitude — the family continues to be necessary within the
economic order. Hence, even at a theoretical level, the function of
consumption is not treated in and of itself by those who study the
family. E. M. Duvall’s sentence (1957, p. 58) ‘Families have shifted
from production to consumption’ is exemplary of this kind of thinking.
It is considered only in a general historical perspective: from the point of
Z{;:w of the evolution of the family and its gains and losses of ‘function-
ty’.

When we look at past work on family consumption, it rapidly
becomes clear that the term ‘consumption’ is used to designate market
demand. The titles of articles and journals lead us to think that what is
being studied is individual consumption, but the consumption they
describe is not that of any actual person, but is rather the purchase of
goods and services on the market by households (generally in the person
of the housewife). Such studies let it be thought that the family, which is
a collective agent on the market, is equally a collective agent in con-
sumption.! An INSEE study (the French equivalent of the Government
Social Survey’s Family Expenditure Survey) says explicitly:

The field covered by this enquiry is that of expenditure on goods and services:
purchase of products, consumption taking place outside the home, and
payment for loans and services.

It is clear here that all consumption by members of the household (and
this includes children at boarding school for instance), wherever it
occurs, is taken into account in evaluating the standard of living of
households.

Thus the use of the term consumption implies that individual con-
sumption is being studied, while the way in which consumption is
observed in practice — the relating of all consumption to the household —
requires that distribution within the family should be studied. But not
only do studies of individual consumption or sharing within the family
not exist, the themes are not so much as broached, even theoretically,
and it is precisely the choice of the household as the unit of observation

which prevents such studies being possible using existing data. Taking
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the family as a unit does not allow family consumption to be studied —
only the consumption of aggregates of families. What is studied is no
longer the families themselves, but the way in which they differ from
each other, or form groups. Moreover, the only difference between
families which these studies are explicitly interested in studying, is that
of ‘the comparative standard of living of different socio-economic
groups’ (Jousselin 1972, p. 141).

This comparison itself actually also suffers from the definition of the
household, e.g. servants (waged and apprenticed) lodging in a house-
hold are held to be part of it from the point of view of consumption. The
result is that studies of the standard of living of farm workers’ house-
holds, for example, do not include those who lodge with — and who are
consequently trapped by — the household of their boss. And these are
those whose standard of living is lowest. Excluding them from farm
workers’ households has the effect of raising the average standard of
living of the latter, while their being ‘captive’ has the effect of lowering
the average standard of living of the households to which they are
attached, i.e. those of the class of their masters. These two effects
together lead to a not inconsiderable diminution of the economic
distance between the two classes. .

But distortions brought about in comparisons of social categories are
a minor defect compared to the major sin of considering the very place -
the household — where certain class relations are exercised (e.g. those of
servant and master) as the place where they are annulled. )

The absence of studies of distribution has a positive meaning. It
means that the only pertinent perspective is how the family is a unit
within a larger whole, because this is the only perspective considered.
Above all, it lets it be thought that the family, a unity vis-d-vis the
outside, is also one within itself. One of the images which the term ‘unit
of consumption’ evokes is that of common — i.e. homogeneous — con-
sumption. It connotes at one and the same time common consumption,
and undifferentiated consumption.

Differences of consumption within families

’Howev.er, such connotations of common and undifferentiated con-
Sumption are contradicted by the facts of everyday experience. Here the
disparities of consumption between family members are not only
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visible, but recognized as constitutive of family structure. Differences in
consumption are seen as correlated with the existence of different family
statuses. Differential consumption plays a major role both in the per-
ception of these statuses by outsiders and in the appreciation of their
particular statuses by those involved.

Existing studies of consumption are, however, based on the opposite
assumption. And they do not rest content with ignoring individual
cTolilsumption: they pretend to know about it without having studied it.

us:

The average annual consumption per head . . . is obtained simply [sic] by
dividing the values entered in the table . . . by the number of persons.
(INSEE 1973)

It should be remembered, however, that among the individuals whom
we are thus invited to consider as benefiting in equal shares from all the
goods consumed in the household to which they are attributed, are not
only children in boarding schools, and soldiers on military service, but
also servants, waged employees and apprentices. Thus, while pretend-
ing to ignore the whole topic, existing studies of consumption in fact
assume (impose) a theory of distribution — an egalitarian theory.

It is likely that the processes described above are no chance effects
and that their convergence is no coincidence. The use of the term ‘unit
of consumption’ — which in denoting a simple unit of reckoning
connotes a unitas (union and communion) — tends to make the study of
distribution seem pointless; and statistical practice, fpr its part, by
always taking the household as the only unit of observation, makes any
empirical research impossible. All these processes converge to prevent
any study of real distribution, for on the one hand such a study would
risk undermining the whole basis of existing research by sl;owxpg ittobe
founded on an implicit postulate — that of egalitarian distribution; while
on the other hand it could not but confirm what is apprehended impres-
sionistically by everyday experience — the existence of differential con-
sumption.2

Study of the consumption function of the familx should consist of
studying the role of the family as the distribution centre for its
members, and research should take as its object the effect of family
status on individual consumption. But, as has been noted above, not
one of the studies which refers to the family as a unit of consumption so
much as outlines the limits of what does or does not enter into this unit,
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so the very framework of the research has still to be defined. Does
individual consumption within the family involve consumption effected
collectively, with all the members of the family present, regardless of
place? Or is it consumption that occurs at home, whichever members
may be present? Or is it consumption by members of the family,
whatever the place and whichever individuals are present? Among the
criteria which could be envisaged, besides the place (at home or outside)
and the presence or absence of the family as a collective, must be the
nature of the consumption. Would specific consumption (e.g. con-
nected with a job) be opposed to common consumption, or consump-
tion of the same sort of thing (e.g. consumption of food) — these latter
alone being considered familial?

If the subject of research is the role of the family as a distribution
point, it seems obvious that all individual consumption should be
considered as familial since it is based on the status of the individual in
the family whatever the place, the modalities, or the form it may take.
But in the absence of even elementary reflections and investigation in
this area we must proceed empirically and cautiously. In fact it is much
more a matter of using examples to set out the directing hypothesis for a
new approach to family consumption than of stating the methodological
outlines for a systematic study.

I shall try to set out the outlines of such an approach in the remainder
of this article, using examples chosen from the area of non-specific
consumption, effected mainly at home, even if not in the presence of the
whole family, since such consumption, and particularly the consump-
tion of food, is the most evidently familial. It is the family seated around
the table which most approximates the image of a really communist
community, of a really equitable distribution, and which seems most
sheltered from the effects of hierarchy.

I shall also deal with families on very low incomes, since there is a
sentiment that inequality is less cruel when it is a case of individuals
getung more or less of what is already a surplus, rather than when it is a
question of individuals getting more or less than the minimum needed
for a healthy life. It tends to be thought that families on the breadline
must and do share what little they have.3
. Both experts and the uninitiated like to situate the western version of

submstqnce’ within rural, and above all within peasant, families. Here
producnqn for self-consumption is relatively important compared to
that destined for the market, and this suggests a self-sufficiency,
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especially in food, which though far from existing in reality, is close to
the golden age of the popular imagination (which is curiously situated in
the nineteenth century). o

It is in this type of family that some of the lowest incomes within
industrial society are to be found and here that the standard of living is
at its lowest. It is also here that it is most recognized that all family
members do hard physical work. It is thus the last place where one
would expect to find differential consumption of food. '{‘herefore, if it
can be shown that such differential consumption does exist, there seem
good grounds for expecting it to exist in all families: that it is part and
parcel of the structure of the family. That is to say, the stress given here to
the rural family, and to the consumption of food, is not due to a
particular interest in these areas as such, but rather to a behef that once
the fact of differential consumption is established and established here
(for the reasons evoked above), it will require further re.s&fch into its
principles and functioning, i.e. its existence as an institution. It will
involve, in sum, the freeing of a problematic which will allow us to
return to new concrete studies since future research will no longer be
aimless: its problematic will have been constructed.

The distribution of food in peasant families

There is, needless to say, no scientifically collected information which
can be used in considering whether there is or is not differential consump-
tion in poor farm families. On the contrary, sg-called scientific .data hgve
been collected in just such a way as to mask it. But, as was said earlier,
the point of this essay is not to present new facts, but to look at facts,
which are universally known to the social actors, from a new angle.* So I
shall therefore draw on descriptive studies and personal knowledge.

In the traditional rural family (of the eighteenth and early nineteenth
centuries in Britain, and still today in marginal family smallholdings of
the type that predominate in south-west France and much of southern
Europe), consumption of food varies greatly according to the indi-
vidual’s status in the family. This variation concerns the quantity of
food and sets apart primarily children and adults, and women and men.
But among the adults the old eat less than those who are mature, and the
junior members eat less than the head of the family. It is he who takes
the biggest pieces. He also takes the best: variation concerns quality as
much as quantity.
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Children are fed exclusively on milk, flour and sugar until two or
three years old. The old, particularly the infirm elderly, return to a
Simntﬁa: regime based on cereals and milk, bread-soups (panade) and
broths.

Meat is rarely on the menu, and even more rarely on the menu for
everyone. It often appears on the table to be consumed only by the head
of the family, especially if it is butcher’s meat. Less expensive meat —
chickens reared on the farm, preserves made at home —are not subject to
such exclusive privilege. However, women and children will never have
the choice piece, which is reserved for the father (or, on social occasions,
for distinguished guests). Thus according to Cazaurang (1968), the
prime pieces of ham, a prime food in itself, fall to the future son-in-law.
Infants and the elderly never touch it. Alcohol is another food whose
consumption is strongly differentiated. It is for adult men, to the
exclusion of women and children.

Respect for food prohibitions is obtained by both coercion and the
internalization of these prohibitions. The physical infirmity of young
children and the old makes coercion so easy that it becomes not useless
but invisible. It is mainly necessary, and becomes visible, in relation to
children during the period when they are ‘thieves’: i.e. when they have
not yet internalized the prohibitions.

Hence many types of food which are kept in the kitchen are put in
high-up places, on hanging shelves (planches & pain) or on the tops of
cupboards, where only people of adult height can reach them. This
coercion by height is so classic that many folk tales have as their hero a
child who has decided to outmanoeuvre it. The tale generally tells of the
confident solution of the problem by the hero using a stool, and of the
unhappy outcome in a punishment, either mediated (inflicted by an
adult hand) or immediate (coming from the sky in the shape of
indigestion). A brand of jam has even chosen for its trademark the
picture of a little girl dipping her fingers into a jar: she is perched on a
chair,
~ Butif certain foodstuffs are physically protected only from children,

others are protected from the whole family:

Provisions which it is thought should not be allowed into the kitchen are put in
th? ‘bedroom, especially in the master’s bedroom. For pieces of pork meat,
such as sausages, the stay in the upper storey enables them to finish drying out.
Further, it shields them from the temptation of the young, who are always

Sharing the same table: consumption and the family 47

hungry. The same line of thought leads to the week’s supply of bread being put
on a shelf from which it is only given out as needed
(Cazaurang 1968, p. 97, t II).

Some of the measures which back up prohibitions with physical
obstacles apply to the whole household — except for the women, or
rather except for the mistress of the house. These measures would in
fact be inconvenient if applied to her because it is she who prepares all
the food. She therefore has access to all the foodstuffs, even to those
which she does not eat. But this access is clearly tied to her operations as
preparer. Alcohol escapes her operations because its preparation is a
masculine prerogative. The physical taboo to which it is subject may
extend to the mistress of the house: often the ‘master’s’ bottle is touched
only by his hand.

Repression in all its aspects — punishments and threats, verbal injunc-
tions, physical obstacles and taboos on contact — play only a security
role, except with regard to children, or perhaps even (as in the case of
the bottle of alcohol) only a symbolic role in founding and maintaining
differential consumption. For this is essentially a customary act (i.e. the
constraints are internalized and reproduced as spontaneous behaviour
by those involved). A whole corpus of proverbs, sayings and beliefs are
bolth tokens of the content of the roles and the justification for these
roles.

Sometimes these precepts seem like observations from experience —
‘women eat less than men’. Sometimes they are in the shape-of gdvice on
hygiene — ‘such food is “bad” or »» * —with the prescriptive aspect
on differential consumption only appearing in the second part of the
phrase, where it is revealed that this ‘goodness’ or ‘badne§s’ strikes the
organs in a selective manner according to the status of their possessors.
Thus ‘jam spoils (only) children’s teeth’, ‘wine gives (only) men strength’,
etc. The waiter in the restaurant where the young David Copperfield
was stranded when he was travelling alone explained to him in the same
vein that the beer which had been served to the youth would be fatal for
him, and he saved David from death by gulping it down for him. At
other times the norm is prescribed under the guise of aesthetic con-
siderations — ‘There’s nothing more ugly than a druqken woman’ — or
moral — ‘a woman who drinks is worthless’ (femme de vin, femme derien)—
which completely masks the repressive aspect, since it leaves those
concerned free to be ‘ugly’ or ‘worthless’ and passes in silence over the
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anticipated benefit of such repression, i.e. the monopoly of a prized
commodity. One could set against this the naivity of an old farmer in the
Lot region of France who exclaimed: ‘Goodness me, a woman smoking

. . it’s the first time I’ve ever seen that . . . but why not, after all,
smoking’s a pleasure.’

The total absence of proteins from the diet of infants and the elderly
leads to food deficiencies which have serious repercussions on the
development of the former and the ageing of the latter, and the life
expectancy of everyone. Their relative absence in the diet of women
leads to consequences for their general state of health, whose effects are
doubled by the physiological burden of pregnancies, as was previously
evidenced by the very high rates of maternal and infant mortality in
rural areas. Nevertheless, it is held that babies and children do not need
meat, and that women have ‘less need’ of it. Men, however, ‘need’ such
noble food. Vegetables which do not ‘hold to the body’ and do not
‘sustain a man’, apparently nourish women and children.

Indigenous theory suggests a relationship between the stature of the
individual and the quantity of food necessary for his or her constitu-
tion.® That this is a rationalization and not a principle of distribution is
evident from the number of exceptions it suffers: a husband, a master, a
father, or an eldest son, however puny he may be, does not give up his
privileged share to a wife, a worker, a child, or a younger sibling,
however heavily built or tall.

The theory of differential needs allows a third level of argument — that
of differential expenditure of energy. This form of argument does not
rest on the measure of energy really expended by the individual, but
establishes an impersonal relationship between an activity and the
expenditure of energy. This relationship is based on classifying activi-
ties into ‘heavy’ and ‘light’ work, but the classification is not based on
the actual expenditure of energy required by the activity considered,
but rather by the nature of the activities. It is not the technical operation
itself which is the real criterion of the classification (carrying water is
considered to be ‘light work’, carrying manure is ‘heavy’), nor is it the

labour of the task (cutting corn with a scythe is ‘heavy work’, gathering
it into bundles and binding it is seen as ‘light work’). Rather, through-
out France, carrying water and gathering are, or were, exclusively work
for women, while other sorts of carrying and harvesting were men’s
work. The criteria of classification of work into ‘heavy’ and ‘light’ rests,
in fact, on the status of those who usually do it.
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Certain work, reserved for men and hence supposedly ‘heavy’ in
some regions, is reserved for women in others and there changes its
qualifications. This applies, to give just a couple of examples from
among many sex-related tasks, to earthing up potatoes and driving
draqght animals. When women do supposedly ‘heavy’ work in one
pau:tlcular region — either in an exceptional way, at certain times of year,
or in an ordinary way, as in Brittany or in the Alps where they do all
agricultural work — the evaluation of the energy they expend and need is
not.thereby modified. This is not surprising since this expenditure and
their real needs are never measured nor compared. The simple counting
of hours of physical activity per day (more than a third higher on average
for women than for men) would lead one to think that, contrary to
indigenous belief, women’s expenditure and hence need for energy
would be greater than men’s. But the theory of ‘needs’, while invoking
explicitly or referring itself implicitly to objective physiological impera-
tives, in fact ignores them totally.

Does it, then, take into account subjective needs and desires? Still
less. It is clear that in determining the ‘needs’ of a given individual, the
evaluation of those ‘concerned’ does not enter into it. The feeling of
hunger experienced by children and adolescents does not lead to a
conclusion that they need food. On the contrary, in reply to requests
tl}ere is a set response: ‘you don’t need it’, which suggests that need is
different from, external to, and even antinomic to desire. The theory of
needs thus calls on objectivity as against subjectivity, albeit (as we have
seen) refusing any objective measurement.

This double contradiction is well expressed in the previously cited
passage by Cazaurang:

It shields them (the pieces of meat) from the temptation of the young, who are
always hungry . . . the week’s supply of bread . . . is only given out as needed.

The needs to which he alludes are thus not those of the youngsters.
Their present hunger will not be satisfied, and had their previous needs
been covered, they would not be ‘hungry’.

This quotation shows that a state of hunger is considered to be normal
among the young, or rather that satiation does not form part of the needs
which are recognized for them. “To eat one’s fill’ is one of the pleasures
of life and this objective always runs the risk of not being achieved.
Nonetheless, a chronic feeling of hunger is not considered an attribute
of adults as an age class, although it is attributed as a distinctive
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characteristic to adolescents in rural society. ‘Hunger’ as concerning,
not specific cases, but a whole category of individuals, ‘the young’, is
considered not a characteristic of their social condition but an irremedi-
able physiological fact. In other societies, such as that of North America
or even urban France, a state of perpetual non-satiation appears as just
as subjectively undesirable and objectively injurious among the young
as among adults.®

When peasant farmers say — and most do concede it — that ‘we live
better than before’, it is often primarily to evoke those changes which
have occurred in everyday experience. In this regard, today is compared
advantageously to yesterday. This ‘before’ is repeatedly evoked with
bitterness, as a period of deprivation of food, and in all cases this relates
to childhood.

I remember, when I was a kid, I went out in the morning with the sheep. I went
out with a ‘drubbing’ and that’s all I had till evening (from an interview in the
Lot Region).

The maintenance of differentials in consumption

If coercion is primarily used to make up for the lack of internalization of
prohibitions among the young, and to create them, this is never so
perfect that some slackening is not to be found. Between pure coercion
and pure internalization, gossip plays a role, calling in the last resort on
the presence of others and on shame, or its inverse, honour.

As Cazaurang again says:

A small gesture of an earlier mistress of the house is worth pointing out. She
used to profit by the absence of other family members to yield to her gluttony.
She would make herself some separate small dishes or simply coffee. If an
intruder arrived unexpectedly, the sinful object was swiftly slid into the unlit
oven near the hearth

(Cazaurang 1968, p. 124, my emphasis).

If for the young, food prohibitions — even when internalized — remain
as constraints, especially since they are linked to a necessarily transitory
status, for women they are integrated into a wider repressive system
}Vhlch allows a greater flexibility in its details. This system is the
ideology of the role of wife and mother.

Women are in practice managers of the home and like all overseers
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they find themselves confronting situations for which no instructions
exist. At such times a general principle takes over from the precise
prohibitions which have become inappropriate. This general principle
is simple: the wife and mother should always preserve the privileges of
the husband and father, and ‘sacrifice’ herself.

Different modalities are used to this end in different societies. In
Tunisia, for example, differential consumption is effected in a radically
different way. Men have two or three meals a day while women have
only one or two, and these meals never coincide. The women eat
foodstuffs prepared once a year and obtained from second quality
produce. The meals they make for men on the other hand use fresh and
best quality ingredients. The rigorous separation of time, place and the
basic substance of the meals makes any competition for the food
between men and women impossible (Ferchiou 1968).

In France today, except for a few specific prohibitions — such as
alcohol and tobacco — men and women eat ‘from the same table’ (au
méme pain et pot). Differential consumption derives essentially not from
prohibition on this or that food, but from attributing women the
smallest and most mediocre share of each food. Itis difficult to say if it is
the circumstances — sharing the same meal — which make necessary the
creation and application of a general principle, or whether it is the
existence of this principle which makes possible the preparation of but
one meal. Perhaps it would be more appropriate to say that only such a
principle could give an account of the variability of content of differ-
ential consumption.

In a particular social situation, in a given family and at a given
standard of living, the content is not so flexible: the same dishes appear
regularly on the table each week and it is not necessary to work out a new
evaluation and a new distribution each time. The shares are fixed once
and for all: in each family and in each chicken there is ‘father’s bit’.

Here again restrictions are experienced differently according to the
degree of internalization and the transitory character or definitive status
to which they are attached. For children, especially male children, they
are persecutions on which they are revenged from the first pccasion
when they have access to the ‘father’s bit’ which they have coveted for
years. Women, however, think that they have chosen the piece to which
they are entitled.

For instance, a young peasant farmer invited two city women to share
his tea and opened a tin of paté. His aunt, an old woman who kept house
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for him because his mother was ill, was there. On her bread she put only
the fat from around the paté, which had been scorned by the three other
diners. The system not only requires women to restrain themselves, but
also allows them a certain latitude by making them responsible for
taking the decision as to the form of their restriction. Thus the meat of
the paté had doubtless never been expressly forbidden to this old
woman; but the obligation to leave the best part to others had been
internalized as a moral imperative. She could have complied with itina
different way; she acted on her own initiative in giving herself the worst
part; and above all the precise way of doing it was up to her. This
attribution is experienced as a free choice and is often explained by the
‘ordinary’ motivation for choice: personal preference. When asked, the
old woman replied that she liked fat.

But there is absolutely no need for sacrifice to be liked: it becomes
second nature. The mistress of the house takes the smallest steak
without thinking, and will not take one at all if by chance there are not
enough for everyone. She will say ‘I don’t want any’; and nobody is
surprised, she least of all, that it should always be the same person who
‘doesn’t want any’. There is also no need at all for her to refer to the
ideology of sacrifice as an integral part of feminine nature, nor that she
be aware of her generosity or abnegation. Recourse to a universal
principle supposes an out of the ordinary situation where the purely
mechanical conduct of everyday life no longer suffices to guide action.

When one moves from the country to the town, and from low income
sectors to higher sectors, consumption of food increases and differential
consumption becomes less marked in this area. Since the level of food
consumption is higher, it might be expected that basic needs are better
covered and that differences of consumption would more and more
concern less visible qualities and modalities. Indeed, food being
sufficiently abundant, it might be expected that differences in food
consumption would tend to disappear completely and be replaced by, or
only exist in, other areas.

However, the flexible character of differential consumption, the fact
(dlsfrussgd above) that it is not the specific content but the principles of
attribution which are defined, allows other expressions of subordination
whel} for one reason or another the household’s scale of relative values is
modified. One example can illustrate this move back to using food to

exptress status differences, and this also illustrates the flexibility of the
system.
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In the last ten years France, and Paris in particular, experienced a
shprtage of potatoes which lasted for a fortnight. Since the demand for
this basic commodity is relatively inelastic, prices rose and queues
formed in front of the greengrocers. When questioned in one of these
queues by a radio interviewer, a woman replied: ‘I’ll keep the potatoes
for my husband. The children and I will eat pasta or rice.’ In spite of the
relative expense of potatoes it would not have been beyond the budget of
the family to get enough for everyone, given the subjective importance
they attach to them. On the other hand, if the value of the gratification
did not compensate for the budgetary sacrifice, as the renunciation by |
the wife and children suggests, the husband should also logically have
eaten pasta and rice. The solution adopted seems to be explained
neither by the physiological impossibility for the husband to absorb
products (replacements in this particular situation) which were in any
case consumed in almost as regular a way as potatoes, nor by the
economic situation of the family, but rather by the symbolic necessity of
marking privileged and statutory access to goods which are rare (or
become rare) — this access being both the sign and at the same time the
reason for the hierarchy of consumption.

_If differentiation were studied in all sectors of consumption it is
g;llydthat the following principle and its corollaries would be con-
ed:

1 The rarest goods in each sector, and the most prestigious sectors of
consumption, are subject to privileged access.

2 The relative difference between the standard of living of different
family members stays more or less constant in all social situations (and
increases in absolute value as the privileged access concerns more and
more costly goods and/or the differentiation is exercised on an enlarged
global volume). ‘

Indeed, with growth in the part of the budget which is available for
spending on things other than food, forms of consumption develop
which were previously of little importance or non-existent. The raising
of the general standard of living may thus allow the development of
differentiation in certain existing areas. In addition, it allows the emer-
gence of new areas of consumption which are fresh fields for the exercise
of differentiation. For example, the acquisition of a car by a household
in which previously everybody travelled by public transport, not only
considerably increases the global difference in consumption — variance
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in the standard of living — between the user of the car and other family
members, but above all it introduces differentiation into an area —
transport — which up till then was undifferentiated.

The study of differential consumption cannot be reduced to the study
of quantitative differences in access to particular goods, however, it is
also qualitative. Does a child being taken for a Sunday outing consume
the family car in the same way as the father who drives it? Above all,
does it consume the same outing? The problems which are currently
being put forcefully in rural areas when two generations live together,
reveal — if one listens to those concerned — that the conflicts experienced
divide not ‘the generations’, but rather concern the ‘freely chosen’
consumption which the ‘invited’ children want, and the ‘compelled’
consumption which is ‘given’ them (imposed) by their parent-hosts.

These examples seem to indicate that ways of consuming are perhaps
more important than quantities consumed. But up to now the study of
consumption has always been preoccupied with — has always meant
exclusively — volumes, and the very existence of modes of consumption
has not even been hinted at.

Yet consumption after all concerns not only goods but also services,

and if the classical economic studies sometimes include under the rubric
of ‘self-consumption’ goods which are made at home, they always
ignore the services produced in the household. However, despite what
the ttles of research on household budgets may lead us to think,
household consumption does not only involve what is bought on the
market: we do not eat raw steaks or unpeeled potatoes at our family
tables. We consume not only primary materials but also their prepar-
ation: the housework of the ‘mistress of the house’ (work of which the
preparation of food constitutes only a part). The provider of these
services does not consume them in equal manner with the non-
providers, for diverse reasons (of which some are obvious: e.g. you
cannot serve at table and be served at the same time). This point is
considered further in Chapter 5, ‘Housework or domestic work’.
_ Taking these services into consideration overturns not only the exist-
Ing accounted evaluation of family consumption, it overturns at the
same stroke the evaluation of family production, because these services
are also ‘self-produced’. Above all, it re-poses, at the level of produc-
tion, the problems of the meaning of the very term ‘unit’ when applied
to the family - i.e. the problem of the internal functioning of the family
as an economic institution.

|
|
|
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Notes and references

1

J. K. Galbraith in a recent book shares this critique of the idea of the
‘household’:

Though a household includes several individuals — husband, wife, off-
spring, sometimes relatives or parents — with differing needs,. tastes and
preferences, all neoclassical theory holds it to be the same individual.
(1973)

The history of the creation and construction from 1895 to the
present of ‘consumption scales’ recounted by Perrot in Le mode de
vie des familles bourgeoises (1961, pp. 21-40) is very 1nstrucuve. In
these studies, differential consumption is dissembled — as in the
story of E. Allen Poe — by the act of bringing it to light. Three types
of studies can be distinguished which, with apparently different
methods, all lead to astonishingly similar scales.

In the first (Engels) ‘the increase of weight and height represents
the progression of expenditure of consumption’; it SUggests lower
coefficients of consumption of food for women and children.

Others (‘budgetists’) cling to the actual behaviour of househo}ds
and ‘discover’ that consumption is indeed diﬁ'erenu_ated according
to lilge and sex (thus ‘confirming’ the initial assumptions of the first
school). )

Lastly, the nutritionists try to evaluate the calgnﬁc needs of
family members, but by ‘considering that the expenditure on food of
a family is proportional to the needs in calories of the people of
whom it is composed’ (i.e. by taking the actual consumpuon as the
indicator of ‘needs’). L,

In corroborating the coefficients of the ‘budgetists’, thgse of the
‘nutritionists’ carry the guarantee that the acn}al expenditure well
covers the ‘calorific needs’, and that differential expenditures are
justified by different needs. In addition they give the impression that
no consideration whatsoever, other than the provision of calories,
enters into the consumption of food. It is 1}nphc1t that d}fferen-
tiation of food intake cannot relate to quality but exclusively to
calorific values. Quantities being adapted to needs, distribution is
hence - in the full sense of the word — just.

This tendency to find what is morally unacceptablq and also theoret-
ically unthinkable — or at least not to think about it — overflows the
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restricted area of consumption. Thus Engels (followed by Simone de
Beauvoir) could see nothing in the hierarchy of the proletarian
family other than a dulling ‘remnant of brutality’ which did not
profoundly debase the essential ‘equality in misfortune’. The latter
attenuates the former and allows it alone to be conceived as empirical
reality. This sentiment even overflows the limits of the family since
(marxist) authors refuse to interpret hierarchies in terms of classes —
i.e. in terms of exploitation — when they come across them in
so-called ‘subsistence’ societies, modestly covering them over with
the functionalist concept of ‘power of redistribution’. The coinci-
dence of the existence of surplus and the existence of social inequali-
ties is thus not an empirical discovery but an element of dogma,
according to which the creation of surplus explains the appearance
of inequalities. See particularly Terray (1972).

I feel authorized by an illustrious mentor to choose ‘homely facts’
‘drawn from everyday life’ when handling ‘phenomena whose inti-
mate place in men’s life has sometimes shielded them from the
impact of economic discussion’ (Veblen 1953, p. xx).

The similarity between this indigenous theory and the basic postu-
lates of consumption scales is striking. The latter ‘scientifically’
confirm the former. Thus the ‘nutritional’ scales (the most ‘scien-
tific’) of 1918 are closer to the ‘budgetary’ scales of 1918 than to the
‘nutritional’ scales of 1970. The evaluation of the calorific needs of
an individual thus vary with the allocation of food considered as
‘normal’ for that individual by the society (and the sociology) of his
or her time.

Consumption scales give many indications on this subject, but since
they cannot be analysed in detail here, let us simply stress the
coincidence of the relative share of adolescents in food consumption
—a coefficient of 84 in the USA in 1917 and 60 in France (CREDOC)
in 196S — and the existence or absence of a theory of adolescent
hunger.

4. The main enemy*

Since the birth of the women’s liberation movement in France, the
United States and elsewhere, the marxist point of view has been repre-
sented by a line formulated outside the movement. This has been put
forward by both traditional communist parties and more recently
developed left groups, and it has been brought into the movement by
militant women from these groups.

Most women in the movement consider this line unsatisfactory, in
both theory and strategy, for two basic reasons:

1 it doesn’t account for the oppression common to all women,
and

2 it concentrates, not on the oppression of women, but on the conse-
quences this oppression has for the proletariat (cf. the analysis in
McAffee and Wood, 1969).

This is only possible because there is a flagrant contradiction between
the principles which adherents of marxism claim to uphold and the way
in which they have applied these principles to the situation of women.
Historical materialism is based on the analysis of social antagonisms in
terms of classes; classes being themselves defined by their place in the
system of production. While these principles have supposedly been
used to analyse the situation of women as women, the specific relations
of women to production have in fact simply been ignored. That is to say
there has been no class analysis of women. This theoretical failure has
had immediate consequences.

* First published in Partisans, no. 54=5 (July-October 1970). An English translation by Lucy ap
Roberts was sold in mimeoed form at the 1974 National Women’s Liberation Conference in
Edinburgh, and later included in a Women’s Research and Resources Centre pamphlet with the
same title in 1977.
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1 The oppression of women is held to be a secondary consequence of
(and derived from) the class struggle, which is currently defined
exclusively as the oppression of the proletariat by Capital.

2 The continuing oppression of women in countries where capitalism
as such has been destroyed is attributed to purely ideological factors.
This implies an idealist and non-marxist definition of ideology. It treats
it as a factor which can survive in the absence of any material oppression
that it serves to rationalize.

These assumptions go against the dynamic of the women’s movement,
and hold back the development of women’s awareness of a twofold
need. First, a theoretical need: to find the structural reasons why the
abolition of capitalist relations of production as such is not sufficient to
free women; and second, a political need: to establish the women’s
movement as an autonomous force.

Hardly born, the movement has had to confront the following con-
tradiction. At the very moment when it is becoming a revolutionary
force, the only analysis which places the struggle of women in a global
revolutionary perspective denies the first of these necessities (the need
to seek the causes of the specific oppression of women), and offers no
theoretical basis for the second (it allows, but does not establish the
necessity, for an autonomous movement). The results of this contra-
diction are directly manifested within the movement in a general un-
easiness, the appearance of opposing factions, and a difficulty in
functioning. These are all due to the impossibility of defining a coherent
practice so long as a gap exists between the theory to which we refer and
the actual oppression of women against which we fight. This will
continue so long as the very reason for the existence of the movement
lacks a solid theoretical foundation.

The existence of this marxist line in practice holds back the move-
ment — an effect which is obviously not accidental. My aim here is not to
analyse the mechanisms by which this line came to be adopted by
women themselves,! nor to show how this constitutes further proof of
the existence of objective interests in the oppression of women —
interests not confined to the capitalist class. Suffice to say that, because
of this objective role in retarding the liberation of women, the existing
marxist line must be regarded as the creation of groups interested in the
subjection of women; and because of its non-scientific nature it can only
be a marxist camouflage for theories which justify this subjection: that

|
|
|
|
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is, it is itself an ideology. But to repeat, my aim is not to question this
line point by point (which I do elsewhere in other chapters in this book,
cf. pp. 106 and 154), but to try to provide what the movement crucially
qeeds at this moment: the basis for a materialist analysis of the oppres-
sion of women.

My concern certainly reflects an objective need in the movement, as is

* clear from the fact that in 1969-70, various attempts to provide such an

account were made by a number of different women, separated by
thousands of miles and having no contact one with another. In the
United States, Margaret Benston wrote “The political economy of
women’s liberation’ (1969) and Suzie Olah “The economic function of
the oppression of women’ (n.d.), in Cuba there was an article ‘Against
invisible work’ (Larguia 1970) and in France the group FMA
(Féminisme, Marxisme, Action)? produced an unpublished manifesto.

The relations of production entered into by women

In order to survive, each society must create material goods (produc-
tion) and human beings (reproduction). The attempts at analysis just
referred to all concentrate on the oppression of women in terms of their
participation in family production (and not on those commonly stressed
— L.e. reproduction). That is to say, they analyse domestic work and
child-rearing as productive activities. They thus constitute the embryo
of a radical feminist analysis based on marxist principles, and they reject
the ‘marxist’ pseudo-theories of the family which ignore its economic
function and see it as above all the site for the ideological indoctrination
of ‘future workers’ (i.e. which see the family as existing in order to
sustain indirectly the only form of exploitation recognized upder
capitalism: that of the workers). The new analyses show the family as
itself the site of economic exploitation: that of women. Having shown
that domestic work and child-rearing are, first, exclusively the responsi-
bility of women, and, second, unpaid, these essays conclude that
women have a specific relationship to production which is comparable
to serfdom. But they do not go far enough. We need also:

1 to analyse the relationship between the nature of domestic goods and
services and their mode of production;

2 to proceed to develop a class analysis of women; and

3 on the basis of this analysis, to trace the broad outlines of the
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women’s movement’s political perspective in terms of our goals, con-
stituency and political alliances.

All contemporary ‘developed’ societies, including ‘socialist’ ones,
depend on the unpaid labour of women for domestic services and
child-rearing. These services are furnished within the framework of a
particular relationship to an individual (the husband). They are
excluded from the realm of exchange and consequently have no value.
They are unpaid. Whatever women receive in return is independent of
the work which they perform because it is not handed out in exchange
for that work (i.e. as a wage to which their work entitles them), but
rather as a gift. The husband’s only obligation, which is obviously in his
own interest, is to provide for his wife’s basic needs, in other words he
maintains her labour power.

In the American and Cuban texts mentioned above there is an
ambiguity, or rather a remnant of the dominant ideology. Although
they recognize that domestic work is productive, they suggest — or say
explicitly — that its non-value, its non-remuneration, and its exclusion
from the domain of economic exchange, are due to the very nature of
domestic services themselves. This idea is based on and expressed in
two assumptions:

1 that women ‘have no structural responsibility for the production of
commodities’ and are ‘excluded from the realm of surplus value’
(Benston 1969);

2 that women are restricted to activities which produce goods and
services that have only ‘use-value’ and no ‘exchange-value’, and which
do not create any ‘surplus value’ (Larguia 1970).

I contend, on the contrary, that far from it being the nature of the
work performed by women which explains their relationship to pro-
duction, it is their relations of production which explain why their work
1s excluded from the realm of value. It is women as economic agents who
are excluded from the (exchange) market, not what they produce.

1 The relations of production of domestic work described above, i.e. the
non-remuneration of the wife’s work by the household head, are not limited to
products consumed within the family (child-rearing, domestic services) but
apply also to products destined for the market when they are produced within
the family, and to work done by other family members
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Women’s participation in the creation of commodities and vital neces-
sities is attested by the whole anthropological literature, and this con-
stitutes an obstacle in the path of those ideologists who claim that they
can explain the inferior status of women by our secondary role in the
survival of the species — if not now, at least ‘in the beginning’. In a later
chapter (p. 182) I shall look further at the phenomenon of ‘naturalist’
ideologies which explain the present system by a myth of its origins. Itis
enough to say here that anthropological evidence as a whole shows that
the economic importance of the work performed by women or by men is
unrelated to the social pre-eminence of one sex or the other. On the
contrary, all the anthropological and sociological evidence reveals an
inverse relationship: it reveals that the dominant classes make the
classes in their power do the productive work — that the pre-eminent sex
does less work.

In France today women’s labour may be unpaid not only when it is
applied to products for use in the home, but also when it is applied to
goods and services for the market. This occurs in all those sectors where
the unit of production is the family (rather than the workshop or the
factory); i.e. on most farms, in small retail businesses, and in small craft
workshops. Thus work by women in family production is by no means
marginal.

In 1968, wives of small farmers, for example, devoted an average of
four hours a day to agricultural work (Bastide 1969). The ‘rural crisis’
which France is experiencing is largely due to the fact that girls no
longer want to marry farmers, and by general consensus ‘a farm can’t be
run without a woman’. Michelet said that when a farmer couldn’t afford
to hire a domestic worker he took a wife. This is still true. As the motlger
of an unmarried farmer said to me: ‘Michel needs someone to help him
and he can’t find a servant. If only he could get married. . . .’ In France
the tasks assigned to farmers’ wives vary from region to region, but they
always raise young animals, and keep poultry and pigs. Otherwise they
are good for anything. They are the assistants, the subordinates, to
whom all the dirty, unpleasant, non-mechanized tasks are assigned. (In
particular they are given the milking if this is done by hand. This work
is so arduous and demands such a tiring schedule that some women now
demand exemption from it in their marriage contracts. Men take over
the work when it is mechanized.) Often the only source of cash which
enables the household to buy things which are not produced on the farm
is the sale of goods which are exclusively produced by the wife: i.e.
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milk, eggs and poultry. But whatever her tasks on the farm may be, a
wife’s work is absolutely indispensable. A man alone cannot keep a farm
without doubling his workload, and in the last resort he cannot manage
it at all — and I speak here only of the actual farm work, since a man on
his own with no children does not need a great many domestic services.

A wife’s unpaid labour is therefore taken for granted in the economy
of a farm, as is also the unpaid labour of younger brothers and sisters of
the owner (who are literally disinherited), and that of children in some
cases. Even though today in most cases younger siblings and children
may threaten to leave a family enterprise unless they are paid (and some
actually do leave), it is important to remember that their exploitation
was the rule in every sector of the economy until industrialization (the
end of the eighteenth century) and in agriculture until the Second
World War.

Historically and etymologically the family is a unit of production.
Familia in Latin means all the land, the slaves, the women and the
children who were under the control of (the synonym for the property
of) the father of the family. The father of the family dominated this unit
as he still does today. The labour of the people who are under his
authority belongs to him. In other words, a family is a group of indi-
viduals who owe their labour to a particular ‘boss’.

Since the family is based on one individual’s exploitation of those who
are related to him by blood or by marriage, wherever the unit of
production is still the family, this exploitation still exists. In Morocco
for example:

In rural communities the women gather fruit and take care of the animals.
These women receive no payment for their work; they are entitled to receive
upkeep from the head of the family

(Nouase 1969).

It also continues in the West. In France today 7 million women are
actually designated as ‘working’, i.e. as participating in production.
Out of these 7 million, 1 million, are ‘family helps’, which is an official
category meaning they work unpaid within a family business. Of those
women who are working but not paid, almost eight out of ten are
employed in agriculture.

The status of ‘family help’ is the consecration of family exploitation in
official statistics, because it institutionalizes the fact that some pro-
ducers are not paid, i.e. that the profits acquired from their production
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belong to their brother, husband or father. This status was invented
after the war in order to allow these particular workers to receive social
welfare benefits. (Most wives of small farmers, shopkeepers and crafts-
men, however, continue to declare themselves to be ‘unemployed’.) But
even so, the number of women other than wives who participate in the
production of commodities within the framework of family businesses is
far larger than the number of women who are counted in the census as
‘family helps’. Assuming that the number is underestimated by 40 per
cent, there are 1,400,000 women out of 14 million adult women
(between 17 and 64 years old) who are subject to this relationship of
production, i.e. one woman in ten.

Thus the unpaid nature of married and unmarried women’s labour in
the family is still taken for granted. The unpaid labour of male children
is however being called into question. More and more frequently, when
a farming household is made up of different generations, the son
demands that he be paid for his work and no longer ‘recompens;d’ by
the mere maintenance of his labour power. The suggestion that his wife
might demand the same thing, however, that the young couple should
receive two wages for two jobs, is greeted with total incomprehension.
Thus, while the unpaid labour of men is strongly under attack
(currently only one in forty-three ‘working’ men is a family help, as
opposed to one in seven ‘working’ women), the unpaid labour of women
is still institutionalized. It is institutionalized in practice in the book-
keeping of the state (through the status of family help), and also in the
demands of opposition political parties. The MODEF,? for example, is
demanding that each family farm be assured of an income equivalent to
one wage, the implication being that the wife’s labour, which is incor-
porated into household production, does not mert a wage — or perhaps
rather, since the production of the wife is exchanged by the husband as
his own, that her work belongs to him.

2 The domestic services supplied by wives are no different from ot]xer
so-called productive goods and services produced and consumed by the family

In the traditional peasant farm economy, the family produces a large
part of the goods which it consumes; it directly absorbs much of what it
produces. But what it produces is at the same time saleable. There is no
distinction here between use-value and exchange-value. The product
which is consume/zl by the family, and thereby has a use-value, also has
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an exchange-value, since it could have been sold on the market. Con-
versely, if it had not been self-produced, it would have had to be
replaced by its equivalent bought on the market.

Because of this, produce from the farm which is self-consumed is
considered income by those concerned, and as part of production in the
national economy (i.e. it is included in estimates of the gross national
product). The only question raised is whether a pig eaten by the family
should be valued at its selling price, i.e. the price for which it could have
been sold (the profit missed by the enterprise), or at its purchase price,
i.e. the price which would have had to have been paid had it not been
produced (the cost avoided by the unit of consumption) (see p. 82).

When the producer and the consumer are one, as in the farming
family, it is obvious that there is a continuum between production and
consumption: you sow wheat in order to consume it, you mill it because
you cannot consume it in the form of grains, you bake it because you
cannot consume it in the form of flour. None of these operations is
useful without the others because the goal is the final consumption. Itis
therefore absurd to introduce a break into the process. This, however, is
what happens when only a part of the process is considered productive —
up to and including the production of flour — and when the rest of the
process, the baking of the bread for example, is considered non-
productive. Either all of the labour involved in making a product which
is self-consumed is productive, or none of it is. The latter hypothesis is
absurd because wheat which is eaten could have been sold on the
market, in which case it would have had to have been replaced by its
equivalent in food purchased on the market. When farmers produce
only one crop or animal, and especially when they produce goods which
they cannot consume, they must exchange products twice before they
can consume something. (They sell the goods they produce, and
purchase the goods they consume.) This masks the fact that the
ultimate goal of all production is consumption. What breaks the con-
tinuum between production and consumption, however, is not the fact
that some activities necessary for the final goal, consumption, are not
productive, but that when production is specialized, consumption (the
final object of all production) is mediated by exchange.

The example of self-consumption on small farms shows clearly that
there is no essential difference between activities which are said to be
‘productive’ (like growing wheat and milling it) and domestic activities
which are called ‘non-productive’ (like cooking the selfsame flour).
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To sum up, on small farms men and women together create use-
values which are:

a potentially exchange-values. Women and men produce milk, eggs
and agricultural produce for their own consumption and for exchange.
The desired level of consumption and the desired quantity of cash
deltermine what they put on the market and what they consume them-
selves;

b some of the use-values are officially included in the calculation of
production (the gross national product);

¢ ‘productive’ use-values are no different from ‘non-productive’ use-
values created by the purely domestic labour of the housewife. They are
both part of the same process of creation and transformation of raw
materials (they are carried out on the same raw materials for the pro-
duction of food) and have the same goal: self-consumption.*

3 Fust as there is a continuity and not a division between activities for
self-consumption which are called productive and activities for self-
consumption which are called non-productive (household activities), so there
is continuity between the services furnished without pay by wives and com-
mercialized services
Many of the operations necessary to turn raw materials into consumable
goods are now industrialized. Operations such as the manufacture of
bread, clothes and preserved foods, which were once part of household
activities, are now performed outside the home. Bakeries, clothing
manufacturers and canning and freezing companies today sell goqu
incorporating paid labour which were, in the past, produced with
unpaid labour by women. This manufacturing is considered production
and is officially included in the national product. The labour involved in
it is considered productive labour and the individuals who perform the
work are producers. This was not the case when these goods were
created with the unpaid labour of women. _ )
When women in families cannot provide certain goods and services,
these are bought. And in fact all the usual domestic services exist on the
market. Delicatessens and restaurants offer prepared dishes, nurseries
and babysitters offer child care, cleaning agencies and domestic
servants offer housework, etc. Food, for example, which is the major
item on household budgets in France (50 to 80 per cent of weekly
outgoings) can either be bought ready to eat, thus paying for the value
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which has been added to the raw materials by the paid labour of the
caterer, the restaurateur, etc., or it can be bought in raw form and
labour applied to make it edible. Most households spend the bulk of
their food budget on raw materials.

One might say that the household itself manufactures final products for
consumption, just as a business firm manufactures final products. To do this
the household uses labour (domestic), durable goods (domestic appliances)
and raw materials (the intermediary products bought from the manufac-
turers), which are transformed by the household itself with the aid of a certain
quantity of labour and capital. Looked at in this way, the only distinction
between the household and the firm is that the household adds to production
(which is the sole function of the firm) the activity of consumption (which is the
goal of the production performed by the household itself with the aid of goods
produced by a firm)
(Wolfelsperger 1970, p. 20).°

The final goal of production for the producer is consumption, either
of his own products in a subsistence economy, or of the products of
others in a specialized economy. The money he obtains from the
exchange of specialized products, or the sale of his labour power on the
market, is not sufficient to accomplish this goal. It has to be reached in
two stages: first, by the purchase of raw materials for consumption
using money earned by the sale of products or by paid labour; and
second, the transformation of these primary materials by domestic
labour into products which can be directly consumed.

We have then, on the one hand work inside the house which supplies a certain
quantity of directly consumable goods, and on the other hand work outside the
home which brings in a certain monetary income. But how is this income used?
We can readily see that it is not used to purchase goods which can be directly
consumed, as the traditional theory asserts, but, according to our hypotheses,
it is used to contribute to the production of consumable final products; that is
to say, the capital goods purchased with this income (raw materials and
machines) contribute to this production
(W olfelsperger 1970, p. 22).

What this bourgeois economist does not mention is that if most
‘households’ prefer to buy food in a raw form, it is because domestic
labour is unpaid and because this labour is provided almost entirely by
women. These facts give the lie to the ideology which says that the

.
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husband’s wage buys everything the entire household consumes, while
the housewife does not ‘earn her own living’, despite the hours of work
she does each week (see Girard 1958 for figures on hours of housework).
The fact that women’s labour is excluded from the zone of exchange
therefore results not from the nature of what they produce, since their
unpaid labour goes towards producing goods and services which:

a reach and are exchanged on the market (in agriculture, crafts and
small retail businesses); and -
b are paid for when done outside the family.

Their work is only not paid when it is done within the family; and all the
work they do within the family is not paid, whatever its nature.

4 The appropriation of women’s labour power is nowadays largely limited
to t}}eir unpaid provision (the exploitation) of domestic work and child-
rearing

With industrialization, the family was stripped of much of its function
as a unit of production, except in certain sectors, because one of the
main effects of industrialization was to make production for the market
impracticable within the family. As a result, market production less and
less incorporated the unpaid labour of wives and children. Or, to put it
another way, wives’ work could no longer be used for family production
intended for exchange, since production for exchange was perfom.led
outside the family. As the industrial capitalist mode of production
spread, the number of independent workers who could use the labour of
their wives for exchange diminished, while the number of wage-earners
who could not exchange this labour increased, and is still increasing.

In sectors where all production intended for exchange is perfqrmed
by paid labour, the unpaid labour of a wife can now only be apphec} to
production which is not intended for exchange. Or, to be more precise,
the family mode of prqoduction — the exploitation of wiv.es’ (and other
fgmily members’) unpaid labour — can no longer be applied to produc-
tion intended for exchange. It must be pointed out, however, that this
concerns exchange by the husband. A woman’s agricultural lab9ur, for
instance, is only not paid for if it is performed within the family. She
cannot exchange her family production on the market. In family pro-
duction, she does not make use of her labour power; her husband makes
use of it. He alone exchanges his wife’s production on the market. In the
same way, a woman does not make use of her housework as long as it is
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performed within the family; she can only exchange it outside
the family. Thus women’s production always has an exchange-value —
i.e. it can always be exchanged by them — except when they work
within the framework of the family. With industrialization, family
production became limited to housework; or, more precisely, we call
housework that to which the unpaid labour of the housewife has been
limited.

Women’s entry into industry as paid workers was the direct con-
sequence of it becoming impossible to exploit their labour power
completely within the family. However, the appropriation of their
labour power by their husbands has been so absolute that even when
women work outside the family, their wage still belongs to their
husbands. A wife has legally had the use of her own wage in France
since 1907, but in fact the custom in most marriages has been such as
to annul this concession. All her earnings go into a common budget
which the husband alone controls. Similarly a wife’s entire labour
power has been appropriated. Until 1965 a husband could prevent his
wife working outside the home, and though since then women have
legally had control of part of their own labour power (i.e. they have
been legally free to work outside the home), they are in fact not
free. Part of a woman’s labour power is still appropriated since ‘she
must fulfil her family responsibilities’ — that is, she must do the house-
work and raise children without pay. Not only has going out to work not
freed women from domestic work, it has not been allowed to interfere
with it either. Thus what women have been free to do has been to have a
double workload in return for a certain amount of economic indepen-
dence.

The situation of the married woman who has a job clearly reveals
the legal appropriation of her labour power. Her provision of domestic
work can in fact no longer be justified by the economic exchange
to which the servitude of the housewife is often attributed, i.e. it
can no longer be claimed that she performs domestic labour in return
for her keep, that this upkeep is the equivalent of a wage, and that
therefore her work is paid, since women who go out to work keep
the}rll}selves. It is therefore clear that they perform domestic work for
nothing.

Moreover, when a woman works ‘outside’, the cost of childcare and
any extra taxes, etc., are paid for from her income. They are not taken
from the couple’s income as a whole. This shows that:
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a it is believed that these services should be provided free, unlike
other items such as housing and transport, which are considered as
normal expenses; and

b the wife alone is exclusively responsible for providing these services,
since it is deemed that the part of her wage which goes towards paying
for them when she works outside the home is cancelled out, as though
she had never earned the money in the first place. In terms of these
calculations it is generally discovered that the wife earns ‘almost nothing’.

5 On this basis we can now outline the main elements of an analysis of the
class position of women

There are two modes of production in our society. Most goods are
produced in the industrial mode. Domestic services, child-rearing and
certain other goods are produced in the family mode. The first mode of
production gives rise to capitalist exploitation. The second gives rise to
familial, or more precisely, patriarchal exploitation.

307,000 men (who are family helps) out of about 15 million adult men
are subject to patriarchal exploitation. They are mainly in agriculture
and provide skilled services unpaid within the family. All married
women (i.e. 80 per cent of adult women at any given moment) are
subject to patriarchal exploitation. They provide minimally or unpaid
domestic services and child-rearing within the family. The status of son
or younger brother, on which the familial exploitation of men is based,
is temporary, whereas the status of women is lifelong. Moreover, male
family helps are not exploited because they are men, whereas women are
exploited because they are women (wives).® While unpaid work in the
farm, workshop or shop can be performed just as easily by men as by
women members of the family, unpaid housework is performed exclus-
ively by women, generally as wives of the heads of households.

The labour of women is appropriated for family production when the
family is the unit producing for the market (wives of farmers, indepen-
dent craftsmen and shopkeepers — approximately one million out of 14
million adult women in France) and is used exclusively for household
production when the family no longer produces directly for the market
(e.g. wives of wage-earners). In the first case the labour power of the
woman is entirely appropriated; in the second her labour power is
totally appropriated if she doesn’t work outside the home, or partially
appropriated if she does. (37.8 per cent of married women in France are
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economically ‘active’, but we must subtract from this figure the number
of family helps — approximately 8,000,000 wives of farmers, indepen-
dent craftsmen and shopkeepers.) The majority of married women thus
had no independent income and work for their keep.

The difference between the family mode of production and the wage
mode of capitalist production lies neither in the quantity of benefits
given for work nor in the difference between the value of a wage and
upkeep, but in the relations of production themselves. The wage-
labourer sells his labour power for a fixed wage which depends on the
service he provides. These services are also fixed: defined in quantity
(hours of work) and kind (qualifications). The equivalents are deter-
mined according to a fixed scale (that is, by a price determined by the
overall supply and demand on the labour market in the capitalist
system) — a scale which is not subject to the will of either party. The
employer and the employee have no personal influence on the terms of
their contract and the individuals are interchangeable. The labour
which is performed has a universal value and it is this value which the
employer buys and over which the worker can bargain because it is
possible for him to take his labour power elsewhere. The fact that it is
precise services which are bought may enable the worker to increase his
earnings by improving his performance, either in quantity or in kind.

The services which a married woman provides, on the contrary, are
not fixed. They depend on the will of the employer, her husband. And
these services are not paid according to a fixed scale. Her keep does not
depend on her work, but on the wealth and goodwill of her husband.
For the same work (for example, the rearing of three children) the wife
of a business executive receives as much as ten times the benefits
received by the wife of a manual worker. On the other hand, for the
same benefits, a wife may furnish very different quantities and kinds of
services, depending on the needs of her husband. For example, the
housework of the wife of one bourgeois man may consist of running
single-handedly a large house, while another may be given several
servants to free her for the work of social display.

Since the benefits which wives receive have no relationship to the
services which they provide, it is impossible for married women to
improve their own standard of living by improving their services. The
only solution for them is to provide the same services for a richer man.
Thus the logical consequence of the non-value of women’s family labour
1s the hunt for a good marriage. But even though a marriage with a man
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from the capitalist class can raise a woman’s standard of living, it does
not make her a member of that class. She herself does not own the means
of production. Therefore her standard of living does not depend on her
class relationship to the proletariat; but on her serf relations of pro-
duction with her husband. In the vast majority of cases, wives of
bourgeois men whose marriage ends must earn their own living as
wage-workers. They therefore become in practice (with the additional
handicaps of age and/or lack of professional training) the proletarians
that they essentially were.

The non-value of a woman’s work is shown by the independence of
the services she renders from the upkeep she receives. This stems from
the impossibility of exchanging her labour, which stems in turn from the
impossibility of changing employers. (We need only compare the
number of divorced women who remarry with the number of workers
who change jobs within a given year.) In addition, the contract can be
broken unilaterally by the husband even when a woman continues to
provide adequate services. (Women are given care of the children on
separation and only their upkeep is covered by alimony — when the
payments are actually made. See Chapter 6, p. 93.)

In sum, while the wage-labourer depends on the market (on a
theoretically unlimited number of employers), the married woman
depends on one individual. While the wage-labourer sells his labour
power, the married woman gives hers away. Exclusivity and non-
payment are intimately connected.

6 Providing unpaid labour within the framework of a universal and
personal relationship (marriage) constitutes a relationship of slavery

Since less than 10 per cent of all women over 25 have never been mgrried
in developed societies, chances are high that women will be married at
some point in their lives. Thus effectively all women are d.csu.ned to
participate in these relations of production. As a group which is sub-
jected to this relation of production, they constitute a class; as a category
of human beings who are destined by birth to become members of this
class, they constitute a caste.” The appropriation of their labour within
marriage constitutes the oppression common to all women. Destined as
women to become ‘the wife of’ someone, and thus destined for the same
relations of production, women constitute but one class.
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When they participate in capitalist production, women enter addi-
tionally into a second relation of production. Nearly 6 million women in
France are integrated into capitalist production: 5,160,000 wage-
workers and 675,000 self-employed. In the whole of France only 11,000
women are ‘industrialists’. This small minority of women belongs to the
capitalist class, while the majority of women who work belong to the
proletariat. Within the latter class, they constitute a super-exploited
caste, as is well known. This super-exploitation is clearly connected to
their specific, familial exploitation as women.

In view of what has been said, we can see that it is about as accurate
to say that the wife of a bourgeois man is herself bourgeois as it is to say
that the slave of a plantation owner is himself a plantation owner.
However, this is very commonly asserted. There is, equally, currently
a confusion between women workers and the wives of workers. That is
to say, women’s class membership is sometimes based on a marxist
definition of class — on their relationship to production — and sometimes
on a conception of women as the property and extension of their
husbands.

Society is divided into classes and women are not outside these classes;
consequently the lot of every woman is linked to that of other women and men
who belong to the same class and social category

(PCF 1970, p. 129).

But if only the capitalist mode of production is considered — as is
usually the case — and if the same criteria are applied to women as men,
then it can be seen that all women who do not work outside the home are
outside the (proletariat/capitalist) class system. What is more, such
women can only be reintegrated into the class system by determining
their class membership according to non-marxist criteria (that is, by
attributing them the class of their husbands). By pretending that
women belong to their husband’s class, the fact that wives belong, by
definition, to a class other than that of their husbands is hidden. By
pretending that marriage can take the place of relations of production in
the capitalist system as the criterion for class membership in this
system, the existence of another system of production is masked, and
the fact that the relations of production within that system place
husbands and wives into two antagonistic classes (the former benefiting
materially from the exploitation of the latter) is hidden. The ‘reinte-
gration’ of women into classes by defining them as the property of their
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husbands has as its objective precisely hiding the fact that they really are
the property of their husbands.

If one merely wanted to rally women to the anti-capitalist struggle, it
would be enough to show that, in so far as they are integrated into this
mode of production (as wage-workers), the vast majority of women
(nine out of ten women who work) have an objective interest in this
struggle. But because women are assigned their husbands’ class, the
wives of the bourgeoisie (who are not integrated into capitalist produc-
tion) are considered as enemies of the anti-capitalist struggle. It is thus
clear that what is at issue is not so much a question of rallying all women
to the anti-capitalist struggle, as of denying the existence of a non-
capitalist system of production. In denying the existence of this system of
production, the existence of relations of production sppmﬁc to this
system are also denied, and those who participate in this system are
prevented from having the possibility of rebelling against it. The
priority of the left, therefore, appears to be to preserve the patriarchal
mode of production of domestic services (i.e. the unpaid performance of
these services by women). In this regard it is revealing to compare the
current ideas of the French Communist Party with Lenin’s recommen-
dations.*® Lenin said:

The true liberation of women and true communism will only begin when the
struggle of the masses against this petty domestic economy begins (led by the
proletariat in power), or to be more precise, when this economy 1s totally
transformed into large scale socialist economy

(Lenin, p. 462).

The Communist Party solution however is to: ‘make qu&gc
appliances available for all households which can lead to the mem-
ation of domestic labour’ (PCF 1970). According to the Communist
Party, employers and the public administration should ‘enable the
working woman to fulfil her role as mother of a family’ (PCF 1970).
Lenin himself commented:

Among our comrades, there are many of whom one can unfortu_nately say,
‘scratch the communist and you will find a Philistine’. There is no more
convincing proof of this than the fact that men calmly watch their wives
exhaust themselves at the petty monotonous work which absorbs their time
and energy: housework. . . . There are few husbands, even within the prole-
tariat, who would think of substantially lightening the labour and cares of their
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wives, or even of doing away with these altogether by helping them with
‘women’s work’
(quoted by Zetkin).

None the less, the Communist Party asserts that, ‘an equal distribution
of difficulties and fatigue in a household is a limited concept of equality’
(PCF 1970).

The consequences of this analysis for the WLM

Patriarchal exploitation is the common, specific and main oppression of
women.

1 Common: because it affects all married women (80 per cent of
women at any given moment);

2  Specific: because only women are under an obligation to perform
free domestic services;

3 Main: because even when women go out to work, the class member-
ship they derive from that work is conditioned by their exploitation as
women in the following ways. First, because access to the ownership of
the means of production was forbidden them by marriage laws (until
1968 in France) and by the practice of inheritance (the majority of
women who own property and employ other people are only children or
widows). Second, because their earnings are cancelled out by the
deduction of the value of the services which they are obliged to buy to
replace their own unpaid services. And third, because the material
conditions for the exercise of their outside occupation are dictated by
their patriarchal oppression. On the one hand, the very possibility of
women being employed is conditional on their fulfilling their primary
‘family duties’, which results in the work they do outside the home
being either impossible or else added to their domestic work; while on
the other, family duties are erected as a handicap by capitalism and used
as a pretext to exploit women in their outside work.

It has not been possible in this chapter to study the relationship
between the exploitation of women’s productive capacity and the
exploitation of their reproductive capacity. The control of reproduction
is both the cause and the means for the second great material oppression
of women — sexual exploitation. Control of reproduction is the second
facet of the oppression of women. Establishing why and how these two
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forms of exploitation are affected and reinforced by each other, and why
and how both have the same framework and institution, the family,
should be one of the primary theoretical goals of the movement.

Such an analysis is basic to a study of the relationship be}ween
patriarchy and capitalism. It means that we must know what patriarchy
is in order to understand to what extent it is theoretically independent of
capitalism. Only such an understanding can enable us to account fqr the
historical independence of these two systems. Only then will it be
possible to establish the material basis for the connection petween the
struggle against patriarchy and the struggle against capitalism. So long
as this connection remains based on unproven assumptions about the
relative priority of the two struggles, which derive not from analysis but
from a fear of upsetting the political practice and priorities established
before the women’s movement, we are condemned to theoretical con-
fusion and to political ineffectiveness in the short term, and to historical
failure in the long term. )

This analysis should be followed by a class analysis which integrates
individuals into both systems of exploitation (patriarchal and capitalist)
according to their objective interests. This is necessary in the short term
to enable us to mobilize for the immediate struggle, and in the long term
to enable us to see how the dynamic of the struggle agamnst patnarclgy
and the struggle against capitalism can be oriented to combine them in
revolutionary struggle. (Needless to say, this must be the object of a
continuing study whose bases will constantly be modified as the struggle
evolves.)

For now, we can say that women will not be l.iberated unless the
patriarchal system of production and reproduction s totally destroyed.
Since this system is central to all known societies (however 1t ongin-
ated), this liberation necessitates the total overthrow o( the bases for all
known societies. This overthrow cannot take place without a revolu-
tion, that is, the seizure of political power over ourselves presently held
by others. This seizure of power should consttute the ultimate
objective of the women’s liberation movement, and the movement
should prepare for a revolutionary struggle. .

Our strategy should be centred on patriarchal oppression z}nd should
therefore include all individuals who are oppressed by patriarchy and
who are hence interested in its destruction, that is all women. The work
of mobilization must emphasize the solidarity of all people oppressed by
the same system. To do this we must:
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1 attack the problems of false consciousness, that is class conscious-
ness determined according to membership in capitalist classes rather
than in patriarchal classes, and the identification of women under this
pretext with enemy patriarchal classes;

2 show how this false consciousness serves the interests of patriarchy
and detracts from our struggle.

Finally, in the immediate future, the political alliances and strategy of
the movement in relation to other groups, movements or revolutionary
parties should be based only on an unambiguous dedication on the part
of the latter to the goals of the women’s movement. That is, on the basis
of their clearly and officially expressed desire to destroy patriarchy and
their actual participation in the revolutionary struggle for its destruc-
tion.

Notes and references

1 These are mechanisms of alienation and false consciousness which
perpetuate oppression. The women are victims of oppression and
not responsible for it.

2  Féminisme, Marxisme, Action was one of the first two neo-feminist
groups in France. It started in 1968 as a mixed group (men and
women) but gradually became a women’s group. In 1970 it com-
bined with another women’s group and women who had previously
been isolated from any group to become the Mouvement de Liberation
des Femmes (MLF). (For further information on the history of the
women’s liberation movement in France, see Pisan and Tristan,
1979.)

3 Mouvement de Defense des Exploitations Familiales: a French
Communist Party organization concerned with agriculture.

4 Ernest Mandel in his Marxist Economic Theory confirms that the
terms ‘use-value’ and ‘exchange-value’ refer to neither the nature
nor the intrinsic value nor the productivity of the labour involved in
different types of production, but simply to the use to which the
production is put — immediate consumption or consumption
mediated by exchange.

5 This piece by an economist is about domestic appliances and was
written for a business conference on their production and sale.

6 InFrench the word ‘femme’ means both ‘woman’ and ‘wife’. There
are two words in the case of males: ‘mari’ meaning ‘husband’ and

The main enemy 77

‘homme’ meaning ‘man’. Thus even on the level of vocabulary the
biological fact of being a woman and the social role of wife are
synonymous.

The point made in the previous footnote can be expanded. The term
‘slav’ has the same root as the French ‘esclave’ (slave). Here an entire
ethnic group is bound to service from birth. In the same way the
entire female population is bound to become women/wives.

Such attitudes are not restricted to the Communist Party alone
within the left. The Programme Commun, the platform of the
recently formed coalition of the Socialist Party and the Communist
Party, recommends that women be allowed to leave their outside
jobs five minutes early in order to do the shopping for their families
before the stores close. A peculiar privilege indeed!



5 . Housework
or domestic work*

In the last few years a new object of knowledge has appeared for
sociology and economics: housework. Of course, it had not really been
ignored up until then, but it was only tackled in a descriptive and
quantitative way. Theoretically limited as they may be, we in France
owe to the first time-budget studies (Stoetzel 1948, Girard 1958 and
1959) a recognition of the number of daily hours of housework per-
formed by married women. We owe to the new feminists, however, the
posing, for the first time in history, of the question of housework as a
theoretical problem.' Subsequently ‘scientists’ (and among them some of
the most brilliant, such as J. K. Galbraith), although they did not
produce a theory of housework, have at least not hesitated to recognize
the importance of the problem. After a decent lapse of time, they have
built into their accounts concepts forged for the most part outside the
academic world.

The literature on housework grows each year — to the point where
‘schools’ are beginning to form. However, a consensus does still exist
among the authors, mostly women, as to the major economic character-
istics of housework. It is agreed, on the one hand, that housework is
work (and that this is indeed the reason why it is being considered) and
on the other that it is free/unpaid (which is why recognizing it as work
was not automatic, but rather constituted a great step forward and a
scientific discovery). But beyond these two points of agreement, the
divergences begin. There is a debate, for example, about the ‘pro-
ductivity’ of housework. Some put the stress on the aspect of ‘work’, in
the sense of ‘tasks’ involved in housework; others on the ‘unpaid’
aspect, on the mode of production. Studies are sometimes focused on

* This article appeared first in A. Michel (ed.), Les femmes dans la société marchande, PUF, Paris
1978.
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the use made of housework by — or the use for — capitalism, and
sometimes on the meaning of this work for the direct producers: for
women-wives.2 All these points are obviously connected, but in spite of
the interest generated by the question, and the number of articles or
books which have already been devoted to it, one point remains rela-
tively hazy, albeit fundamental. And that is the very definition of
housework, of the object of study.

The definition of housework remains hazy not because of an un-
resolved debate, but, on the contrary, because a tacit CONsensus exists as
to its content. Housework is never formally defined, but the examples
cited show authors adopting uncritically a ‘commonsense’ definition of
housework (which is also the one used in time-budgets surveys). This
takes housework to be the work done within the house by the \_v%fe:
cooking, washing, ironing, sewing, shopping, cleaning and servicing
(i.e. housewifery in the restricted sense of ‘doing the housework?), and
care of children. But is this empirical definition adequate? Isit acc_urate_?
And is it compatible with the economic attributes of housework identi-
fied above?

The empirical content given to housework is inevitably affected by
the theoretical interpretation given to the subject. It seems to me thata
great many of the dead ends in which the debate on housewo.rk
currently finds itself could be avoided if there was agreement on 1ts
principal characteristics. This implies that there should be a formal (and
not an empirical) definition of the object of study, i.e. of the content of
housework; and, conversely, that important features of _housevyork will
be found only when it is studied empirically from the point of view of its
structural and economic characteristics. ;

Such a procedure might be taxed with being arbitrary, or the
argument could be dismissed as circular, in that the economic (struc-
tural) characteristics attributed to housework at the start might be the
ones one wanted to retain at the end as essential traits. The difficulty can
best be avoided by taking as the point of departure only those character-
istics of housework on which there is universal agreement: that is, its
character as work, and its character as unpaid WOrk.

This done, we can pose two questions. Does the commonsense
content, the empirical definition of housework, cover all its economic
characteristics? And, conversely, do these characteristics cover all its
content? Putting this in other words:
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1 1isit only housework (in the commonsense usage) which is unpaid?
2 and is all household activity unpaid work?

I shall try to show, on the one hand, that the defining economic
characteristics of housework cover a great deal more than the classical
contents and apply also to ‘work’ which is supposedly not ‘of the house’;
and on the other, that these economic characteristics do not apply to all
household activity in the technical sense.

To this end, I shall make a detour via a subject which seems at first
sight foreign to housework: the production which national accounting
lists under the heading of ‘for self-consumption by households’. I shall
restrict myself to describing production for self-consumption in agri-
culture (i.e. that of small farm households) because this is both quanti-
tatively the most important in much of Europe and also the best
researched.

Production for self-consumption on farms

The fact that agricultural households/enterprises produce for their own
consumption is well known and could indeed constitute a definition of
contemporary small farms as a social stratum (‘peasants’). Many
authors consider that ‘self-sufficiency’ is the trait which most differen-
tiates small farmers from the ‘rest of society’, whose members cannot
directly consume what they produce. Further, this self-sufficiency
makes this sector relatively independent of the exchange which neces-
sarily unites the members of a society with a marked division of labour.

I believe this self-sufficiency, which is often presented as a major
characteristic of the classical and atemporal peasant, to have been
largely exaggerated. None the less, the quantity of agricultural produce
which is directly consumed by its producers is substantial. According to
Milhau and Montagne (1968): ‘French agriculture retains at least 25%
of its gross produce for its own needs, and the proportion is much higher
still in other countries.’

This high percentage should be treated with reservations, however,
because of the ambiguity introduced by the term ‘gross product’. This
makes it appear as if some intermediary production may be included;
and even if we accept that the percentage consists solely of what the
hpusehold appropriates from its final product, there is a further
difficulty. The figure gives us an average rate, and in the actual situation
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of French agriculture, where there are enormous variations, an average,
of whatever it may be, tells us next to nothing.
If we take the classical division of agriculture into three sectors:

1 (so-called) subsistence agriculture;

2 (so-called) artisanal agriculture (holdings which are traditional in
production structure, but mechanized and of medium size); and

3 (so-called) capitalist or industrial agriculture,

it is clear that the extent to which products are commercialized, and
hence the extent to which self-consumption is possible, must vary
enormously between sectors. In the ‘agribusiness’ of Beauce or
Soissonnais, specialization in cereals is combined with the whole
product being commercialized. This holds true generally for purely
cereal holdings: they produce nothing except for the market. House-
holds on such farms, like urban households, buy all the products which
they consume in the market.

But it is not the scale of the holdings, be it in area or in total amount of
business, which provides the appropriate criterion for dividing holdings
which produce for their own consumption from those which do not do
so. The extent of specialization is more to the point. Holdings special-
izing in fruit growing, market gardening, factory farming of pigs or
chickens, or vineyards are all in the same position as the big cereal
farmers. 15

At first sight, it seems that monoculture by its nature hputs the
possibilities for self-consumption. You cannot live exclusively on
grapes, or pork or peaches or whatever. But this explanation is less
‘obvious’ than it appears, for in fact specialization of holdings itself
results from an economic choice, from a decision to adapt to, or to
orientate exclusively towards, the market. ,

Non-specialized holdings, on the other hand, those subsistence or
artisan farms which make up the majority of France, are said to be
‘general’ farms. This term tends to confuse because it leads to — or
derives from — two received ideas which do not correspond to reality.
One is that these holdings have several types of market speculation: that
they offer various types of produce on the market, whereas specialized
holdings or monoculture offer only one. Second, that production for
self-consumption, sometimes seen as the principal aim of traditional
agricultural production, is also the consequence of ‘general’ production:
it results from the production of diverse goods for the market.
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In reality, general farm holdings usually have only one market specu-
lation: stock rearing, either for milk or for meat. The growing of plants—
which is what makes it mixed or ‘general’ farming — is an intermediary
production. The plants do not reach the market. They are consumed in
the process of producing market animals. Thus, so far as the market is
concerned, to call such farms ‘general’ is misleading. There is however
good and plentiful general farming on these holdings, but contrary to
what Milhau and Montagne assert, this diverse production is not (or is
no longer) motivated by a concern to reduce risks by offering several
products on the market — to secure oneself against fluctuations in prices.
It is for self-consumption.

It can thus be seen that it is not specialization as such which prohibits
self-consumption, for general farm holdings are, from the point of view
of the market, in the same situation as those which are specialized. Both
offer only one final product, and the specialized holdings could, just as
well as those in general farming, have diversified cultivation for their
own consumption. In so far as they do not do so, it is because of their
economic attitude. They calculate in terms of profitability, and this
calculation leads them to choose commercialization at the expense of
self-consumption. Similarly, the self-consumption typical of general
farms does not result from a diversification given by what is produced —
a diversity which exists prior to a choice to produce for self-
consumption. On the contrary, a choice is made in favour of production
for consumption at the expense of production for the market.

Production for self-consumption in agriculture is taken into consider-
ation when national accounts are constructed. This production,
although non-market in essence, is included in the gross national
product and the gross national revenue. However, since, in the strict
sense, it has no value — not having been the object of exchange — to be
included it has to be attributed one. How is this value determined?

The very fact of including a pig, produced and eaten by a household,
in the GNR, follows from two presumptions:

1 that the household, if it had not eaten the pig, would have been able
to sell it; and

2 that the household, if it had not produced the pig, whould have had
to buy one.

These two propositions are equally legitimate. However, from an
accounting point of view, they are not equivalent. According to which
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you choose, the pig has a different value. National accounting outside
France chooses the first proposition and calculates the loss of earnings to
agriculture. It invoices the pig at its selling price. French national
accounting has favoured the latter proposition since 1963 and calculates
the saving in spending for the household. It invoices the pig at its retail
price. The latter is greater than the former.

According to the experts, the French solution presents some draw-
backs because

it is the price of production which represents the cost of the consumption in
question . . . commodities consumed on the farm do not carry the expenses of
transport, the profit margins of intermediaries, and the taxes which encumber
the retail price . . . evaluation at retail price . . . consequently includes. . . the
value of services which have not in fact been provided

(Marczewski 1967).

Despite these drawbacks, the French national account changed tack
because, although this method makes a supplementary production
appear (that of transforming agricultural produce into the products of
the agricultural and foodstuffs industries) which, according to
Marczewski, hasn’t been effected, in other respects the augmentation of
the gross internal product of the holdings (and thus the gross national
product) is counterbalanced by the attribution of a debit of equal
amount to the disposable income of households. Thus, according to our
expert ‘the balance of accounts is not affected.’ In addition Marczewski
admits that, if it is ‘certainly not true’ that agricultural households and
holdings fulfil some commercialized functions (whose value is included
in the retail price), it is ‘partly true that they fulfil for themselves the
functions of transforming agricultural products’.

This admission is welcome, because if Marczewski had held to his
first position, according to which agriculturalists do not carry out any
transformation of agricultural products, we would have to suppose that
they consume the same raw product as they sell, and thus that they
devour pigs running on their four trotters.

Some of the transformations which are necessary to make agricultural
products consumable are thus accounted, but only some. The products
are valued at their retail price. The pig is (happily) killed, skinned and
cut into joints, so French farmers cannot be taxed with eating live
animals. But the national account stops there: at a point when the pig is
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still far from being consumable. The last necessary operations — prepar-
ation, cooking and serving the pig — are not taken into account. Once
again agricultural households must be suspected of uncommon feeding
habits — for example, a taste for eating raw meat directly off the slab —
unless of course we want to suspect those who construct national
accounts of being arbitrary.

But the arbitrariness of the national account is not surprising. For
what are the transformations which continue to be invisible, what are
the things which are not thought of as being done? Those which
correspond to some of the operations covered by the term ‘housework’.

Housework as production

It is often argued that housework is unpaid (free) because it is not
productive, and that it is not productive because it ‘does not enter into
the system of values’, i.e. it does not pass through the market. Not only
is this a poor explanation, it is above all a curious definition of produc-
tivity, because as we have just seen, some non-market products, con-
sumed by their producers, are accounted and treated as productive.
The absence of passage through the market (or not having been
exchanged) is thus not the reason for the status of domestic work. The
previous discussion has shown that housework is productive if we adopt
the terms of national accounting, which are legitimate in that they
define as productive all work which increases wealth. Accordingly,
housework should be considered as productive along with other pro-
duction accounted under the title of ‘for household self-consumption’.
The process of production for one’s own consumption is a whole: either
all the operations which lead to the final consumption are productive, or
none of them are.

So we could ask why the French national account in particular makes
_such an arbitrary division within this process? If the prevalent principle
in evaluating production for self-consumption made explicit reference
to the lack of monetary gain — hence to the fact of goods not reaching the
market — then the exclusion of the transformations to make food
consumable — but of all the transformations to make it consumable —
would be comprehensible (that is to say, if the principle stated that the
value accounted was the sale price of the pig ‘on the hoof’, because only
the potentiality of sale makes it a production). But such is not the case.
On the one hand certain transformations are accounted, and, on the
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other, reference to potential marketability would in any case not justify
the exclusion of housework.

We have seen that the only part of self-consumption which is
accounted for is the value of goods in the state in which households
usually purchase them on the retail market (i.e. before the final house-
work transformations). These final transformations, which are not
counted in agricultural households, are not counted in any other house-
holds either. Only agricultural households raise pigs, but chops are
cooked in all households. Consequently all households, and not just
agricultural households, produce for their own consumption. Hence
the sum of services and values which the national account ignores is
substantial. To understand how and why this institution establishes this
arbitrary cut, and to say why reference to marketability also does not
justify excluding housework, we must make a new detour. At the end of
the detour we will have the answers to these two questions and, more-
over, will be able to reply to the first question posed: is housework the
only unpaid work?

The difference between occupational work and household work
on farms

" On agricultural smallholdings, women take part in all production, as

much in that destined for the market as in that destined for the
accounted aspects of self-consumption. This is true for men too. But
women also do some additional unaccounted work which men do not
do, whose products are consumed by the household. This work is
designated ‘housework’.

Time-budget studies of the wives of small farmers distinguish their
‘housework’ from their ‘occupational work’. Most of the authors of such
work say how difficult it is to distinguish the two, and they underline the
concrete overlap of tasks. Becouarn (n.d.) and Bastide and Girard
(1959) deem that the wives of small farmers do an average of four hours
of farm work a day; Allauzen (1967) raises this figure to five hours.

But what criteria distinguish housework from occupational work?
Apparently the distinction between ‘holding’ and ‘house’. This itself
recovers, or rather applies to the agricultural holding, an opposition
between business and household; which itself hides another opposition,
between production and consumption, without which the first has no
meaning. But this cannot be used to single out housework alone,
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precisely because on farms, part of what is produced by the ‘business’ is
directly consumed by the household. The distinction between
exchange-value and use-value (between production for the market and
production for consumption) which may be being referred to implicitly,
is also not relevant either. If it were used, it would not separate ‘house-
work’ from ‘occupational work’, but rather ‘housework-and-some-
occupational work’ from ‘the-rest-of-the-occupational-work’, because
‘occupational work’ covers all the holdings’ production, and a substan-
tial part of this is self-consumed (i.e. constitutes use-values).

How, then, is the kolding itself defined? It is neither a place (because
many occupational activities take place inside the house) nor a business
(because it does not produce exclusively for the market). In which case,
how is occupational work to be defined, since ‘occupational work’ refers
back to (is the work associated with) the ‘holding’ and no definition of
holding exists?

In the absence of definitions, we have to look and see what the
empirical objects are with which these terms coincide. We then see that,
in actuality, the term ‘occupational’ is applied to activities which have as
their object accounted production; and as we saw in the last section, all the
household and holding production is accounted — except for the part
called ‘housework’. Housework is itself implicitly defined in opposition
to, or rather as what is left when, occupational work is subtracted. It is
what is not occupational work.

We thus arrive at a reasoning of remarkable circularity, and certainly
at a theoretical dead end. There is no formal, economic, definition of
occupational work or the holding. (Since these two terms refer back to
one another, if one lacks a definition so must the other.) Likewise
occupational work, having no economic definition, has no features
which distinguish it formally from ‘housework’, which at the same
stroke has no definition either. These two terms certainly relate to one
another, but, in the absence of definition, not as two concepts but as two
empirical objects. They are opposed, but in some way other than in the
economic logic from which they are deemed to arise.

We therefore have to look once again to the empirical world to find
our way out of the impasse; or rather, to see in what domain these two
types of ‘work’ are defined. We can then establish that rural researchers
call ‘housework’ certain tasks which are in fact in no way distinguished
on the economic level from the other tasks carried out by the wives of
small farmers. The only thing which distinguishes these tasks from the
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others carried out by the same women, is what does not distinguish
them from tasks carried out by women in non-agricultural households.
What distinguishes housework on farms is that it is not specifically
agricultural. It is done elsewhere as well. In sum, researchers call
‘housework’ work which is not specific to agricultural production for
self-consumption, i.e. which is common to all production for self-
consumption.

‘Occupational work’ on farms in turn is thus nothing — it cannot be
anything —other than what is left once ‘housework’ has been subtracted.
The definition of ‘occupational work’ depends on housework, deﬁnefl
as a package of tasks; and the only sociological characteristic of this
package is that it is work for self-consumption which is done by non-
agricultural households as well as by agricultural households.

To sum up, the definition of accounted self-consumption on farms
seems to be: all agricultural production for self-consumption less the
production for self-consumption common to all households, rural and
urban. This definition might seem to show that urban criteria are
applied improperly to agricultural households: that production is
counted when it is done outside the household, while all that is done
inside the household is counted as non-productive, even though on
farms it is productive.

But the problem goes far beyond making categories of industrial
accounting adequate to agriculture. For in fact, even though the urban
household is held to be non-productive, in reality it is productive. It
could be argued that not only occupational work in agriculture, but also
occupational work as such, is empirically defined as what remains once
housework is eliminated. The only justification in fact for declaring the
work done in non-agricultural households non-productive would be if
all work for self-consumption were declared non-productive, including
therefore all the production for self-consumption in agriculture which is
officially accounted.

Housework as unpaid work

The reason why housework is not considered to be productive and why
it is not accounted is because it is done, within the confines of the home,
for free: because it is not paid, or exchanged in the general fashion. And
this is not because of the nature of the services which make it up,
because one can find any and all of them on the market; nor is it because
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of the nature of the people who do it, because the same woman who
cooks a chop unpaid in her home is paid when she does it in another
household (see The main enemy, Chapter 4). It is because of the
particular nature of the contract which ties the female worker — the wife
— to the household of her ‘master’.

But, you may say, the non-remuneration of work is not specific to
housework. It is true of all the work people do for their own consump-
tion. No one gets paid for work they do for themselves and their families.

Some authors, however, including Dalla Costa (1972), have argued
that housework — which they extend to cover all the work women do to
reproduce themselves and their families (which I would call production
for self-consumption) —is unpaid, in the sense of it being productive and
necessary work which should properly be paid. Dalla Costa, and the
group which formed around her work, have concluded that all house-
work, including the housework done by single women for themselves as
much as the work of wives, should be paid for by the state. They have
demanded wages for housework.

As I see it, they make an intellectual slip, due to the same lack of
theoretical rigour as is shown by other authors who define housework as
a series of tasks. They call work, and hence unpaid work, all the services
you do for yourself (including the work single men do for themselves).
They do not define the social conditions of production which would
qualify an activity’s being treated as unpaid work. I believe only services
furnished for others should be so designated.

To take again the example of self-consumption in agriculture, let us
suppose that a small farmer (who could be a man or a woman) makes his
or her own bread. This activity is considered productive even by the
national account. If the farmer does not eat the bread, he or she can sell
it; if they had not baked it, they would have had to buy it. Should this
accounted activity also be paid for? (Is it ‘unpaid’?) If farmers bake
b}'ead, should they be paid for the baking? Of course not. It is held, and
rightly, that they remunerate themselves: that if they did not bake their
own bread, the baking should certainly be paid for, but by them, to the
baker. If they do bake, they collect the price of baking in being thrifty.
This is why it is legitimate to add this value to the national product. A

loaf ha§ effectively been baked. That the producer has consumed it
forthwith (or almost) in no way detracts from the fact that the bread has
been well and truly added to the overall total of individual and national
wealth. That the bread does not pass through the market means the
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values of transport and commercial services are not added — but it
changes nothing about the production of the bread itself. It is legitimate
to add the value of home-baked bread to the income of small farmers
because they profit from this added wealth. If they had sold it instead of
eetl_ting it, they would equally have found themselves richer by the value
of a loaf.

To consider that, not having been paid (in money) for work, an
individual has performed free work, is a gross error. He or she has been
remunerated, whether in saving the baker’s service or in consuming an
extra loaf. In either case, they have been remunerated. It may be well or
badly, in terms of monetary calculation (when the saving made is
compared to the time spent, for example), but this matters little, for the
individual has chosen his or her own remuneration.

It is thus not contradictory to say, both, that work is productive, and
that it should not be remunerated by an external source, in so far as
productive work adds an element to the riches of its producers, and
thereby carried its own remuneration. To pay for such work would be
absurd. It would be to pay for it twice: to add a second remuneration to
the first. Similar reasoning could, and should, be applied to all the
services that you do for yourself. They could, and should, be accounted,
but since you then consume them, they are remunerated. We could
even skip the transition ‘since you then consume them’, since by
definition you consume a service you produce for yourself. Indeed it is
often consumed by you at the same time and in the very act of its
production (e.g. combing your hair).

Work is certainly being done, and appropriated, but by you. It
is work which is remunerated even though it is not paid. It is
work precisely because it ‘profits’ someone, but because it is
rendered to yourself, it carries its proper remuneration in itself: it is not
unpaid, it is not ‘free’ work. It follows therefore that the only work
which should be called ‘unpaid work’ is work which is both unpaid and
unremunerated. This can only be work done for someone else. In sum,
work can be:

1 accounted and remunerated (e.g. the work done by a peasant farmer
who bakes bread for him or herself);

2 accounted and not remunerated (e.g. the work done by the wife of a
farmer who bakes bread for her husband);

3 not accounted and not remunerated (‘housework’).
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The fact that particular work is noted by those who construct national
accounts does not imply that it is remunerated, nor does it induce it to
be remunerated. On the other hand, the fact that certain work is not
remunerated certainly does induce (lead) to its not being accounted.
The national account’s differential treatment of work which is equally
non-remunerated (e.g. the butchering and cooking of pigs), if it makes
no difference to the objectives of the national account (i.e. to balancing
the accounts), certainly does introduce a division into the work for
self-consumption done within households.

The national account takes the household as a unit. It does not want
to know who has done what, nor under what conditions (of remuner-
ation or unpaidness) within it. It is the ‘household’ which ‘produces’ for
itself and which consumes. By definition things are handed over to the
outside by the household and vice versa. Nothing goes on inside this
cell. For the national account there are no individuals, nothing is
exchanged or extorted from anyone, within households, and conse-
quently there are no modalities (of exchange or non exchange) to be
studied, since nothing takes place. From the point of view of indi-
viduals, however, their relations of production are fundamental.
Housework therefore cannot begin to exist as a subject of study until we
pass the barrier of the household as a unit.

Conclusion: the definition of housework

On the basis of the arguments above, we can begin to specify what we
mean by saying that housework is ‘free’ or unpaid. We mean that it is
work which is not paid, and which is not remunerated either, since it is
done for others. From this point onwards, housework can no longer be
defined as either this or that or the other task , or even the totality of the
tasks of which it is composed. It must be defined as a certain work
relationship, a particular relationship of production. It is all the work
dong unpaid for others within the confines of the household or the
famﬂy, From this point of view, there is no difference at all between
housework’ and all the other work of the wives of small farmers, nor
between their work and the work of wives of artisans or businessmen or
wage-workers. Nor is there any difference between the work of wives
and the work of other unpaid family workers (male or female) —called in
F rance ‘family helps’. .
This doubtless explains why the wives of small farmers can only draw
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a distinction between their ‘household’ activities and their ‘occupa-
tional’ activities with great difficulty, and at the behest of sociologists.
One of the reasons why the distinction is difficult to make is certainly
that the different tasks overlap concretely, and women pass incessantly
from one to another within the same hour. But this ‘reason’ is itself
determined by the underlying and principal reason why they do not
draw a distinction, which is that the work-of-the-holding and the
work-of-the-house are carried out within the same relations of production.
Although they may consist of different tasks (each whole, ‘occupation
work’ and ‘housework’, being itself disparate and constituting a lot of
::ll}arate tasks), they constitute but one and the same job: the job of a

e.

While it is legitimate to look at certain tasks women perform in order,
for example, to compare or re-evaluate the techniques used now and in
the past, as soon as we start to interpret the economic nature of house-
work, we must adopt an economic definition. This in turn requires that
we take into account all the work of wives, that we treat all the work
done within the same relations of production as a whole.

To talk of the structural characteristics of ‘house work’ while con-
tinuing to define this as a collection of tasks, is a conu'adictiqn in terms.
If the purpose is to explain (or at least to interpret) the unpaid nature of
‘housework’, then all unpaid work (both ‘work’ and ‘unpaid’ having
been defined) must be taken into account. Only then can the boundaries
of the object of study be drawn. At present the limits have been set in
advance, and empirically. In other words, the empirical object itself has
yet to be theoretically determined. )

This is why, since the characteristic relations of production of
housework are not specific to it, or are not restricted to it, but also
characterize other types of tasks and work (e.g. wives’ ‘occupational’
work on farms), I propose that we henceforth substitute the concept
of domestic® work for that of housework — for the object of study is
certainly free work carried out in the domus in the wide and sociological
sense.

The defective definition of housework, or rather the .contradiction
between its common practical definition and the study of its relations of
production, has, I believe, greatly limited the latter. The demand for
wages for all household tasks is a proof of this by absurdity. It is not,
however, the most serious manifestation of this limitation. But that is
another matter.
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Notes and references

1 Among the first publications appearing in 1970 were those of-
Benston, Larguia, Delphy, Olah, and Mainardi. Since then many
others have followed, too numerous to mention.

For my reasons for talking of ‘women wives’, see below p. 00.
When I originally wrote this article in 1978 I used the term domestic
work, deriving from domus, to stress that the other participants in
the debate in fact misused ‘domestic’ and did not distinguish it from
housework. Domus has many connotations of place, and I now believe
that ‘familial work’, which would connote mainly relationships, is the
better term.
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Continuities and discontinuities
in marriage and divorce*

Studies devoted to divorce in the past have presented it as the sum of
individual divorce situations, they have not defined it (e.g. Goode 1956;
Kooy 1959; Chester 1973). This is doubtless because the definition of
divorce and its sociological significance are taken for granted; divorce
means the breakdown and failure of marriage. These are the words used
by the individuals concerned and sociologists have implicitly
approached the problem from the same point of view. Even if they have
apparently (but not always) refrained from direct value judgements and
emotionally laden terms such as ‘failure’, they have still considered that
the definition of divorce as the end of marriage, its revocation, or as the
opposite of marriage, was a satisfactory one.

By contrast, a great deal of attention has been paid to the individual
causes of divorce, and here it is evident that sociologists have not limited
themselves to the reasons advanced by the protagonists, nor to their
psychological ‘motivations’, but have included in their studies more
objective data: for instance, social characteristics such as class origin
and educational level. They have, however, always directed their atten-
tion to the ‘couple’ or the individual union. This method may have
enabled them to pinpoint the differences (if indeed there are any)
between couples and/or individuals who are divorced and those who are
not; but it cannot teach us about the institution of divorce, for this is not
just a multitude of individual accidents.

Were a similar method of analysis to be applied to marriage as has
been with divorce (and indeed this has unfortunately often been the way
sociologists have approached marriage, unlike anthropologists) we
would look for — and would in all probability find — differences between

* First published in D. Leonard Barker and S. Allen (eds.), Sexual Divisions and Society: Process
and Change, Tavistock 1976.
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married and non-married individuals. But marriage is an institution and
merely to look at those who enter or leave it, cannot shed light on the
institution or why it exists. Similarly with divorce. Divorce is an insti-
tution which follows certain rules, it is codified and subject to control,
ranging from implicit but unformulated social control to penal control.

Furthermore divorce is organically related to the institution of
marriage. In an old American film the heroine asks what the grounds for
divorce are in the state where she lives, and the lawyer replies, ‘being
married’. But I would go further and argue that not only is marriage the
necessary condition for divorce; but also that divorce is not inconsistent
with marriage. For while a divorce signifies the end of a marriage
(marriage meaning here a particular union), it by no means implies the
end of mamriage as an institution. Divorce was not invented to destroy
marriage since divorce is only necessary if marriage continues to exist.
Indeed, it is often argued that the increase in the incidence of divorce
can be interpreted as proof, not that the institution of marriage is sick,
but on the contrary that it is thriving.

Further, divorce reveals and throws into relief certain institutional
aspects of marriage, and it makes clear what is otherwise latent. Con-
versely marriage sheds light on divorce. Not only do certain aspects of
marriage make the institution of divorce more intelligible; what is more
noteworthy is that they are carried over and perpetuated in divorce.

The institution of marriage is, of course, complex and it is imperative
to specify which aspect and which function is being studied. This paper
will focus attention exclusively on the economic aspect of marriage, and
+ to make clear what this means, I will first summarize briefly the
approach that is used. (For more details, see Chapter 4.)

A theory of marriage

My proposition is that marriage is the institution by which unpaid work
is extorted from a particular category of the population, women-wives.
This work is unpaid for it does not give rise to a wage but simply to
upkeep. These very peculiar relations of production in a society that is
defined by the sale of work (wage-labour) and products, are not deter-
mined by the type of work accomplished. Indeed they are not even
limited to the production of household work and the raising of children,
but extend to include all the things women (and also children) produce
within the home, and in small-scale manufacturing, shopkeeping, or
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farming, if the husband is a craftsman, tradesman, or farmer, or various
professional services if the husband is a doctor or lawyer, etc. The fact
that domestic work is unpaid is not inherent to the particular type of
work done, since when the same tasks are done outside the family they are
paid for. The work acquires value — is remunerated — as long as the
woman furnishes it to people to whom she s not related or married.

The valuelessness of domestic work performed by married women
derives institutionally from the marriage contract, which is in fact a
work contract. To be more precise, it is a contract by which the head of
the family — the husband — appropriates all the work done in the family
by his children, his younger siblings, and especially by his wife, since he
can sell it on the market as his own if he is, for example, a craftsman or
farmer or doctor. Conversely, the wife’s labour has no value because it
cannot be put on the market, and it cannot be put on the market because
of the contract by which her labour power is appropriated by her
husband. Since the production intended for exchange — on the market—
is accomplished outside the family in the wage-earning system, and
since a married man sells his work and not a product in this system, the
unpaid work of women cannot be incorporated in the production
intended for exchange. It has therefore become limited to producing
things which are intended for the family’s internal use: domestic
services and the raising of children.

Of course, with the increase of industrial production (and hence the
number of wage-earners) and the decrease in family production, many
women-wives now work for money, largely outside the home. They are
none the less expected to do the household work. It would appear that
their labour power is not totally appropriated since they divert a part of
it into their paid work. Yet since they earn wages they provide their own
upkeep. While one could, with a touch of bad faith, consider the
marriage contract as an exchange contract when women work only
within the household, with married women providing domestic work in
exchange for upkeep, when married women earn their own living that
ll!usion disappears altogether. It is clear then that their domestic work is
given for nothing and the feature of appropriation is even more con-
spicuous.

However, the modes of appropriation differ depending on whether
the woman has a paid job or not. When she does not, her total work
power 1s appropriated, and this thus determines the type of work she
will do — if her husband is a doctor she will make appointments for the
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patients; if he has a garage she will type the bills, etc. It also determines
the nature of the relations of production under which she operates — her
economic dependency and the non-value of her work — for while she
may accomplish exactly the same tasks as her well-to-do neighbour, the
upkeep she receives will be different if her husband’s financial status is
not as good. When she has a job, however, she recuperates part of her
labour power in exchange for the accomplishment of a precise and
specific type of work: housework. Legally any woman can now choose
the second solution, although in France the law requiring a husband’s
authorization for his wife to work outside the home was abolished only
some ten years ago. In point of fact, however, it seems reasonable to
suggest that the only women who work outside the home are those
whose husbands give their consent if they consider that they do not need
all their wife’s time. Equally, in France, the obligation to do housework
is not written in any law; all that is said in the Code Civil is that the wife’s
contribution to the ‘household charges’ can be in kind if she has no
dowry or independent income. But this obligation is inscribed nega-
tively, so to speak, in the sense that failure to assume it is sanctioned.
Some of the possible sanctions are social worker intervention or
divorce (see Dezalay 1976). When social control agents intervene,
whether it be in the person of the children’s judge, the social worker, or
the court, and if a divorce ensues or the family budget comes under the
control of the social workers, the obligations of marriage are officially
expressed and in particular the differential duties of the husband and
the wife. This precision and differentiation contrasts markedly with the
vague legal formulation of marriage contracts, which suggest an apparent
reciprocity in the respective duties of the partners (notably the wife’s
contribution in kind and the husband’s in money are represented as
having the same value and producing a similar status for both parters).

Conclusions following from this theory of marriage

It is clear that the position of women on the labour market and the
dlscr{minaﬁon that they suffer, are the result (and not the cause as
certain authors would have us believe) of the marriage contract as we
have described it.2

If we accept that marriage gives rise to the exploitation of women,
then it would be logical to suppose that pressure is brought to bear on
women to persuade them to marry. Of course there are various sorts of

i
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pressure — cultural, emotional-relational, and material-economic — and
one could argue that the last is not the most important, or that it is not
perceived as a pressure at the time of marriage, or that it is not oper-
ational at this time. However, if we compare the standard of living to
which a woman can aspire if she remains single and the standard which
she can reasonably expect from being married, it seems certain that
relative economic deprivation will be experienced by single women as
time goes on. We are confronted with a paradox: on the one hand
marriage is the (institutional) situation where women are exploited; and
on the other hand, precisely because of this, the potential market
situation for women’s labour (which is that of all women, not just those
who are actually married (see Barron and Norris 1976)) is such that
marriage still offers them the best career, economically speaking. If the
initial or potential situation is bad, it will simply be aggravated by the
married state, which becomes even more necessary than ever. T!le
economic pressure, in other words, the difference between the potential
‘single’ standard of living and the actual ‘married’ standard of living,
simply increases as time goes on.

Marriage as a self-perpetuating state

When women marry or have a child they often stop working or mc!eed
studying; or even occasionally among the middle class — the American
model is becoming general in France® — they stop studying in order to
put their husband through college, by means of a job that has no future,
and they stop working as soon as their husband has obtained his degree.
If they continue working, they do so at the cost of enormous sacrifices of
time and energy, and even then they are still not as free to devote
themselves to their work. As a result they cannot aspire to the
promotion which they might have had if they had not had to look aftera
husband and children materially as well as themselves. Ten years after
the wedding day, marriage is even more necessary than before because
of the dual process whereby women lose ground or at best remain at the
same place in the labour market, while married men make great
progress in their work as they are not hampered by hpusehold (.)bh.ga-
tions. Of course, individual husbands are not responsible for this situ-
ation, but all men benefit from a situation that is taken to be normal. A
‘normal’ day’s work is that of a person who does not have to do his own
domestic work. But even though this is the norm, it is none the less
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:ble only by the fact that the household tasks are assumed by
;nt;g:s?oaﬁfrl:?)lset exgiusively by women. It is evident that the career ofa
married man must not be compared for our purposes with that of other
men. but with the life he would have led if he had remained single, or if
he h’ad had to share the pousel}old tasks including the raising of
children. This dual process is particularly evident in the case where the
wife gives up her own studies in order to finance her husband’s. Here,
even though both begin in more or less the same position (not taking
discrimination into account), marriage results in the wife moving down
the economic ladder and the husband moving up, and these changes
combine to create an important gap between the economic possibilities

ers.
Of'tl‘hlfutsw i(: llell-lmbe said that, from the woman’s standpoint, marriage
creates the conditions for its own continuation and encourages entry
into a second marriage if a particular union comes to an end.

In this respect statistics are ambiguous, or, more precisely, are
difficult to interpret. There are generally more divorced women at work
than married women (annual statistics from the Ministére de la Justice
1973). This could be taken as confirmation that their economic situ-
ation, notably the absence of an independent income, discourages
full-time housewives from getting divorced. But on the other hand
many women begin to work just because they face a divorce — they start
the moment they decide to get a divorce, long before the decree is
issued. This explains why they are registered as ‘working’ at that
particular time. Having a job enables some women to envisage divorce,
while others in the same situation but lacking a job have to ‘make a go’ of
their marriage. A large number of women who are divorced or about to
be divorced come on the labour market in the worst possible conditions
(as do widows), with no qualifications, no experience, and no seniority.
They find themselves relegated to the most poorly-paid jobs. This
situation is often in contrast with the level of their education and the
careers they envisaged, or could have envisaged, before their marriage,
the social rank of their parents, and not only the initial social rank of
their husband but, more pertinently, the rank he has attained when
they divorce, some five, ten, or twenty years after the beginning of their
marriage. In addition, those with dependent children have to look after
them financially, and this new responsibility is added to the domestic
work which they were already providing before divorce. For the
majority of women, the contrast between the standard of living that they
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enjoy while married and that which they can expect after divorce simply
redoubles the pressures in favour of marriage or remarriage depending
on the circumstances.

The state of divorce as a continuation of the state of marriage

The fact that the material responsibility for children is assumed by the
woman after divorce confirms the hypothesis concerning the appropri-
ation by the husband of his wife’s work, but it suggests as well that the
appropriation which is a characteristic of marriage persists even after
the marriage has been dissolved. This leads me to contend that divorce
is not the opposite of marriage, nor even its end, but simply a change or
a transformation of marriage. )
At the beginning of a marriage this appropriation is legally masked; it
is a matter of custom in the sense that the legal framework which
underlines it is vague and unused and even useless. It only begins to
operate — by means of the intervention of the judicial system — gvhen the
marriage comes to an end. Even then its apparent purpose 1s not to
burden the wife with the entire responsibility for the children nor to
exempt the husband totally. It permits such an outcome, but by omission
rather than by a positive action. There is positive action, however, in the
official guideline of considering ‘the child’s interest’. o
Unofficially custody of the children is considered to be a pnvx{ege and
even a compensation for the woman who may be left badly off in ot.her
respects. A real battle is staged to make the two spouses turn against
each other and to keep them uncertain as to the outcome of the conflict
for as long as possible. The custody of the children* becomes the main
issue, and at the end of the battle the spouse who obtains this cqstody
considers that he or she has won the war. But in fact when the chﬂdren
are young they are almost always entrusted to their mother. Officially
both parents share the responsibility for the cost of looking after the
children, but the woman’s income after divorce is always very much
lower than that of her former husband, and the allowance for the
children decided by the courts is always ridiculously low.3 The woman’s
financial contribution is thus of necessity greater in absolute value than
her husband’s, even though her income is lower. As a result her partici-
pation and her sacrifices are relatively much greater. Furthenpore, 80
per cent of all allowances are never paid (Boigeol, Commaille, and
Roussel 1975). Even if the official directives are respected and the
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allowance is paid, the amount agreed never takes into account the
woman’s time and work in the material upkeep of the children.®

Thus the courts ratify the exclusive responsibility of women both by
positive actions, granting custody to the mother and assigning a low
allowance for the children; and by negative action, failing to ensure the
payment of the allowance. The ‘child’s interest’ makes it imperative for
him or her to be entrusted to his or her mother, be she poor, ‘immoral’,
or sick, as long as he or she requires considerable material care: as long
as there are nappies to wash, feeds to prepare and special clothes, toys,
medicaments, lessons, etc. to pay for. As soon as the child reaches the
age of 15 the courts usually regard the father more favourably than the
mother:7? she is thought to be unable to provide the child with as many
advantages as the father, who is better off (for very good reasons). A
child who has been entrusted to his or her mother can then be handed
back to his or her father, again in the ‘child’s interest’. And yet,
curiously enough, this aspect of the child’s interest — the parent’s wealth
— did not come into play when the child was younger. Objectively the
child’s interest® has served to make his or her mother poorer and his or
her father richer, creating thereby the conditions in which it will be ‘in
his/her interest’ later on to return to the father.

Two conclusions can be drawn: in divorce, as in marriage, the work
involved in raising children is carried out by the woman unpaid and the
husband is exempted from this charge as part of the normal process.
Furthermore, the financial care of the children, which was shared by
the couple or assumed by the husband alone in the marriage, is there-
after assumed predominantly or exclusively by the woman.

In compensation the woman no longer has to carry domestic respon-
sibility for her husband. This casts a special light on the marriage
contract. Indeed, when the married state is compared with the official as
well as the real divorced state, it becomes clear that the material
responsibility for the children is the woman’s ‘privilege’ in both cases;
while in marriage, in contrast to divorce, the wife provides for her
husband’s material upkeep in exchange for his contribution towards the
financial upkeep of the children.

Marriage and responsibility for children: a question of theoretical
antecedence

An overriding concern in this paper so far has been to rethink the
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economic aspects of the institution of marriage and to give them the
definition that they have lacked. Comparing marriage to divorce, it
seems that the material upkeep of the husband by the wife is related to
the participation of the husband in the financial upkeep of children.
This provides grounds for viewing marriage differently. This approach
is consistent with the contention that whereas marriage sheds light on
divorce, the reverse is also true. So far this has meant only that divorce
reveals the nature of the marriage contract, but it can also be taken to
mean that divorce can shed light on what made this contract possible in
the first place.

I contend that these conclusions allow us to see childcare (from the
analytical not the empirical point of view) as separate from the rest of
domestic work. The obligation of childcare may have to be viewed as
not so much perpetuating the husband’s appropriation of his yv1fe’s
labour, as making it possible in the first place. Or, to put it slightly
differently, these conclusions compel us to consider the pos&plhty that
the continuation of the obligation of childcare is a coninuation of the
marriage contract, in so far as the appropriation of the wife’s labour
includes the obligation of childcare; but that this obhgat}on,_ while
carried out in marriage, does not necessarily stem from it; that it might be
antecedent to it, and might even be one of the factors that makes the
appropriation of wives’ labour — the free giving by them of the rest of
housework — possible. o

If marriage is considered as giving rise to the appropriation of the
women-wives’ work, the position of married women who work outside
of the home suggests that this total appropriation can be .transformed
into a partial appropriation, bearing no longer on their time or work
power as a whole but on a specific task, the household work, that can
eventually be replaced by an equivalent sum of money.® This evolution
of the system of appropriation of wives’ labour may at first sight call to
mind the evolution of the appropriation of the labour of slaves between
the Roman Empire and the late Middle Ages. The appropriation by the
seigneur of the slave’s total work power became a partial appropriation,
approximately half of his time, three days work per week (Bloch 1964),
when the slave became a ‘serf’ and was ‘settl?d’. He then worked
part-time for his own profit on a piece of land which he rented from the
seigneur. The time debt to the siegneur was later itself transformed into
the obligation to accomplish a specific task, the corvée, which later on
could be commuted into a money payment.
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However, this way of formulating the problem is perhaps false
because the partial appropriation of the married woman’s labour on this
analogy should be counterbalanced by the woman partially recuper-
ating her work power, when in fact she pays for the freedom to work
outside, and to have an independent income, with a double day’s work.
It cannot be said that she recuperates either a period of time or a value.

production characterized by dependency.
Furthermore, if marriage as a state is characterized and differentiated
from divorce by the ‘contract’ of appropriation, marriage and divorce
can be considered as two ways of obtaining a similar result: the collec-
tive attribution to women of the care of children and the collective
exemption of men from the same responsibility.
Seen from this angle, not only the married and the divorced states but
also the state of concubinage, in short all the situations in which
children exist and are cared for, have similar characteristics and are
different forms of one and the same institution, which could be called
X. The situation of the unmarried mother can be taken to be its extreme
form, and at the same time its most typical form, since the basic dyad is
the mother and child. Marriage could be seen as being one of the
possible forms of X, in which the basic couple is joined by a man who
temporarily participates in the financial upkeep of the child and in
return appropriates the woman’s labour power.
This view is similar to that of those anthropologists (Adams 19715
Zelditch 1964) who criticize Murdock (1949) and say that the family
defined as a trio proceeding from the husband and wife couple (taken t0
be.the fundamental dyad) is not a universal type, whereas the mother—
child association is. This point of view may become a new element in the
study of western societies, where it has generally been taken for granted
that the family is patrifocal. This element may be new, but it is not
contradictory; for if the family, considered as the place where children are
Pdeu.ced, can be viewed as matrifocal, even in our own societies, it
remains none the less true that as an ecomomic production unit (for
exchange or for its own use) it is defined, as during the Roman era
(Engels 1884), as the group of relatives and servants who give work to
the head of the family: the father.

Ing a step further, the state of marriage-with-children appears as
€ meeting place for two institutions: on the one hand the institution
relating to women’s exclusive responsibility for child-care, on the other

On the other hand she does partially escape from a relationship of

Continuities and discontinuities 103

the institution relating to the appropriation by the husband of his wife’s
labour power.

Indeed if one considers marriage alone, it appears that the care of
children, their upkeep, which is no different from the material upkeep
of the husband by the wife and which is carried out in the same manner
— the execution of work in exchange for maintenance (financial upkeep)
— partakes of and flows from the appropriation of the wife’s labour
power by her husband. As long as there are two parents it can be
postulated that the children, in accordance with the legal terms, are
their common property, possession, and responsibility. In this case, in
the marriage situation half the work involved in the upkeep of the
children is appropriated by the husband-father, and continues to be so
after the divorce. But children do not always have two owners. In the
absence of the father, their upkeep by the mother, or even half of this
upkeep, is obviously of no benefit to any particular man. Besides, even
in marriage or divorce it is doubtful whether the parents are the only
ones, excluding society as a whole, to benefit from the children, and
consequently it is not at all certain that the husband-father should be
considered as the only one to benefit from his half of the work involved
in looking after the children, or as the only one to appropriate his wife’s
work, since he does not carry it out with her. If this is accepted, then the
raising of the children will have to be considered apart from the
woman’s family work (household or other) and the exclusive responsi-
bility of women concerning the children will have to be treated as a
relatively autonomous institution with respect to marriage. o

If the relationship between marriage and divorce is viewed in this
way, it appears slightly differently from what was suggested at the
beginning of this paper. The husband’s appropriation of his wife’s work
then ceases, in part or completely, as soon as the marriage comes to an
end (depending on whether or not the husband is considered as con-
tinuing to benefit from the children, and from their upkeep, either
partly or not at all). In this view divorce is not the continuation of
marriage. However, the situation after divorce, in which the respon-
sibility for the children is an important aspect, constitutes a strong
economic incentive to remarriage for women. _

When there are children, the responsibility for their care continues to
be borne exclusively by the woman after divorce, and this burden is
increased by the financial cost. However, rather than considering that
this illustrates a continuation of the husband’s appropriation of his
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wife’s work, it would now seem more exact to say that it illustrates a new 6 I distinguish the financial and material upkeep of a family. Th.e first
form of women’s responsibility for children, which exists before the is the part of the consumption that is bought. The second consists of
marriage, is carried on in the marriage, and continues afterwards. This services, or labour applied to goods bought by the wage.
responsibility can be defined as the collective exploitation of women by 7 This is based on statistics from the Ministére de la Justice (1973) and
men, and correlated with this, the collective exemption of men from the oral communications from a lawyer. )

cost of reproduction. The individual appropriation of a particular wife’s 8 That this is a mere legal fiction is clear if we consider the result to
labour by her husband comes over and above this collective appropri- which it leads, and that from the very beginning it is the judges and
ation. It is derived from, or at least made possible by, the collective not the children who talk of their ‘interest’. o )
appropriation which acts in favour of marriage, since if the husband 9 When for example the woman buys off her obligation by paying fora
appropriates his wife’s work power, in return he contributes to her nurse or a public nursery, etc. out of her salary.

financial upkeep and the children’s, and in this way he ‘lightens’ her
burden by partially assuming a responsibility from which society
exempts him. In other words, the institutional exemption from which |
he benefits allows him to claim his wife’s total labour power in exchange !
for his contribution to the children’s financial upkeep.

Notes and references

1 I use the expression woman-wife to stress that the one is a person and
the other a role. This ontological distinction is blurred by the fact
that the social role is so widely associated with a biological category
that they have become equivalent.

2 The thesis of Blood and Wolfe (1960), for example, is that no model
exists, let alone a patriarchal one. If more married women do the
housework than married men, it is because they have more time to
do it and their husbands less since they work outside (!). And if
married women are of less weight in making decisions, it is owing to
the fact that since they do not work outside (this being compensated
by the extra time they have to do the housework) so their contribu-
tion to the domestic economy is less important.

3 See, for example, couples where the husbands are at business school
(Marceau 1976).

4 This is a legal notion which officially denotes official responsibility
and, unofficially, the right to dispose of and enjoy as one may
dispose of and enjoy any possession.

5 Inastudy I was involved in, we found in one provincial court that J
the ex-wife was awarded a mean of £10 per month per child. In |
general, courts in France will never instruct the ex-husband to pay
more than one-third of his income to his ex-wife and children.




Our friends and ourselves:
the hidden foundations of
various pseudo-feminist
accounts*

7.

I. Neo-sexism or masculine feminism

We have some good friends among men. We flee them like the plague,
and they try to force our interests. Who could fail to recognize in this the
marks of true friendship!

All these friends, all these masculine partisans of women’s liberation,
have a number of things in common:

1 they want to substitute themselves for us;

2 they actually speak instead of us;

3 they approve of women’s liberation, and even of the participation of
women in this project, so long as liberation and women follow and
certainly do not precede them;

4 they want to impose on us their conception of women’s liberation,
which includes the participation of men, and they want to impose their
participation so as to control the movement and its direction: the
direction of women’s liberation.

So well meaning are our masculine friends that they cannot help
bending their ears to us from time to time. They understand what the
women’s liberation movement is about to the extent that, because it is
only open to women, they can say ‘Of course the oppressed must
liberate themselves’, and in so doing they distinguish themselves from,
and show themselves to be superior to, the vast majority of men, who do
not understand, and whom they can virtuously repudiate. They thus
show an ‘open’ attitude. They try to understand because they are keen
political brains, the type who can tell which way the wind is blowing

* ffirst p}lblished in Questions F éministes, No. 1 (1977). The first English translation was by Linnie
Price, mimeo 1978.
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before anyone else. But it is precisely their duty as keen political brains
to produce keen political analyses, and this inevitably leads them to spot
here and there points which have been neglected by women (who
remain, don’t forget, the principal agents of their own liberation). And,
having located these points, it would be dishonest, nay unfriendly, of
these keen brains not to point out to us the factors we have neglected.
And point them out they do, kindly but firmly.

But where do these men get their clear views, not only of what
feminism ought to be, but of what it is in essence — an essence of which
the existing movement is nothing but a chance incarnation in their eyes:
nothing but a reflection and, according to them, a very approximate, if

~ not frankly unsatisfactory, imitation of what it could and should be?

The fact that they do not participate in the actual movement, that
they do not follow the discussions and contradictory debates which take
place within it — in a word, the fact that they are not the individuals
directly and primarily involved — does not seem to be an obstacle to
them. Indeed they think that their opinions are not only just as valuable
as those of the thousands of women who have been considering these
various problems for years, but rather that they are more valuable.
These men seem to conceive of their inevitable non-involvement, their
status as observers, not as a handicap, but, on the contrary, as an
advantage. However this (generally implicit) idea quite obviously goes
against their own political principles and against those which they
accept in accepting the women’s liberation movement. )

So why is there this flagrant contradiction? First, because our friends
do not believe that women are oppressed in the same way as other
groups. They would not dare ‘advise’ the Blacks, the people of the
Third World, or the Palestinians on how to lead their struggle against
us, i.e. against western whites — still less to ‘rectify’ their ‘errors’. They
would not dare imply of these oppressed people what they constantly
imply of women: that we are partial, ‘both prosecutor and judge’,
whereas they are impartial and will only appraise. Ina word, they do not
really believe that they oppress us.

Second, and related to this, the ‘friendship’ of friends is paternalism: a
benevolence which necessarily involves a good measure of scorn.
Indeed, a benevolence which can only be explained by scorn. They
meddle in our affairs because they think we are incapable of dealing
with them.

But this is not all: the truth — another truth —is that they who are first
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in everything cannot resign themselves to not being first here too. Yet
obviously they cannot be first here. Their benevolence is nothing but an
attempt to secure a place, an attempt not to be left out. There is
certainly an objective and a major reason for their attempt to control the
direction of the women’s movement, which is the fear that things will g0
against them. But there is also a tendency, imprinted in them sinc®
birth, which has become second nature, and which is stronger than they
are. And that is that any place must be their place, and that their place i
in front.

%his was seen in a spatial way at the first large women’s demonstra-
tion in France in November 1971 for free abortion. If a third of the me®
were at the back as arranged, the other two-thirds were at the front,
hiding the women and behaving as if this were a normal demo; that is, 2
men’s demo. No exhortation could persuade them to move, if not to the
back, then at least into the ranks. They knew it was a women’s demon"
stration, but their conditioning went against the practical consequences
of this fact. They had to be there, as usual, in the front line of what was
happening, even at the risk of harming the political objective they were
supporting.

So what is the difference between these friends and our declared
enemies, those who drag us in the mud and cover us with ridicule? Itis 3
difference of means and not of ends: a matter of tactics and not ©
strategy. Our enemies attack from the front and frankly (honestly?)
acknowledge their objective: tostay in their place (and thus to keep us 10
ours). Our friends, however, have chosen to keep their place in a mor¢
subtle, but also a more thorough way. Our enemies are excluded at least
from the feminist ranks, which matters little to them since they still
have the rest of society; but our friends envisage nothing less than
maintaining their power even within the small bastion of resistance 1o that

er.
pogne such friend is Claude Alzon, Professor of Sociology at the
University of Vincennes and self-proclaimed feminist. In recent years
he has written a number of leading articles in Le Monde on women’s
liberation. Various activists in the WLM asked to be allowed to write
similar articles but without success. Alzon has never written a single
article in Le Monde on any other subject; and he was given space only
because he was talking about women. He would not have been able t0
publish on this subject ten years ago. It was the emergence of the WLM
and the demand for speech by women which created a demand for
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speech about them. But male power not only dissociates these two
exigencies, it in fact uses one against the other. It is not enough to refuse
to allow women to speak; it is necessary, the better to re-establish order,
to have men speak about women. Alzon speaks doubly in our place: he
speaks about women, indeed about our liberation; and he speaks about
it in places which would not have existed but for the WLM, but from
which women are excluded. Our friends can give voice thanks to us,
and, to make matters worse, they do so by withholding it from us. While
writers like Alzon, and film makers anxious to make a name and a
career, jump with both feet and open arms into the new domain of
women, editors and television producers anxiously await something
even better than women’s silence: men talking.

The friends of women’s liberation have many a time revealed that
their understanding stops short at the point where our real liberation
begins. How else, in the circumstances, could they claim to be our allies
without some forfeit?

They do not claim to be our allies for long, anyway. It is not hard
to see that the benevolence they display, and which they claim
distinguishes them from other men, simply disguises the same
contempt as is shown by the hostility of the majority. They soon
abandon the carrot for the stick: “Take care’, they say, ‘not to alienate
those men who are well-disposed towards you.” But why should we be
careful not to alienate men? Haven’t they agreed woman’s liberation
depends upon women? Their warning reveals that our friends, who
claim to believe we are the agents of our own revolution, are merely
mouthing our words as a tactic. They do not believe a word of it. They
think that the ‘support’ of a minority of men is more important for
women’s liberation than raising the consciousness of the majority of
women.

We hope that the support of some men — or rather, of some indi-
viduals who have abandoned the privileges of their position as men in so
far as they can, since if they keep them they will still be enemies —will be
useful from time to time. But to say that the support of class .enemies is
always useful is going a bit far, and to suggest that it is determinant, that
it is an indispensible condition for the success of a revolution, is both
historically untrue and politically inept.

It is therefore perhaps not surprising to find Alzon continuing his
confusion to its logical end and maintaining that ‘the opposition is not
between men and women, but between feminists and anti-feminists’.
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Class position and the way of thinking about it — the materialism which
he claims as a marxist — are here completely absent. He suggests that all
that is needed is a bit of good will, and pow!, we can thumb our noses at
the social (sex class) structure. . ..

I am always amused to hear ‘marxists’ assert that it is all a question of
values; or, going further, that 1t 1S all a question of declarations of good
intent. I am amused to hear them say that revolutionary struggles are
not conflicts between concrete groups with opposed concrete interests,
but rather, as (scholarly as well as popular) idealist philosophy has been
telling us repeatedly for two thousand years, that conflicts arise between
groups supporting different ideas, and thgt tl;e fact that one group
benefits from and another suffers an oppression is not the point at issue!
On those occasions when our friends do suggest that which side you are
on actually does make a difference, they are referring not to the reality of
oppression (which is, after all, the reason for wanting a revolution) but
rather to the values you hold; whether you are sexist or racist. And then,
lo and behold, it appears that feminists stand accused of sexism because

they refuse to allow men into the WLM.

Racism, sexism, non-mixed organizations and heterosexual couples

Turning the accusation of sexism or racism back onto the victim is a
classic defensive reaction, and a classic reactionary defence. We are, of
course, quite used to seeing women accused of sexism by people who do
not even know the meaning of the word, but such people at least have
the excuse of not claiming to be ‘revolutionaries’, still less ‘feminists’ or
friends. To accuse women of ‘inverse sexism’ (or Blacks of counter-
racism) is not only unfriendly, it is reactionary, because it posits a
symmetry between oppressor and oppressed. To decry or exclude those
who oppress you is not symmetrical with decrying or excluding those
whom you oppress. It is therefore incredible that anyone who claims to
Pe up to date with Black or feminist struggles, let alone a friend or a
specialist’ in the area, should demonstrate such ignorance.

The ‘concept’ of ‘counter-racism’ has long been shown for what it is:

an attempt to intimidate and to prevent an oppressed group organizing -

on 1ts own behalf. This demystification was the work of the Black Power
movement in the USA, which began in 1965 with the exclusion of whites
from the ‘civil rights’ organizations. This revolution ended fifty years of
reformism on the racial problem — fifty years of white paternalism.
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The functioning of the liberal race relations groups was based on a
denial of reality, on a constant pretence. They pretended that the
situation in which the whites were oppressors and the Blacks oppressed
had no influence on the functioning of the civil rights groups: neither on
their politics, nor on the power structure within the groups. They
proceeded as if the intrinsic inequality which characterizes relationships
between Blacks and whites was annulled as soon as they entered the
organizations’ headquarters. Liberals denied that the whites brought
with them superior political resources — their better knowledge of, and
access to, the power structure — and that they had what, for want of a
better word, can be called superior ‘psychological’ resources. Since one
cannot struggle against something one is unaware of, something whose
existence is denied, these factors played fully and without check within
the groups, with the inevitable result that the whites occupied
privileged positions even within the organizations dedicated to ‘improv-
ing the lot of the Blacks’. But the white presence had even more
fundamental consequences than their occupying every dominant
position in the hierarchy of the group itself. It affected even more
important areas. It affected the definition of the objectives of the
movement, which is linked to the definition of the struggle — i.e. it
affected the definition of the oppression against which the movement
was supposed to be fighting.

1 Blacks could not recognize their own oppression in the presence of
whites. They could not denounce the dominant position of the whites in
the group itself, even if they recognized it, since the dogma (the official
representation of the group’s functioning on which the existence of the
group as a mixed group depended) denied from the start the possibility
of the whites being dominant in the group. o

2 In addition, whether or not the whites in a group individually had
dominant positions, their presence reinforced the tendency to adopt the
dominant definition (that is, the white definition) of what the Blacks were
‘suffering’. This definition by the oppressor of the nature o( the oppres-
sion, which was general in the society outside and therefore internalized
by Blacks and whites alike, was personified by the white members of the
group. They expressed it sincerely, and it was therefore all the more
difficult for the Blacks to begin to oppose it with their own definition of
what they suffered. Their own definition could not really exist so long as
the whites’ definition was the official one. The opinion of the whites
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re sustained both by the wider culture in

within the group was therefo. e A
which the l%aclg also participated, and by the whites” own individual

restige. . .
3 Nt only did the whites’ prestige prevent the Blacks finding their

own definition of their oppression, but the presence of the whites also
prevented the Blacks fighting the presuge which whites had in Black
eyes. Blacks could not be with whites without seeing them in a positive
way: they could not not admire them and not want to be like them, since
this is one of the manifestations of their oppression and one of the means
by which it is maintained. Being in the presence of whites meant
accepting a positive image of whiteness and accepting what underlay
this, the condition necessary for this positive image: a negative image of
blackness. This negative image of blackness thus not only existed, it was
also sustained and at work inside what was supposed to be a struggle for
Black liberation.

It was no chance then that the exclusion of whites from the anti-racist
struggle coincided both with the ‘Afro’ fashion — which is much more
than a fashion, or even than a therapy — and with the slogan ‘Black is
beautiful’. Being non-mixed was the logical and historical condition for
the struggle against self-hatred, which was why the new feminist
movement adopted a similar practice. The concrete facts — the concrete
history of the struggle of both Blacks and women - like the logical
implications of the proposition that the liberation of the oppressed is
mainly, if not solely, the work of the oppressed, leads to the same
conclusion: oppressors cannot play the same role in the liberation
struggle as the oppressed.

Our friends, however, do not see this. They usually attribute the
non-mixed character of women’s groups to the ‘after effects’ of the
‘trauma’ that ‘male authoritarianism’ has produced in women, and treat
it as a passing phenomenon. They thereby demonstrate their total and
general incomprehension of the processes of liberation, and not just of
the‘liberation of women. For they reveal a view of liberation struggles
Whlcl.'.l is both static and idealist.

It is static in that they see the oppression women suffer as already
known ard accepted. However the major obstacle to struggling against
an oppression is not feeling oppressed. Hence the first moment of revolt
for women consists not in joining the battle for change, but rather in
discovering themselves to be oppressed. It involves discovering that

i
=
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oppression actually exists, and discovering its extent; and then slowly
looking further, searching here and there, getting deeper and deeper.

The feminist struggle consists as much in discovering unknown
oppressions, in seeing oppression in an area where it was not recognized
before, as in struggling against known oppressions. This is not obvious.
It is necessary to have lived this dynamic to understand it, to realize how
far a representation of liberation as a single battle is false. This static
view of liberation implies that a map of women’s oppression already
exists, with the bearings marked and the contours clearly delineated.
There is thus no concern other than to advance across the map to win
victories. But, on the contrary, liberation consists precisely in filling in
the map, because the more you advance the more you realize how hazy
and distant are the outlines of the territory. This process and our
progress is not just horizontal and territorial, for each new territory
annexed to the problematic of oppression is additionally and inextric-
ably a new dimension, in the sense of meaning added to, and thus
transforming the very definition of what we are fighting against. To
suggest that the non-oppressed (or rather the Oppressors) can partici-
pate equally with the oppressed in exploring the nature of the
oppressed’s suffering is absurd.

Our friends’ view of women’s liberation is also idealist because they
seem to see achieving our freedom as merely a process of overcoming a
number of purely psychological or ideological obstacles — using these
terms as opposed to ‘objective’ obstacles, as epiph.enomenal is opposed
to structural, and, in the end, as ‘imaginary’ is opposed to ‘real’.
Consequently they see the oppression women experience as relatively
easily cured, since, like all subjective factors, they see it as changeable.
Once the weights which have been put on women are lifted and our
trauma has been cured by a period of rest (for this is how they see and
justify non-mixedness — as the half-time when the players giresg their
wounds), we shall be able to start fighting our known oppression side by
side with men.

Alongside the view that the oppression suffered l?y _women
and exercised by men is psychological is a view that it is inter-
personal. Some of our friends suggest that the only obstacle to men’s
participation in women’s liberation is the authoritarianism men
exercise, which, they claim, can be lifted with men’s goodwill. They
suggest that oppression can be avoided in individual interactions
between men and women, and in heterosexual relationships; and as
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evidence they often claim to have avoided it in theif 0%1 interpersonal

relationships. ]

They tlfl’.ls affirm, like the man in the street, f?ndti th? typ_lcal
oppressor, that ‘sexism’, the ideological expression Of 108 ; lt:lhnonahzed
oppression, the surface aspects of patriarchy, constitutes a o e oppres-
sion there is. They deny the existence of the msunlchal Structures
which cause ‘sexism’, and they deny that the psychodogl al structure
which relays the institutional structure via the producton of ‘pre-
judices’ and the said ‘sexism’, and which, like them, 1s 1ts creation, 1s a8

concrete and objective and as external to individual action as the insti-

tutional structure. . . .
Authoritarianism is not, however, a psycholog! cal trait which we
merely need to become aware of to be able to get 11 d of l;. oy concrete
psychological trait, it cannot be ‘abolished’ by an act o1 pure will, any
more than a bridge can be leapt simply by wishing. And even if this trait
could be suppressed (obviously by other means than simply volition) its
suppression would not abolish what caused it in the first place and what
continually reinforces it. What is really in question, and What should
make us doubt whether the means to suppress the psychological trait
actually exist, is the real (i.e. the institutionally and materially estab-
lished) authority which men possess — without having to want it and
whether or not they are ‘authoritarian’. T
This material base on which the ‘psychological constitution’ of indi-
viduals grows, and which reinforces and is reinforced by it, brings us
back to the social structure. This constrains everybody. It is both
external to interpersonal relations and is the framework in which these
are set. Whatever my ‘opinions’ or ‘attitudes’, whether or not I hold
racist beliefs, I profit from the oppression of immigrant wor kers. Their
exploitation is one of the conditions of my material existence. Whethgrl
am a ‘revolutionary’ or not does not alter the matter: I live as I live
because, among other reasons, Africans are exploited in France and the
West exploits the Third World. It is not a question of moral subtleties,
nor a matter of whether I feel guilty or not. I have contributed nothing
towards this exploitation individually, and it is not as an individual that
I profit from it, but as a member of a group which I did not choose.
However I personally treat immigrants when I meet them, and what-
ever my subjective reactions to their exploitation, it exists. To the extent
that I am exempt from a type of exploitation, I benefit from it, willy
nilly, and in two ways. First, because their exploitation increases my

Our friends and ourselves 115

income (perhaps in a minimal way in so far as this benefit is in turn taken
back from me by others who exploit me); and second, and principally,
because when others do certain work, I do not do it. Without even
mentioning positive benefits, I profit from the exploitation of others
simply to the extent to which I am exempt from it.

In the same way, all the efforts a man may make to treat his wife as
well as possible, and I am prepared to be optimistic about this, will
neither hide nor abolish nor even mitigate the fact that he owes his
material situation (and here, to simplify, let us speak only of his occu-
pational situation) to the discrimination which women — the group to
which his wife belongs — suffer in the employment market. We cannot
separate the situation which men — and hence this particular man —
occupy, from the situation which women — and hence this particular
woman — occupy in the market.

The interpersonal relationship of a man and a woman is not an island,
contrary to what our friends would have us believe. Even if a husband
and wife or two lovers do not work together, their respective situations
in the labour market, as members of differently treated groups in this
market, are part of their overall situation — and therefore of their
relationship, even though the latter appears to have nothing to do with
labour or the market. The involuntary benefits the man in a couple
derives from his group membership on the ‘occupational’ scene, are not
absent from the loving, relational, conjugal scene, whatever you call
it. They are part of the objective resources which he brings to it,
whether he wants to or not, simply in bringing his person. The non-
benefits of the woman in the couple are also part of what she does, or
does not, bring into the relationship. An individual man does not need
to lift a finger to have an advantage over women in the labour market;
but nor can he help being so advantaged, nor can he renounce this
advantage. In the same way, he may not necessarily take active
a}cllvantage of his institutional privileges in marriage, but he still has
them.

Even accepting that a man may not seek to take full advantage of his
benefits at all levels, and of the disadvantages at all levels of the woman
he has in front of him; and accepting that he wants to set the relationship
up as egalitarian, what does this mean? At most that he does not pursue
his advantage voluntarily, that is to say, that he does not voluntarily use
his initial advantage to obtain others. But he cannot renounce this initial
advantage because he cannot suppress it single-handedly. He cannot
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destroy what is not of his making. And for the same reason he cannot
suppress the institutional disadvantages of ‘his’ woman.

Benefits and advantages tied to group membership (to one’s ‘sex’) d0
not play their most important role in one’s heterosexual relationships
directly. Rather they are factors which make the more immediate power
relationships possible, because there is, institutionally, no symmetry
between the ‘partners’ in any conjugal or paraconjugal relationship (and
every ‘love relationship’ between a man and a woman comes into this
category). The directly economic constraints and the general social
constraints in such an association are infinitely stronger for women than
for men, and the penalties attached to refusing such relationships ar¢
infinitely worse for them. Thus the association of a woman with a man
does not have the same objective meaning for him as it has for her,
which reflects the ideological norm that marriage and ‘human relations’
are women’s affair, and that they are a ‘real woman’s’ major preocct”
pation; which in turn reflects the different subjectivities of men and
women (the importance of love and the emotions in general in women’
consciousness). Arguably discrimination in the labour market existS
only to turn and return women to marriage, precisely in so far s
marriage constitutes their objectively most profitable, or least bad,
‘career’ (ideologically: their ‘destiny’, their ‘whole existence’).

This asymmetry manifests itself on the occasion of @ marriage, withi?
a glven union, because of the interpersonal tensions which then emergé»
but it is not caused by this union. The asymmetry pre-exists the union"
1t 1s the reason for its unequal and eventually conflictual form. But above
all it 1s the reason for the very existence of the union: for ‘hetero-
sexuality’ in Adrienne Rich’s usage.

In short, not only is it not necessary for a man to be a voluntary
oppressor for a woman to be oppressed in heterosexual relationships>
but the general oppression which precedes any particular relationshiP
!tse_lf _determines the very existence of the relationship. The particular
md;wdual man does not play a personal role in this general oppression>
which occurs before his appearance on the scene: but, reciprocally, N0

personal initiative on his part can undo or mitigate what exists before

and outside his entrance.

vic?nly a view of human relationships which involves splitting ind1-
u

5 kals from society, which considers them as two distinct, albeit
Inked, orders, which sees a split between what goes on inside and
outside people’s heads, and inside and outside particular relationshipss
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and between the ‘political’ and the ‘personal’, could postulate that
interpersonal relationships are a matter of choice and ‘emotions’. Only
such a view could suggest that any of these choices and emotions are
asocial in nature, and that they are not all affected by social deter-
minants. Only such a view, which is idealist or indeed naturalist, could
produce the belief that asocial islets of egalitarian personal relations can
exist inside an oppressive structure.

It is not surprising that we frequently come across such idealist and
individualistic arguments, since these are the dominant ideologies of
our society. Idealism impregnates our whole lives and all our most
everyday concepts.

What is surprising is that many of our male friends who produce them
are left intellectuals — self-styled marxists and materialists — yet they use
idealist arguments about women’s oppression. Why should they
abandon materialism there?

Perhaps it is because they cannot participate in the production of new

materialist explanations — not being part of the political movement
which is fighting for women’s liberation, and not occupying that social
position which has an objective interest in unmasking the ideology, i.e.
not being victims of the oppression. On the other hand, this does not
explain why they do not adopt the points of view produced by the
victims. Perhaps we need to resort to a more cynical explanation for our
fl_'lends’ abandonment of materialism; to look to the fact that, under the
circumstances, materialist thought is in contradiction with their
pb]ective class interests, and to recognize that it certainly serves men’s
Interests to apply ideological thought to women.
_ It then becomes interesting to note the ways in which these objective
Interests are translated: the various ways in which our friends think
about women, and what this reveals (betrays) about their attachment to
their own class interests, since what they say and do often contradicts
(betrays) their avowed political purpose. Time and time again they
affirm support for the women’s movement, yet they do not support all
women, and indeed they seek to divide women against each other.

I _shall look again at the work of Alzon for examples of this, and
particularly at the article he was asked to write by the radical publishers
Maspero for their journal Partisans, and which they subsequently

published as a short book entitled The Ornamental Woman and the Useful
Woman (1973).

C
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Dividing women 1: feminists from antifeminists

We have already encountered Alzon’s proposition that the dividing line
is not between men and women but between feminists and anti-
feminists. This clearly implies, on the one hand, that men can play the
same role as women in women’s liberation, and on the other, that
feminists can, and should, treat non-feminist women as enemies.

It is highly possible that this pseudo-thinking is motivated solely by
the former ‘implication’: that the whole discourse is aimed at encour-
aging acceptance of men’s equal participation in women’s liberation. If
s0, it is particularly odious that a self-declared feminist man like Alzon
does not hesitate to use this line to divide women in order to force his
way in. This fact alone should prove, were proof necessary, that his
concern and his purpose is not the liberation of women. He is prepared
to weaken, or attempt to weaken, women’s liberation if he thinks this is
the price which has to be paid to gain himself a place.

In order to prove that men (and Alzon himself) can participate in the
women’s movement, he has to prove that the fact of being a man does
not automatically justify his exclusion. This for him excuses asserting
the symmetrical proposition: i.e. that all women are not automatically
involved. Of course it is a gamble to try to prove that membership or
non-membership of a group does not count in matters concerning the
group, and it is easier to proceed negatively, by dividing women, than
positively, by proving that men are taking as much part as women in the
latter’s liberation.

Alzon therefore argues that we should treat antifeminist women like
antifeminist men. Once this point is established, he thinks it will mean
that feminist men will be treated like feminist women. Unfortunately,
there is no shadow of the symmetry he postulates. The antifeminism of
men corresponds to their objective interests, and nothing further need
bg said on the subject. On the other hand, the antifeminism of women
differs radically from that of men; it is diametrically opposed to their
Interests. What is racism for the oppressor is self-hatred for the
oppressed. It is normal for women to be antifeminist: it is their being
feminist ‘which is astonishing. Gaining consciousness, ‘becoming
femth’, is not a sudden and brutal Pentecost. Feminist consciousness
1s not acquired once and for all, it is a long and never-ending process —
and painful with it. We must constantly struggle against the ‘evidence’:
against the view of the world presented to us in a variety of ideologies,
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and against ourselves. The struggle against self-hatred is never ending.
There is thus no abrupt rupture between feminist and ‘antifeminist’
women, but rather a continuum of points of view of the same situation;
because, whatever their ‘opinions’, women are oppressed. Since anti-
feminism is (1) an obstacle to women becoming aware of their objective
interests, and (2) more directly, the reflection in our subjectivity of
our oppression, it is therefore one of the means by which our oppression
is maintained.

Whereas the antifeminism of men comes from the oppression they
exert, the antifeminism of women comes from the oppression we suffer.
In no way can feminists see antifeminist men and antifeminist women as
the same, nor can they call the latter their enemies. Antifeminist women
are not separated from us by objective interests but by false conscious-
ness. Furthermore, false consciousness does not really separate us
because we have all had it, and we all still have at least some of it. It is our
common enemy. When we are struggling against their ‘opinions’, we
are not struggling against antifeminist women, but against this common
enemy — and thus for them, and for ourselves.

Dividing women 2: the threat of ‘bourgeois women’

The other side of Alzon’s demonstration — his other attempt to divide
women - consists in waving the red flag to make conditioned cows
charge. Having claimed that liberation does not inzerest all women, he
goes on to claim that oppression does not involve all women. He tries to
show that one category of women is indeed not involved in the women’s
movement, on the grounds that the criterion of gender is thus no longer
salient, and so feminists of the masculine gender can be part of the
movement. The movement will, of course, then be emptied qf its
political content, because what becomes of a movemnient for the liber-
ation of women if gender is no longer pertinent? But no matter. Alzon

knows what he is up to. The keystone to his second attempt at division is

the magic phrase ‘bourgeois women’. .
The question of bourgeois women has long concerned and divided
the women’s movement, and continues so to do. One is therefore sure to
spread trepidation by raising it. Quite why is not clear, but it definitely
has more to do with women’s guilt than with reality, for in fact nobody
knows any of the ‘bourgeois women’ of whom people speak — neither the
feminists who insist bourgeois women must be excluded from the
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movement, although none of them has so much as knocked at our door;
nor outside experts like Alzon.

So who are they? Who has seen the frightful privileged women who
are our class enemies? Where do we find them and how do we recognize
them? What is the operational definition of a bourgeois woman?
Nobody even seems to inquire.

Debates within the WLM around the subject of bourgeois women
have always been abstract and have shown marked illogicality — associ-
ated as a rule with great emotion. Thus it has been said that ‘bourgeois
women’ ] are notoppressedand 2 are our enemies, because 3 ‘they
rally behind their men’. The contradiction between 1 and 3 has not
seemed to bother anyone; nor has the fact that women have spoken here
for women other than themselves. It has also not been noticed that the
speakers attribute to bourgeois women behaviour — rallying behind
their men — which each speaker denies is true of herself (though in fact
the very existence of the Trotskyist groups from which these contra-
dictions were hurled confirms that women will so rally). Perhaps the
greatest irony in the affair has been the fact that the women who make
these accusations within the movement define themselves as ‘bourgeois’
(or ‘middle class’). The contradiction between this self-definition (the
fact that although ‘bourgeois’ they not only feel themselves to be
oppressed, but also that as individuals they constitute part of the
women’s liberation movement) and that they are prepared to forecast
what will be the sentiments and behaviour of other women, has not
seemed to disturb them at all.

An obvious example of the mythical character of the ‘bourgeois
threat’ is given by the fact that the only concrete reference to bourgeois
women in France used to consist of a horrified evocation of Madame
Pompidou. Now she obviously does not constitute a category in herself,
nor has she ever, so far as we know, shown the slightest interest in
joining the movement, let alone in subverting its revolutionary goals.
From the tenor of some of the discussions in the past it might, however,
have been believed that this was imminent and that it constituted the
greatest danger that the movement could ever face. What was interest-
Ing was that the objective economic situation of Madame Pompidou -
reputedly an extremely exploitative capitalist — was never actually dis-
cussed. For American groups, Jackie Kennedy, whose personal
economic situation was different, played exactly the same role. Itis clear
from the choice of a single individual in both cases, and from the choice
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of the same individual, the wife of the head of state, again in both cases,
that these women were used as symbols. What is not clear is what they
symbolize. In my opinion they were selected because of the convergence
of a number of ideological processes.

The ‘threat from bourgeois women’ is in part purely and simply a
reflection of masculine ideology, of sexism. This produces, and is
manifest by, among other things, the displacement of hatred of the
oppressor — the capitalist — on to his servants and possessions. The
‘bourgeois woman’ is the favourite target of male ‘revolutionaries’.' She
is hated much more than the real oppressor, the bourgeois man. This in
turn corresponds to three distinct but non-contradictory processes.

1 It is precisely the real power of the oppressor, the bourgeois man,
which makes him unattackable, or at least not attackable without
enormous risks. It is easier, and also more rewarding, to attack him
through his possessions; to attack the people who participate in his
power. On the one hand, these women make this power manifest, and
to attack them is to attack this manifestation; and on the other, they do
not possess it, which minimizes the risk of reprisal.

Eldridge Cleaver expressed his hatred of white men’s power over him
by raping their women. White women’s participation in white power
consists in receiving crumbs, scraps from the white man’s table, but it
also and mainly consists in being under their protection. Even if the risks
of reprisal are smaller, it might seem paradoxical to attack those who are
nothing but the delegates of a power which lie elsewhere, who are not its
principal holders. But it is there precisely that the blow wounds
because: .

2 Holding power is all the more, and never less, provocative than
when this power (however little it may be) is perceived as illegitimate. In
this sense, the fact that the scraps of power held by the white men’s
women, or the wives of bourgeois men, is delegated, and not possessed
by them in their own right, works not in their favour, but to their
disadvantage. The very thing which should make the wives of bourgeois
men exempt from attack — the fact that they hold their bit of power in an
indirect fashion — renders them particularly odious to other oppressed
people. The authority which bourgeois wives are able to exercise — over
taxi-drivers and housekeepers, etc. — is perceived as illegitimate precisely
because it is indirect.

3 This perception reveals two things:
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is authority is perceived as going against their rightful
¢ ;?:ttu;hi: preventstythem from being treated as they should be, i.¢. 3°
women. This in turn reveals that wompn’s status should by rights

be incompatible with any such authority; and .

b that this authority is perceived as contradictory, thus illegitimate,
because it is derived, not from the classic source of authority, which 15
considered normal — economic control — but from its opposite; from
their status as the possessions of bourgeois men.

Thus precisely because they are possessions,

1 the authority of bourgeois wives is invalid; and
2 their private appropriation by bourgeois men is one of the exampleS
of class inequality and oppression of the proletariat.

Abducting their women lets the bourgeois men know that thelr
monopolization of the world’s goods is not acceptable, and is itself 3
fresh start at redistribution. Equal access to women continues to be 3%
implicit demand in popular (men’s) communist sentiments a hundret
years after Marx denied it, believing, in his innocence, that this sen®"
ment was held only by bourgeois men. This concept of egahtanamsm 15
still rife, and it continues to show that women are considered to be
goods, objects. ) .

Attacks on ‘bourgeois women’ thus reveal in negative the populaif"
conception of what the social order should be. The. indignation ©
communists, proletarians, Blacks, and Algerians — In short, of all
oppressed men and those who support them — when this order is pot
respected, reveals what it should be.

1 Women should be shared equally; and .
2 There is no reason why their ‘condition’ of being the possessions ©
certain men (which is shown by their being monopohzqd) should in anY
way detract from certain aspects of their ‘normal’ condition.

For a man to put his hand on the arse of a ‘bourgeois’ woman, as on that
of any woman anywhere, is seldom a sexual pleasure or compulsion. It15
a way. of recalling her and of reminding himself, of the true hjerarchY:
For arse-touchers, and for men in general, membership of a sex s

outweigh membership of a class. This is what is shown by the indigna-
tion provoked by the instances where it does not happen: where 2
woman, by virtue of being married to a bourgeois man, gives orders t0 8
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man. It is also shown by the insults, written or spoken, which are
addressed to these women. The indignation provoked by the mitigation
of sexual status by class status shows that gender is conceived as
outweighing class — by Alzon, by certain feminists, and by the left in
general. It is thus clear that the hostility towards ‘bourgeois women’
is due to a feeling that they are out of their place, that they are usurpers
(as well as being wrongfully appropriated objects). This hostility is
therefore based on the opposite of what the theory which rationalizes it
says.
}in the theory, the wives of bourgeois men are ‘bourgeois women’ (i.e.
they are oppressors) rather than women (i.e. oppressed), and they are
ated in the same way as their male homologues because their class —
their condition of being enemies — outweighs their gender. But, on the
contrary, if the ‘power’ of ‘bourgeois women’ causes indignation, itis
not because they are seen as bourgeois, but because they are seen as not
bourgeois, as not being allowed to be bourgeois. The fact that they
exercise, or seem to exercise, certain bourgeois prerogatives arouses
indignation because they are seen as doing this unjustifiably, i.e. they
are usurping a position. And not only are they usurping it and posing as
bourgeois (thereby escaping their ‘normal’ treatment), but it is precisely
because they are the property of bourgeois men (because they are
Possessions and not bourgeois) that they can pose as bourgeois and deny
the fact that they are possessions!
Thus the attacks on ‘bourgeois women’ mounted in the name of
‘class’ consciousness — which say that class outweighs gender — reveal a
diametrically opposed consciousness. They reveal that:

1 the wives of bourgeois men are seen (correctly) as not belonging to
the same class as their men (women belong to it not as subjects but as
objects);

2 the wives of bourgeois men are seen as ‘women’ rather than as
‘bourgeois women’; and that

3 gender - the subservience owed to all men by all women — should
outweigh class.

If we acknowledge the guilt — the oppression — which underlies the
fbourgeois woman myth’ for women, we must realize just how odious it
1s of men to support it or even to use it. But then Alzon for one is not
really free to take it or leave it. He needs the masculine version of the
myth for reasons not of self-hatred but of hatred of others. He needs it to
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attack feminists. We therefore find in his analysis all the attitudes
revealed above.

Attacks on (bourgeois) women disguised as love of the proletariat

The first indication that we are dealing with a myth is the total irration-
ality of what one would not dare call an argument. Drawing on a
personal reading of Engels, Alzon in his book introduces a quite
arbitrary distinction between ‘oppression’ and ‘exploitation’.

It is not that we have not heard this one before, but rather that we
know that it would not be worth saying were it not that it allows the
person saying it to put in terms he or she considers polite, their view that
the oppression of women is ‘secondary’. This distinction is therefore a
kind of refined insult. What is unexpected is that Alzon produces a
:'iahde pamphlet based on, and consisting solely of, variations on this

eme.

Alzon defines neither of the terms, which makes distinguishing them
difficult; but then he does not care about this since he does not even try
to justify the distinction. One might have thought that this distinction,
that this ‘idea’, good or bad, proven or not, must underpin what follows
and must run through the whole ‘proof ’, since it opens, introduces and
justifies the existence of the entire pamphlet. But no. He abandons it as
soon as he has mentioned it and does not bring it up again. Why?
Because it has served its purpose. It has produced a fake theoretical
formulation: a fake division between ‘bourgeois’ and ‘working-class’
women.

That it is a myth is also shown by the fact that he never refers to any
concrete social group. Who are these ‘bourgeois’ women, what do they
do and where are they to be found? It appears that they are not the wives
of ‘bourgeois’ men in the marxist sense, since their husbands not only
work, but get their income from work. It is thus not a matter of the
owners of the means of production collecting the surplus value. Indeed,
surplus value has disappeared so far as I can see, or else Alzon is using
‘bourgeois’ to mean managers, with no excuse and no explanation. But
perhaps his excuse is that he has other fish to fry?

Bourgeois women, he says, do nothing; absolutely nothing—exceptgo

to cocktail parties. Here we have the familiar account of the idle rich,
but I do not recognize anyone I have ever met, being socially excluded
from these circles, like other petit bourgeois people. For a start,
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sociologists (and therefore myself and also Alzon) have no hope of being
able to penetrate or investigate the circles where these fabulous
creatures might be found; and so long as our sources of information are
no better than those of everyone else (that is, the News of the World,
France-Dimanche and the odd nineteenth-century author) we woulc} be
wiser, not to say more honest, if we kept quiet. In addition, what little
we do know leads me to believe that those women who do absolutely
nothing do not exist, especially as most of them have children, for the
simple reason that this is impossible (even if they have one or even more
servants)—as those involved well know and would say if they were asked.
But what does this lack of information about these mythical creatures
matter to Alzon? Does it even matter that there is no proof that they
actually exist? What matters to him are the observations which he is
going to make about this mythical group, at the expense of flesh and
blood women. For example, their husbands are defined as workers, yet
the wives are ‘bourgeois women’. Does this contradiction matter? What
counts is that we note the difference between husbands who 201!, and idle
wives; that we see the first supporting the latter by the sweat of their brows.
(This is undoubtedly why they have been decreed ‘workers’: if the
above-mentioned husbands supported their wives by the sweat of their
dividends, Alzon’s conclusion would be singularly lacking in impact.)
We can recognize here the popular theory according to which women
‘at home’ are supported ‘in idleness’; which says that they do not earn
their living; in short, that they are not worth their keep. Feminists have
dealt a rude blow to this view of things. We have shown that housework
is work, and that the support such women get is far from being a gift;
that it is an inferior form of remuneration to a wage — not in quantity but
in kind. But for the moment let us keep to the first subject. The
important thing is that without having understood what feminism says
about housework, Alzon accepts it. Why? Because by accepting it, by
‘granting’ that certain women are exploited — gee, thanks mister — and
by refusing to accept that others are, he finds a new, cleverer, more
‘feminist’ basis for the same old project: dividing women. To be sure,
his ‘refusal’ to grant that certain women are exploited originates in part
from his failure to comprehend what domestic exploitation is; but it
stems mainly from his political purpose (which in turn is the cause of his
failure to comprehend). He admits the theory of domestic exploitation
only in order to divide women by denying that it applies to some. On the
subject of ‘bourgeois women’ he resorts to the ideological view,
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according to which the support furnished by the husband is a gift; it is
given in return for nothing. This takes no account of the fact that when
talking about ‘working-class women’ he sees their exploitation in quan-
titative terms: as consisting of the difference — the deficit — between the
money value of their maintenance and the money value of the wage
which they might receive. (Where and how?) The wife works more than
the husband and consumes the same amount, so the wife is ‘robbed’.
This is exploitation for Alzon. Consequently if, all things being equal,
women were to eat more than their husbands, the problem would be
solved. But either ‘maintenance’ is always an ideological concept or it
never is, it cannot be half demystified.

But, once again, what does it matter to Alzon, since his approach
leads him to this veritable pearl: bourgeois women exploit their
husbands! (By this reckoning, children ‘exploit’ their parents, con-
scripts ‘exploit’ the army, and the elderly ‘exploit’ the hospital.)

He does not explain how husbands who are ‘dominant’ can also be
exploited, which is a logical paradox and if it were true would be an
absolutely unique occurrence in the history of humanity. (If such men
do exist, I think they deserve what they get because they are really too
stupid. If I were in their place I would use a little of my power to put a
stop to such intolerable exploitation.) But this enormity is a trifle in the
eyes of one who has transformed the economic dependence of women
into an exploitation exercised by them. Furthermore, Alzon is not going
to solve the mystery. Having mentioned it, he carries on, because his
purpose is not to justify aberrant and thus unjustifiable propositions,
but simply to find new insults to throw at ‘bourgeois’ women.

But alas for him, his passion is too strong. It drags him further than he
would wish. It makes him show himself in his true colours. In order
better to prove his point about the idleness and hence, according to him,
the non-exploitation of ‘bourgeois women’, Alzon compares them to
high-class prostitutes. He thus reveals just how far he understands
women’s oppression (for him it is not, as we had thought, the client,
who exploits the prostitute, but the prostitute who exploits the client) and
the quality of his ‘feminism’. To say that ‘bourgeois’ women are high-
c}ass prostitutes is, for feminists, to say that these women are exploited
h!<e‘ the rest. For Alzon it is to say the opposite (since it is the kernel of
his ‘theory’ according to which women exploit their husbands), for he
uses this comparison to prove that they are different from other women.
However, it is certainly not as prostitutes that ‘bourgeois’ women differ
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from other women. Why then should Alzon believe this to be a decisive
argument? High-class prostitutes do indeed differ from other women
from a certain point of view; but not from a feminist point of view.
Alzon thinks he can ‘prove’ that these women are not exploited and so
are politically inferior to others by treating them as high-class prost-
tutes. But it is precisely on this point that they are like the others. He
thus reveals that his point of view is not only not feminist, but anti-
feminist.

The point of view which sees women in a pejorative fashion is the
point of view of the worker who calls a ‘bourgeois’ woman a ‘slut’. Alzon
is saying the same thing in ‘academic’ terms. He is saying that whatever
they may think, those women to whom I have no access, those whom I
cannot oppress, they are tarts just like the rest! The only perspective
from which Alzon’s assertions on ‘bourgeois women’ are comprehen-
sible, and the only perspective from which they could have been
uttered, is that of sexism. From a sexist perspective it is inadmissible
that certain women have, or seem to have, escaped, even in part, from
their common fate. This is the perspective of men who are indignant to
see their sexual privilege — in particular, their sexual access to all women
— held in check by the privileges (or more exactly the protection) of class.
The very worst thing for them is knowing that these ‘privileges’ are
derived from, that they are obtained by, sexual oppression: by prosti-
tution, the very thing from which they had hoped to benefit, but which
is here reserved for men of the dominant class. This is not the point of
view of someone who is calling for an end to the oppression of women.
On the contrary, it is that of someome who, like the majority of men, is
calling for the total application to all women without distinction,
exemption or mitigation, of the fate of the most oppressed. It is the
point of view of the sexual ‘sharers’, of those who want the unequal
distribution of women to stop.

This hatred of ‘bourgeois women’ is obviously not provoked by a love
of women and a desire for their liberation. It is not even a hatred limited
to a particular category of women. It is a hatred of all women. It is not
particularly aimed at ‘bourgeois women’, except in so far as they seem
partially to escape opression, or certain oppressions, or oppression by
certain men. In practice the active hatred is certainly reserved for
‘bourgeois women’, for it is they who appear to benefit from an excep-
tional status, who are allowed a scandalous exemption. But the fact that -
this supposed status and exemption arouses indignation and hatred with
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regard to these ‘beneficiaries’, shows what is in fact the only conditio?
deemed suitable for all women.

The only condition for women which does not awaken hostility in th®
likes of Alzon is a situation of total oppression. This reaction is classic
the annals of relations between dominant and dominated groups, and 1*
has been amply studied in the American South in particular. Th¢
benevolent paternalism of whites towards Blacks who ‘know thelf
place’, and who stay there, is curiously transformed into a murderot®
fury when the Blacks cease to know their place. The American feminist
movement has also analysed masculine reactions to ‘uppity wome?
(literally women who do not lower their eyes). The famous ‘bourgeo®
women’ are not among these ‘arrogant’ women: they are not thos€
‘women’s libbers’ who contest their role. They are rather women fof
whom a classic submission to men pays off when their man belongs ©
the superior stratum of his sex; when the man they belong to dominat€®
other men as well as women and can protect them against these othe€f
men. This is experienced by the other men, as I have said, as a2
anomaly, as a transgression of the ideal rule, which is the submission of
all women to all men. It is the more outrageous for being the result of
obeying the rule. Left intellectuals are rarely conscious of their attach”
ment to this norm; even more rarely do they put it into words. It is oIﬂY

rﬁvealed negatively, in the indignation which its transgression excites !
them.

II. Self-hatred as the basis of ‘left feminism’

It is within this context that the moral debates in certain strands of th¢
women’s liberation movement, and the “politics’ adopted by certal®
groups, must be understood. The debates do not relate to any descriP~
tion of actual women’s situations, nor do the positions adopted derive
from either an analysis of the concrete situation of concrete categories ©

women, or an analysis of the political implications of this or that positio®
for actual engagement in the liberation struggle. The debates are simply
an expression of the guilty consciences of those who participate; 2

conscience which, needless to say, is both the product and the sign of

their oppression.

Many women (like most men) think that class outweighs gender. NOt
only do they evaluate their own class membership incorrectly, identi-
fying themselves with either their husband or their father (if classed
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themselves, by their own position they Wou‘ld‘reaﬁm that almost none
of them is bourgeois), they also }geheve‘ their clas§ membership’ puts
them in a category of superiority or ‘total non-inferiority’ vis-a-vis
Certain categories of men. They then project their bad conscience — in
the form of hostility — on to 2 mythical category of women whom they
feel exemplify this anomaly- .

This guilty conscience 1S p;?:ncu.larly_ articulated and systematically
expressed in ‘leftist’ ideology: 11t the positions adopted by groups within
the WLM which are aligned W}th groups 1n the male extreme left. But
this is not the source of the gl—_ul[- It 1s merely found there in a pseudo-
theoretical formulation, and 18 accepte-d by male leftists as a ‘revolu-
tionary’ rationalization of their male interests. But for women, this
theoretical formulation has no struct‘ura}l relationship to the ideology or
the movement for a socialist ‘revolution’. Rather, women’s involvement
in the ‘proletarian’ struggle, ﬂ}e_ leftist struggle (whose proletarian
character remains to be verified)” implies that ‘bourgeois’ women must
be excluded. They cannot be among the people who form the revolu-
tionary vanguard and do the h‘beratl-ng.

Leftist women reproduce in their women’s groups the guilty con-
science of the petit bourgeo1s members of the male left vis-g-vis the
‘masses’, i.e. the proletariat. They feel guilty about their comfortable
life-style and they pretend to be part of the working class so as to justify
leading the class struggle. But for women it really is a reproduction —an
imitation — in the sense that it is based on their identification with ‘their’
men. It is only by identifying with men that these women can feel
themselves to be fully ‘privileged’ and therefore ‘guilty’.

This identification has many aspects. On the one hand, there is an
identification with the ‘personal’ oppressor, taken as a model (i.e. the
classic feminine alienation), and on the other, there is false conscious-
ness. Following close behind is a really guilty conscience.

The identification is produced by women’s desires to believe in, and
to produce belief in, similarity across the barrier of the sexes. It is a
typically magical reaction, a way of annulling in dreams the oppression
which cannot be suppressed in reality. Like any recourse to magic, it
brings its own contradiction, its annulment, since identification is pre-
emptive proof of non-identity. You cannot identify with ‘your’ man if
you are not distinct from that man. From this identification follows the
belief of women born of, or married (legally or not) to, bourgeois men
that they are themselves ‘bourgeois’. This is false consciousness. They
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do not participate in the privileges of their men’s class, whatever they
may think. These women then feel really guilty in relation to prole’
tarians, partly through false consciousness (because they wrongly
believe themselves to be in the same situation and with the sam®
objective relation to the proletariat as their ‘blokes’), but also becaus®
they feel that the class privileges which they think they exercise as thett
men do, are, for them, usurped. They feel they have even less right to
power and privileges than their men. This second feeling is analytically
distinct from the first, even though the two usually go together.

To explore this further, let us distinguish a number of class situation®
for women which are often lumped together as their being ‘bourgeois"

1 That of the woman who is really bourgeois, that is, a capitalist and
owner of productive property. In France there are eleven thousaﬂd
women who are classified in the census as ‘employers in industry and
commerce’. Since this category includes both the Rothschilds and ¢
corner-shop, and given the number of small shops owned by women, we
can assume that the majority of these eleven thousand ‘employers’ ar€
clo_ser to grocers than to the Rothschilds. Few of the bourgeoisie in the
strict sense are women.

2 That of a woman married to a bourgeois man and benefiting from a
certain amount of delegated power.

3 That of a woman with a professional job of her own (some left
feminists).

4 That of a woman married to a manager or a professional man and
benefiting from next to nothing (some other left feminists).

For the left, in cases 1, 2 and 3 the privileges women derive either from
their class membership or from being the possession of men of th¢
bourgeois class are stained with guilt, doubled in the second case by the
way in which they are acquired (the prostitution for which proletaria™
men reproach them with such virtue).

In cases 2 and 4, there may be certain privileges: almost all th€
privileges are imaginary in 4, and in 3 imaginary ones may be added t©
prlvﬂeges which are derivative but real. In other words, bad conscienc®
wm;ks in all cases: all these women feel they have power and privileg¢®
which they ought not to have. Guilty conscience is doubled in th€
secon_d case, that of the classic ‘bourgeois women’, by awareness of th€
cheating which provokes masculine indignation. In the fourth cases
however, the troubled conscience is due solely to false consciousness-
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: also function very well in the second and third
faa::? ggﬁ:;l;zinﬁiiga;few morsels of power you can very easily think
Vou have it all — indeed, it i hard notto. ! Y

1 eft women share with their men the guilt of having class privileges;
but for women the left adds t© this the guilt of having these privileges
improperly, being women. That 1s to say, 1t adds to the class oppression
(which the women think they exercise) a reversal of the normal sexual
hierarchy. The pangs of conscience due to this reversal hgve two aspects:
first, the women feel that nothing should put them in a position to
Oppress any men; and second, they feel that th'ey are not really in the
same situation as their men, that the oppression that they force the
proletarians to ‘submit to’ is not founded on the same basis as that of
their men: that it is even less legitimate. These two feelings are, ironically,
contradictory. The first is guilt for being bourgeois, the second is guilt
for not being bourgeois, but for possessing privileges none the less.

This guilty conscience, then, 1s systematized in political form — it is
expressed in ‘theoretical terms_’ in certain left women’s groups, as we
have said, though it is also utilized as a means of control in non-left
groups (e.g. in the Psychoanalys_;ls’and Politics groups in France)®. The
Pretext is an attempt to ‘reconcile’ the class struggle with the women’s
struggle. This implies that they have been put at daggers drawn. But
instead of this ‘reconciliation’ being derived from an actual analysis of
the articulation of the class and woman’s struggles (which their motiva-
tion renders them incapable of making), it derives from magic.

They do not try to analyse how the oppression of women, as such,
articulates with the oppression of the proletariat as such. To do this
would first of all necessitate kﬂOWiﬂg what the oppression of women
consists of, and this they do not want to know. The articulation is
therefore effected, or rather is felt to be effected, at the level of concrete
groups. They put the accent on proletarian woman, or rather on the
wives of proletarian men, since they do not draw a distinction between
the two (which says a lot about their analysis of the class position of
women). They thus substitute for an analysis of connections and con-
tradictions a factual coincidence, incarnated in an empirical situation.

They believe that they have articulated class and gender because they
concentrate on a group which is oppressed by both capitalism and
patriarchy. But the existence of such a group does nothing to clarify the
question of the relationship between the two systems, and the glorifica-
tion of this group does not replace an analysis which remains to be
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developed. Furthermore, the contradiction mentioned above is still
intact: the women who support this position are not among the women
they dignify with being ‘saved’, since according to their own analysis,
left feminists themselves are (petit) bourgeols, Or middle class, and
hence, in their theory, not oppressed.

Lef; women’s ha:rye,d of ‘bI())l:lrgeOiS women’ is thus the result of three
mechanisms of oppression:

1 Itis primarily and objectively a hatred of one§elf, since these women
define themselves as bourgeois. It is even possible that they so define
themselves in order to find an ‘objective’ basis for the self-hatred they
share with all women; . .

2 Itis a product of women’s false consciousness: thelr‘erroneous belief
that they possess the same privileges as the men ‘of their class’;

3 Above all it originates in their guilty conscience. Thqy feel that t!ley
usurp whatever privileges they have. They feel they are improperly ina
‘bourgeois’ situation, since, contrary to what they say, they think this is
reserved for men — as is proven by their feelings of guilt.

Women’s worthlessness and left accounts of working-class women’s
oppression

This hatred shows guilty conscience yet again. Not content with feeling
themselves particularly unworthy of oppressing others, left women feel
themselves unworthy of being oppressed. They never refute radical
feminist arguments that women form a class with theoretical and logical
arguments, but always brush them aside in an emotional fashion. What
this emotion reveals is a deep refusal to consider themselves on the same
footing as other oppressed groups, in particular as equal to the typical
oppressed group, the proletariat.

Why? Because the ‘working class’ (but also the ‘Blacks’) are repre-
sented by men, and images show them as men in particularly ‘virile’
attitudes: wearing helmets, armed and shaking their fists. This image is
the one with the highest status for ‘revolutionary’ women.

To think of yourself as a class is primarily to think of yourself as a
man, and, furthermore, to think of yourself as a man of the most glorious
category. It is to raise yourself to the rank of the cultural heroes. But
this, in its double claim, is psychologically impossible and unthinkable
for the majority of women. It would be a double sacrilege, a double
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profanity: it would defame the dignity of men and the dignity of the
proletariat. (However, since this dignity extends to the oppressed, who
are not necessarily proletarian, just because they are men, in the circum-
stances I am inclined to think that it is viriliry which lends prestige to the
proletariat.) Here again, women’s feeling of unworthiness leads them to
fear that they are usurping power, and it is this feeling which invalidates
the account which tries to rationalize their feelings. This account rests
on the opposite premises; it explains their refusal to see themselves as
equally oppressed on the basis of the pre-eminence of class over gender;
but their refusal itself rests on the pre-eminence of gender.

Another example of this feeling of unworthiness in women is their
acceptance of the various masculine theories of women’s oppression in
the family. In one such theory, women’s oppression in the family is
caused by capital’s need for the reproduction of submissive person-
alities: by the necessity for children to be brought up to be docile
workers. It is argued that because of this, everyone — including women —
must be sexually repressed so that their libidinal energy is channelled
towards work (W. Reich). Another similar theory suggests that women
are oppressed by their husbands because their husbands are oppressed
by their bosses. In order that male workers shall be allowed a sense of
pride, so that they will not rebel and direct their anger against their
bosses, men are allowed to dominate someone in their turn: i.e. men are
allowed to dominate their wives and children.

What strikes one about such theories is that even the oppression of
women is not aimed at them. The role of the family is either purely

ideological: it is there to form a certain type of personality; and this
character formation is but one of the means or the products of the
exploitation of the proletariat. Thus the material and very concrete
oppression of women is nothing but a means or a consequence — in any
case nothing but a by-product — of an ideological oppression which itself
is but a means to the real aim: the exploitation of these selfsame
workers.

In such theories women are twice removed from the objective — from
what is posited as the ultimate end ~ of the process which oppresses
them. Not only is their material oppression not an end in itself, but it is
an almost accidental consequence of another oppression; and not only is
this other oppression again not an end in itself but only a stage towards
the real oppression (the exploitation of the proletariat); and neither of
these moments — neither the stage nor the end — concerns women as such.
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Not only are they exploited, but they are only exploited to the extent
that their exploitation serves another exploitation.

In other words, it is clear that women are perceived as unworthy even
of being exploited. Their oppression can only be explained, given
theoretical status, if it is put forward as mediating another oppression.
This clearly means that they are no more thought worthy of being exploited
for themselves than of living for themselves. Their exploitation, like their
existence, must be justified by something other than itself: by its
usefulness for the lives of men or for exploitation by men.

That women are in theory not the subjects of their own exploitation
reflects the fact that in society they are not the subjects of their own
lives. That the theoretical status of women’s exploitation should be
mediated by men, well reflects the fact that their actual status in society
is mediated by men. The deeper meaning of this ‘theory’ is that if men
were not oppressed, women would not be oppressed. This means that
the question is put in the following terms: why oppress women if not in
order to oppress men?

The desperate concern to ‘articulate’ women’s oppression with the
oppression of the proletariat recovers the barely hidden enterprise of
attaching the women’s struggle to the class struggle, there being no
shadow of symmetry in this ‘articulation’ (i.e. no concern to link the
glass struggle to women’s liberation). The worst of it is that this haste to
Integrate women’s oppression into capitalist oppression, without even
knqumg yvhat the first consists of, comes not from a bad but from a good
political intent. It comes from a concern to establish the reality of
women’s oppression, to render it visible.

What it shows is that for many women, and men, if the oppression of
women is not “attached’ to that of men it will tend to vanish before their
very eyes, being quite denuded of meaning. For them only the oppres-
sion of men has a meaning in itself, and if the oppression of women is not
linked to a self-justifying oppression, it is insane.

The inverted image of women’s class position

What is shown by the reaction of many women (and men) to the
suggestion that women are oppressed in and of themselves; what is
shown by the shared but different hostility of women and men towards
‘bourgeois women’; and what is shown by the very construction of this
scapegoat myth, is what is also unveiled by objective analysis. It runs
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like a watermark through the very positions which deny it. It constitutes
their hidden foundation. This is that the wives of bourgeqis men are not
‘bourgeois women’. They owe their ‘class position’, which is held to
outweigh their status as women, to this very gender status.

This is the point made in Chapter 2 in this book: the fact tlgat popular,
like academic, sociology attributes women the class of their husbands:
that for women we use a criterion of ‘class membership’ which is
different to that used for men (hence for husbands). For women, and
only for women, marriage on the one hand replaces a posiion in the
processes of production as the criterion of class n.lembersh.xp;.and, on
the other, even when women have their own place in the capitalist mo@e
of production (i.e. when they work for wages outside as well as unpaid
within marriage), marriage nevertheless outweighs theu' pax.d worls.
‘Bourgeois women’ are, thus, so called, and identified with their
bourgeois spouses, not because the same criteria are used to class them
as to class their husbands, but, on the contrary, because a criterion 1§
used which distinguishes them: that of marriage. )

What distinguishes bourgeois men from ‘bourgeois’ women in the
class process, is precisely what unites ‘bourgeois’ women to ‘proletarian
women, who are also classified by the class of their husbands. We
therefore cannot speak of class differences between women — which it
seems is the source of eventual political divisions — except by first
treating them in the same way: by determining their ‘class’ by their
relationship to a man. These differences of classification are thus based
on what all women have in common - the fact of being ‘someone’s
daughter and actual or potential wife/woman’.

The fact that this attachment is used instead of actual class member-
ship shows that dependence — the status of being women, synonymous in
French with that of being a wife (femme) — outweighs class membership,
i.e. their position in capitalist production. It outweighs it in classifica-
tion because it outweighs it in reality: because women either have no
position in capitalist production, or else this position is less important
for their material existence than their patriarchal dependence. It is the
latter which constitutes their main (or sole) relationship to production
and their main (or sole) class membership, both being non-capitalist.

Hostility towards ‘bourgeois women’ thus rests, in the final analysis,
on the correct perception that women do not really belong to the
bourgeois class. This hostility reveals that gender membership, an
individual’s patriarchal class, is perceived as outweighing, and
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furthermore as rightly outweighing, their ‘class membership’. If we
find the same thing in an objective analysis as we found in the ‘poli-
tical’ (or emotional) positions adopted, it is because this political
analysis rests implicitly and in an underhand way on the objective
positions. The political analyses are held all the more strongly for being
based on a reality which is in absolute contradiction to the manifest
argument. If the reality which serves as the basis for the argument
is denied by the argument, it is because the argument is designed to
justify reactionary positions about this reality. In order that these
reactionary views do not appear as such, reality is inverted in the
argument, so that we shall no longer see that it is the positions which are
upside down.

The differential methods by which the general oppression of women
operates, the different forms taken by an oppression deriving from a
common basis, still, however, remain to be found and defined. I suspect
this will necessarily open up a redefinition of oppression, and not only
that of women. But this research cannot proceed with the concepts
which are currently in use, i.e. from the problematic of the division of
women along traditional class lines, for the reason shown. In reality
these divisions are based not on what differentiates women but on what
1S common to us all. The current perception of these ‘divisions’ is due not
only to women’s material dependence, but also to our guilty conscience
— these being the lot of women. Far from being an analysis, still less a
‘revolutionary’ analysis, the current perception is a manifestation, and a
further proof of, oppression. It will therefore be from somewhere else,
frgm a different analysis and politics, from a totally different problem-
atic, one which knows and recognizes this fundamental community of
women and which does not derive from guilty conscience (i.e. from a
properly feminist problematic) that this research can be undertaken. It
will be a research of liberation.

Notes and references

1 Up until 1972 (when I stopped reading them) the typical theme of
the Strip cartoons drawn by Hari-Kiri and Charlie-Hebdo was the
humiliation of a ‘bourgeois woman’ by a reputedly revolutionary
male. Or rather the fact of putting down such a woman alone
sufficed to designate him as a revolutionary.

2 Everything I said on pages 110-17 about whites and Blacks
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applies mutatis mutandis to the relationship between left and
proletarian groups. ,

A critique of the extreme left, of its avant—garde pretensions
which are aggravated by — and alas caused by —its (nearly) exclus-
ively petit bourgeois composition, is not my purpose here. ¥t
remains to be made. We can, however, mention that the women s
movement practice has added to the criticism that this ‘proletapan
struggle is neither directed nor even fo!lqv_ved by proletarians,
another symmetrical, but not identical, criticism: that the ﬁght of
revolutionary petit bourgeois men does not stem from'theu' own
oppression. This makes clearer a note which should logically have
come at the end of the first part of the paper, in response to the
question which will inevitably be asked, ‘Is there then nothing men
can do in the anti-patriarchal struggle?’ . _

The reply to this question is to be found in the practice of certain
men who, instead of giving women advice, work on theqlselves, on
their sexist problems; who, instead of calling on women, interrogate
themselves; who, instead of pretending to guide women, see?( their
own way. These men look for the ways in which the anti-patriarchal
struggle directly concerns them in their everyday life. And tl}ey find
such concerns without difficulty, needless to say, because 1t 1s not
recognizing them which is difficult.

For further discussion of psychoanalysis and politics see Douglas
1980 and Kandel 1980.



8. Patriarchy, feminism
and their intellectuals®™

The term ‘patriarchy’ was little used until the early 1970s, i.e. until €
renaissance of feminism in western societies. The term was, howeVe"’
part of everyday language, but it was used principally in the form of the
adjective ‘patriarchal’. It was above all literature, and particularly the
literature of the nineteenth century, which made it familiar. The huma?
sciences, in contrast, ignored it, and still ignore it for the most part.
Curiously, authors such as Bachofen, Morgan and Engels, whos€
evolutionist vision of the history of human societies rests on the very
dubious presumption of an original matriarchy which was later ‘0ve:-
turned’, did not consider it useful to call the stages which followed thiS
overthrow ‘patriarchal’. And when Marx uses the word it has the sa™®
atemporal, in a word poetic, connotations as are found when it is used
by Victor Hugo. This adjective for them, as for almost all authors who
use it, has an eminently positive connotation. It is generally followed bY
the word ‘virtues’, and the greatest patriarchal virtue is ‘moral
simplicity’. In what do these ‘simple’ morals consist? :
On examination, we find the poets who speak of patriarchal ‘virtu€s
evoking the same sort of society as those sociologists who, like T6nnies
and Durkheim at the beginning of the century, got excited about
Gemeinschaft (olden communal society) and ‘organic solidarity’, 11
contrast to Gesellschaft (modern, atomized society) and ‘mechanical
solidarity’. In the same way contemporary anthropologists, generally
marxists, are inclined to oppose primitive societies (which are
supposedly classless and with no exploitation) to modern stratified and
exploitative societies. These oppositions, more or less clearly mythical,

* First published in Nouvelles Questions Féministes 2 (October 1981). An earlier version was

presented to the ‘Jornadas de estudio sobre el Patriarcado’ held at the Autonomous University of
Barcelona in April 1980.
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nevertheless all say the same thing. They show a nostalgia for a ‘golden
age’ of humanity, based on consensus and not conflict. This utopia is
directly associated for them with an image of a human group where
family organization is simultaneously the principal concrete base and
the model for all social relations.

These myths — whether they are recognized as such or credited with
an appearance of science — all reveal the same belief: that peace, social
cohesion and the absence of hierarchies between ‘classes’ — meaning
between men — require that familial hierarchy, which is good and
natural (good because natural, in fact called natural because judged
good) be established and accepted.

The introduction of the noun ‘patriarchy’ and its widespread use,
however, are due to the feminist movement of the 1970s. And the
feminist movement introduced this term not on the literary or the
university scene, but in the place where such movements must situate
themselves: on the political scene. Before the new feminism,' the term
‘patriarchy’ had no explicit meaning, and above all no explicitly political
meaning. This is not surprising. It is of the nature of patriarchy — as of
all systems of oppression — to deny that they are such. Thus feminists in
some ways invented the term, in the frequent and favoured use they give
it, and above all in the role they had it play. And, obviously, for
feminists its connotations are no longer positive, but, rather, negative.
It is no accident, however, that they (that we) have chosen this word to
designate what is responsible for our oppression. A systematic content
analysis would doubtless reveal that all the explicit meanings which
feminists give to the term ‘patriarchy’ were present in embryo in literary
and commonsense (i.e. in patriarchal) usage of the adjective ‘patri-
archal’, as I have tried briefly to show.

The renaissance of feminism in the late 1960s can be characterized in
many ways. The new feminism sought a marked break with what
remained — in worn-out, degenerate and reformist form — of earlier
feminist movements, and with other contemporary political movements.
It introduced simultaneously a new way of understanding women’s
situation, and hence the situation of all social groups, and a new way of
doing politics. As a corollary, it introduced a number of new concepts
necessary to express its different visions. For both these aspects, i.e. its
conception of the ‘feminine condition’ and society on the one side, and
its conception of politics and revolution on the other, ‘patriarchy’ is
without doubt one of the most, if not the most important concept.
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Variations in the use of ‘patriarchy’ in the WLM

However, the usefulness of patriarchy as a concept is not unanimously
accepted among feminists. The role which has devolved on to it in
different analyses reveals the deep splits which exist within the move-
ment. In France the division is clear. The use of the term ‘patriarchy’
neatly divides the radical feminists from the socialist feminists (called
‘Tendance lutte des classes’). While the opposition between these two
currents has been present since the start of the WLM in all countries,
various changes have taken place over the last ten years. The women’s
movement has changed. And in France, as elsewhere, it has, as a whole,
become radicalized. This radicalization is attested to by the more and
more frequent usage of the term ‘patriarchy’ by socialist feminists. It
has not, however, reached the point where the term has ceased to be
problematic, nor has patriarchy ceased to be the rallying cry of the
radical tendency. In Paris on 8 March 1980, the radical feminists
marched behind the banner saying ‘We struggle here against
patriarchy’, which clearly showed that they were not sure that this held
true for all the demonstrators.

I shall presume sufficient familiarity among readers with the situation
of the women’s movement, and with the disagreements between the two
main groupings, for it to be unnecessary to elaborate at length here on
the reasons why patriarchy is a controversial notion. For socialist
fem}nists, the oppression of women is due, in the last analysis, to
capitalism, and the main beneficiaries are capitalists. For radical
fe:minists, on the other hand, women’s oppression is mainly due to a
different, earlier, system, which although it is tightly intermixed with
capitalism in the concrete society, is nonetheless not to be confused or
§denu'ﬁed with it. It is men who benefit from this system, and the system
1s patriarchy.

Thq basic reason why patriarchy was transformed from a description
of society into a major concept in a theory of women’s position was
because. feminists perceived women’s oppression as a system. This
perception itself flows from the first and common postulate underlying
?he.“.rhole of the new feminism: that women’s oppression is not an
individual phenomenon and not a natural phenomenon. It is political.

perception has different implications however in different
analyses. Socialist feminists do not deny that the oppression of women is
part of a system, but they think the determinants of this system are to be
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found in capitalism. They think that the system which oppresses
women is at base the same as the one which oppresses male workers.

This position has a number of shortcomings which are revealed by the
fact that socialist feminists have never been able to produce an analysis
of a single aspect of women’s oppression which relates exclusively, in
the final analysis, to capitalism. It is doubtless because of this, as much
as because of an authentic radicalization (which elsewhere cannot be
denied) that they are obliged more and more to resort to the term
‘patriarchy’, or to the qualifying adjective ‘patriarchal’ (as in patriarchal
capitalism). If this recourse is evidence of the weakness of the position
which says there is but one system of oppression, it shows even more
clearly that the term patriarchy is not synonymous with the concept of
‘patriarchy’. Indeed, the way in which some socialist feminists use the
term shows clearly that they still refuse to consider patriarchy as a
system. Using the term is thus not a theoretical panacea. It does not
guarantee a radical feminist analysis.

On some occasions when socialist feminists use the term ‘patriarchy’
it appears simply to be a way of reintroducing distinctions which radical
feminism has thoroughly questioned, e.g. between the public and the
private spheres, or between the natural and the social. For instance, in
one of the first writings by socialist feminists in which the term appeared
(e.g. Bland et al. 1978), it was used as a coverall. It certainly had no
theoretical status. There was no knowing if patriarchy described a
global system of social relations (as in radical feminist analysis), or if it
was part of a system, or it could possibly have been an ideology, or even
a psychological trait. It was a deus ex machina,? which came from who
knows where to account for whatever orthodox marxist concepts had
failed to explain. A deus ex machina, but also a dustbin, wherein were
consigned all the anomalous bits and pieces which wouldn’t fit orthodox
marxist theory.

In socialist feminist usage, patriarchy has been thrown back above all
on to the side of ‘ways of thinking’; but not on to the side of ‘ideas
attached to a particular social system’, but rather to the side of funda-
mental and ahistorical ‘mental patterns’, in a word, to the side of
‘human nature’. In the article by Bland, Brunsdon, Hobson and
Winship mentioned above, there are in fact just such connotations of
the classic (i.e. pre-feminist, i.e. biologistic and psychologistic) use of
‘patriarchal’. In such usage, patriarchy is some kind of simultaneously
inexplicable and irreducible core of ‘human nature’.
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It was Juliet Mitchell, however, who gave the most explicit forﬂl;’;;
tion of such a recuperation of the term ‘patriarchy’ in her Psychoan he
and Feminism (1975). She, like others, uses the term while denying

feminist definition, and hence the theoretical utility, of the term> 1

while denying its nature as a social system. Her definition of pamaf‘;hs}:
has been criticized in detail elsewhere (McDonough and Harrison 19 {0
and Beechey 1979) so it need not be repeated here. I want merelﬁ;nd
underline the fact that her work caricatures all the theoretical %y
analytical inconsistencies, and all the reactionary implications, of
use of the term. pere
Mitchell sets patriarchy (explicitly) within the superstructure, w aly
she calls it not an ideology but The Ideology. According to her, not© o
is a material oppression (that of women) caused purely by an ideolo of
but this ideology is, curiously, that of capitalism. But not only
capitalism, however, since she says patriarchy is also the ideolo8? . .
pre-capitalist societies as far back as pre-history, or even as he
(unknown and unknowable) ‘origins’ of humanity. Thus while 011,t is
one hand she suggests patriarchy might arise from history, since *

. e
called an ‘ideology’ (which presumes a precise sog:u_nl system), on be
other she equally and at the same stroke de-historicizes it becausé

sees it as an ahistorical mental structure, produced not by one of zy
some concrete societies, but by Society. She in fact presents pa
as being the very base of the constitution of society as such. . chy
_ The political implications of Mitchell’s analysis are clear. If patriaf 0
is the corollary, or better the condition, of the passage from natuf® 4
culture, it is not only inevitable, but also desirable. Patriarchy js dict? =
by the nature of the social, which is itself dictated by physical n?t“:hé
The passage from nature to culture in this vision necessarily imp es
oppression of women, because of the respective anatomies of men ?;y
women, or rather of males and females. Thus the advent of patri2 -
and its subsequent maintenance appears doubly inexorable and jus
fied. It is inevitable and just, on the one hand, because of bioloBY’
because of the anjmal nature of the human species; and on the o¢"
because of the social, because of what is strictly human in our natuf®;
T e concept of patriarchy can be co-opted, it can be emptied of the
meaning of ‘social system’, in other ways too. For instance, the concept
;Z‘;ﬁhau‘{:rreiniected into it elements of patriarchal ideology ijtself: In
c

) it can contain the nebulous and typically ideological distinc-
tion between ‘production’ and ‘reproduction’.

Patriarchy, feminism and their intellectuals 143

The feminist debate in Anglo-Saxon countries is more and more
orientated in this direction, as also is some of the research on domestic
work in France (Bourgeois et al. 1978). Those of us who are materialist
radical feminists find this dangerous. However, it has to be admitted,
and it is not the least of the paradoxes of the history of radical feminist
ideas (and of the history of ideas, full stop), that among those who claim
to have re-invented as a marvellous discovery what they have in fact
inherited from patriarchal ideology, there are some radical feminists.
Indeed, the theoretician who is considered by many in the USA and in
England to have founded radical feminism, Shulamith Firestone, is
outrageously biologistic, since she sees the oppression of women as
deriving from the ‘natural handicap’ of pregnancy (Firestone 1971).
Socialist feminists have long opposed her theory, with good arguments
though for bad reasons. In denouncing Firestone’s biologism, they used
to reject the primacy which she gave to the struggle between the sexes,
so they could reaffirm the equally doubtful principle of the primacy of
the class struggles. Not being able to explain totally the oppression of
women in terms of capitalism, they nowadays, as I said, deny the latter
arguments. Instead they now talk of ‘patriarchy’, but they identify this
with a new concept, that of a ‘system of reproduction’. It is not at all
clear what this term covers, except that it is linked to the physical role of
the sexes in procreation, on the one hand, and explicitly opposed to the
concept of a ‘system of production’ on the other. In using this concept
they make clear the underlying biologism with which their analyses
have always been tainted. If until recently they were pre-occupied with
only the ‘capitalist’ oppression of women, this was precisely because this
is the only thing they see as social, all the rest being, by implication,
natural. In addition, by identifying a ‘system of reproduction’ when, to
their way of thinking, the system of production remains the motor of
history, they are only leading back, in different words, to the doctrine
according to which the women’s struggle is secondary in relation to the
anti-capitalist struggle.

_ Stranger still, what they now support is obviously the same analysis as
is proposed by some radical feminists, such as the English revolutionary
feminists, but which leads the latter to absolutely opposite political
conclusions. The revolutionary feminists in fact retain from the division
between production and reproduction only the irreducibility of the one
system to the other, and they therefore argue the priority for women of
the anti-patriarchal fight. While it must be admitted that there is no
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perfect equation between analyses and the political strategi i

]laleld to ‘derive’ from _them., this disparity ispl()’izarre. It dgglse;l:kh;illlgrf
fow.exfer, that the blolog;sm which those of us who are materialist

emmtlisatls dslee as an essential dividing line between analyses, is not an
§s_s?n hglde from the point of strategies. It is not the perspective on

iology which d:lVl.deS raghcal feminists (for whom patriarchy is the
emle:.my). from socialist feminists (for whom capital is the enemy).
h €minists must accommodate to the paradox that the road to exactly
€ same pplmcal conclusions, far from being the same for all, can in
fact take divergent and even opposite paths. This requires us to look
more closely at the relationship between theoretical analyses and
pohtlcal.strat.egles 5 and it suggests also that it might be advisable to look
at the biologism of radical feminists and of socialist feminists to see if
tl;téz have exactly the same content — though I cannot undertake this
Those of us who are radical feminists and also claim a materialist
a{)px:oach, have, after years of thought, arrived at the provisional con-
:h lésmg t}mt ;_o unc!erstanq patriarchy it is necessary radically to question
tionsw ole o %a_tnarch.al 1deology..We must reject all its presupposi-
. be’ up to and including those which appear not to be such, but rather
be categories furnished by reality itself, e.g. the categories ‘women’
and ‘men’. Sketchu;g in our current work very briefly, we think that
gender, the respective social positions of women and men, is not con-
:)tmaet(tln on the (apparently) natural category of sex (male and female),
ut rather that sex has become a pertinent fact, hence a perceived
category, because of the existence of gender.

. or most people, including many feminists, anatomical sex (and its
gi ysical implications) creates, or at least permits, gender — the technical
ati‘;llsllg? of labour. This in turn creates, or at least permits, the domin-
aon crone group by another. We believe, however, that it is oppression
o e etztetsh gender; ghat logl_cguy the hierarchy of the division of labour
o iltl:clzhmcal d.w;smn of labour and created the latter: i.e.
aied.th ;e sexual roles, which we call gender. Gender in its turn created
it oical a.;ea;_, in the sense tl}at th_e hierachical division of humanity
social im lics orms an anatomical defqrence (which is in itself devoid of
practice p. :tmqs) Into a relevant distinction for social practice. Social

» and social practice alone, transforms a physical fact (which is

in itself i . . . X
thought,devmd of meaning, like all physical facts) into a category of
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This is obviously a hypothesis, and it will be some years before it is
proved (or disproved) since it runs directly counter to what now appears
as incontrovertible evidence — namely, that the different roles played by
males and females in procreation could not but possess an intrinsic
importance for society as a whole, whatever form is subsequently
constructed on this difference. To show that the process is in fact the
opposite of this, and that this difference (i.e. the meaning given to it) is
the end result of social practice and not the basis of social practice, isa
gamble, but it is nevertheless the bet we wish to place.

This approach is for us the logical follow-up to the initial common
vision of the women’s movement, i.e. seeing men’s domination as a
political phenomenon. This starting point has lead us to put the accent
on the relationship which establishes women and men in two groups
which are not only different, but above all, and from the first, hier-
archized. That is, it has led us to adopt a class problematic. In such a
problematic it is not the content of each role which is essential, but the
relationship between the roles, between the two groups. This relation-
ship is characterized by hierarchy and it is the latter which explains the
content of each role, and not the reverse. In this problematic, therefore,
as we see it, the key concept is that of oppression, which is, or ought to
be, the key concept of all class problematics.

This has consequences not only for what is contained in the analysis
of the situation of the oppressed and for the strategies aimed at ending
this situation; it also has implications for ways of thinking about oppres-
sion: for the role of theory itself, and of theoreticians, in the struggle.

The role of theory and intellectuals in class struggles

This paper was first given at a conference held to discuss patriarchy, and
held within a university. Yet up to this point there has been no mention
of either particular disciplines or of academia as a whole in relation to
the concept of patriarchy, and this is not by chance. It is because
universities have played no role whatever in the creation of this concept,
nor indeed in the creation of any other political concept, just as they
played no role in the emergence of the social movement, feminism,
which developed the analyses and concepts. However, academia has
obviously played a role in promoting debates around the various
theories and concepts. The question is, what role precisely?

One of the things which distinguished the WLM from the ultra-left
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from the start — the left which remains its opponent and its privileged
interlocutor — is the relationship between the subject and the object of
their discussions and ‘revolutionary’ practice. For left groups fight for
liberation and for the coming to power of a proletariat of which they are
not part, for people other than themselves. The contradictions which result
from this situation are foreign to feminism. We are not fighting for
others, but for ourselves. We and no other people are the victims of the
oppression which we denounce and fight against. And when we speak,
itis not in the name or in the place of others, but in our own name and in
our own place.

This identity of victim and champion, of subject and object of
struggle, gives us a revolutionary legitimacy which the petits bourgeois
who make up the ultra-left cruelly lack. That women, because they are
fighting for themselves, should have this direct legitimacy seems plain.
But is it a plainnness or a semblance; or rather, is it directly a reality, or
is it simply a potentiality?

Women, like all oppressed people, hate feeling they are women,
because we, like all human beings, hate feeling oppressed. This is a
major obstacle to women getting involved in the women’s movement,
because to join in the fight is to recognize that one is oppressed, and
recognizing one is oppressed is painful. For many women, the only
possible mitigation of the oppression they endure consists in fantasy, in
a denial of this oppression, since they cannot escape it in reality. This
denial leads to a refusal to accept the relevance for them of the feminist
struggle.

_ But there is also another form of denial. This consists in saying, or
implying, in words or in actions, that, sure women are oppressed, but
only other women, or principally other women. I think here of the
practice which has been maintained for a long time by a whole section of
French socialist feminists. For them the women’s struggle consists in
fighting precisely and exclusively against the exploitation of working-
cla§s women, which they are not. This obviously corresponds, to the
ultimate degree, to the remit of their mixed organization, and reflects
the ‘workerism’ ranging in this sort of extreme left group. But I think
this remit also meets needs in the women; and the need is not to be
confronted with the fact that they are also women. Paradoxically, the
fact of -pursuing what they call a ‘women’s cause’ (boulot-femmes)
distances them radically from a consciousness of being women - or at

any rate it has held back their feminist consciousness rather than raised
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it. Either way, the practice of consciousness raising, a fundamex,ltal
element in the new feminism, was condemned as ‘petit bourgeois’ in
such groups and explicitly forbidden. I think also of the Yt.xgosl.avmn
university women who, in 1978, organized a seminar on tl}e situation of
women and talked all the time about ‘them’. To say ‘them’ when itis no
longer possible to keep quiet altogether, is the last defenf:e ?f those faced
with the fearsome perspectives opened up by the word us’. .
These two examples recall moments 1n felmms113n s e\g)llunon,
whether they have been or remain to be overcome. but is there no
possibility ots”’ going backwards, especially if we think this time of the
collective level? Does a movement always go fqrwaxd? .
Feminism had entered the university, in the _US more than in
Europe, in England more than in southern Equ?C, in Spain more than
in France. No one denies that ‘women’s studies’ are a good tlpng. But
again it depends on how they develop and? even more to the point, .Wha.t
relationship they maintain with the political movement Whl,Ch insti-
gated them and which feeds them. The deve!opme{lt of women’s studies
in the United States is such a vast topic that it is neither my purpose nor
within my competence to deal with it here, except to say that certain
aspects of its development disquiet, reasonably it seems, more than one
ican feminist. )
A?i‘ilr;cg?oblem which we have to face is what role in the struggle can,
and should be played by feminists who are also intellectuals, or intellec-
tuals who are also feminists? Academia is not a qeupral location and t.he
revolution is not, to my knowledge, over. This is a question which
concerns not only universities and fetr:llmsts, but the intelligentsia in
eneral and political struggles in general. . .
g There aI'eI;?l fact severglg orders of problem. I will start with the most
obvious, the one which faces all revolutionaries and the whole mgel-
lectual class. (To forestall any criticism let it be clear that I am using
class here in a very loose sense.) Some think that being women we are
only women, and hence absolved by our quality of victims m_tlps regard
from our privileges in any other. But we materialist feminists, who
affirm the existence of several — at least two — class systems, gmd hence
the possibility of an individual having several class memberships (which
can in addition be contradictory); we who think that male workers are
not, as victims of capitalism, thereby absolved of the sin of being the
beneficiaries of patriarchy, must refuse this way out. It is too easy to be
honest. How can those of us who have an institutional bond to the
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t
intellectual class make sure that academia serves feminism and ‘:,
feminism academia? The latter seems totally improbable a first S
but it isn’t. . _1ife
Take for example the role played by marxists in French academi¢ ..
and in French intellectual life in general. If in the US marxists int‘i"ll in
tuals can be counted on the fingers of one hand and take risK® in
declaring their politics within their work situation, this is not the ¢8%° ot
France. Marxism is largely accepted in French university life. I 40 %,
doubt for a moment the good faith and the goodwill of our mar® d
thinkers. They are sincere in calling for the revolution they desir€ ?;11
they work hard for it in their disciplines. But what is the end result %3
their efforts and all their labours? Is the revolution further ahead &
France than in the US, or than in Spain, where marxism had !
recently a smell of sulphur and was certainly not compatible with
university career? The analyses of our marxist intelligentsia are a5t in
ishingly revolutionary. The only problem is that they are writt€? -
language which can only be understood by a ridiculously small pl'opo e-
tion of the population. They certainly denounce the reactionary pfut
suppositions and ideology of capitalism wherever they see them- B
above all they like to unmask them in other scientific work, rather tha?
1n ideological production aimed directly at the general public. It fouon
that their denunciations are very convincing . . . when you can un er
stand them. And in general only their colleagues can understand the‘:d
From this comes the paradox that they are understood and apprecia®
by those they consider their political opponents, i.e. their reactio
colleagues, while those they claim to defend at best ignore them, and at
worst see them as mystifiers, hence as enemies. Whatever their int€?”
tions, what is the objective outcome of their work? In so far as thé¥Y
address right-wing intellectuals and exclude the non-intellectuals of the
left, their work objectively helps the cohesion of the intellectual class 25
a whole, all political positions taken together, over and against the
Don-intellectual ranks of the population.
h 1s not due solely to the contradiction from which women escap¢:
f € fa‘ft that they do not in reality belong to the class they support. If 38
CIMINISts we do not have this initial handicap, if we are both subjects
and objects of our analyses, we are none the less as members of univer-
%tﬁes, membgers of the intellectual class, even if low-ranking members-
o the‘OPpl:essmn of women could become one object of study among
» €rs, without questioning either the methods of the disciplines or the
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role of academia and science as privileged locations for ideological
production, and hence for the maintenance of oppression — of all
oppressions. This is what has happened to orthodox marxism, perhaps
because of the petit bourgeois origin of marxist theorists. But then again
we could ask why it has been precisely the petit bourgeois who have
monopolized marxist theoretical accounts.

In the hands of intellectuals, marxism has undergone an enormous
perversion. Marxist analysis of society is presented, in the orthodoxy, as
being the source of class consciousness and of perceptions of oppression.
Indeed, in this orthodoxy it is marxist analysis and it alone which can
disclose oppression and, in the last inversion, it is marxist analysis
which confirms oppression, which gives a ‘certificate of oppression’ to a
group to enable it to rebel in a legitimate fashion, i.e. with the approval
of the marxist establishment. At any rate this was the sort of argument
that leftists used when trying to invalidate feminism at the start of the
WLM. But such treatment isn’t reserved for women alone. Many
intellectuals believe that it is marxist analysis which establishes the
reality of proletarian oppression, a belief which is both historically and
logically absurd.

I cannot expand at length here on how Marx himself in fact started
from already authenticated reports of the oppression of workers; how pc
could not have done otherwise; how, far from trying to prove its
existence, the certainty of its existence was for him a basic given; how,
without this a priori he would have had no reason, either subjective or
objective, to try to demonstrate the mechanisms by which the oppres-
sion was obtained; and in short, how you cannot study something which
does not exist. )

This perversion of revolutionary theory, of the conception of the
origins of revolt and class consciousness, effected by orthodox marxism,
also lies in wait for feminism. This perversion can take other forms, but
don’t imagine that we shall be preserved from danger either by magic or
by our ovaries. In any case we shall certainly not be sa-ved.by the fact that
we are intellectuals, because it is part of the objective interests of the
intellectual class, of which we are also members, part ot: the logic of its
maintenance as a class, to claim to hold all the lines of social movements,
up to and including their origins. This is why this class gathers every-
thing, including revolution, together into its private domain: analysis
and theory. o

Let us make no mistake. Analysis and theory have their limits. They
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can tell us how, and in a strict sense why, oppression exists; but they
cannot pretend to authorize revolution, which comes from a conscious-
ness of oppression. And they cannot establish the reality of oppression
since they themselves only begin from the moment when this reality is
established. Otherwise the theory would have no object. Oppressionisa
reality and at the same time an interpretation of reality: a perception of
reality as intolerable — as precisely oppressive. This perception of reality
as oppressive cannot be founded ‘in reason’, based on a theory which at
the start ignores it and then ‘discovers’ it. On the contrary, different
theories of society, of reality, start from pre-existing perceptions of what
is tolerable and what is not; of what is just and what unjust. There is no
Science which can tell us that we are oppressed. Oppression is the
experience of being unjustly treated, which becomes objective because
it is shared. It has no more scientific base than ideas of justice or
equality. We must always be aware of this. We must always remember
that theories cannot substitute for revolt, and that, on the contrary,
theories themselves derive from revolt and can originate only from it.

If we accept that all intellectual practices are rooted in a class position,
whether consciously or not, it follows that no analysis has any strictly
~ scientific value. There is no Science with a capital S. This is for me the
inevitable corollary of a materialist position of any consequence. An
analysis has value only from a class position, in so far as it serves this
position. (This means of course that reactionary analyses are not ‘wrong’
in the absolute. They are correct from the point of view of the
dominants.) If there is no Science, there is also therefore no neutrality.
This means that once an analysis no longer serves a particular class
position, it does not therefore become neutral, still less ‘objective’. It
deserts the first position, but, being unable to be outside class, it then
serves another class position.

This has a whole series of implications for our work, which I have far
from fully explored and concerning some of which I have at the moment
no more than a few intuitions.

One of these intuitions is the primordial role which must be played in
our work by anger, our anger, in the way we approach the problem of the
relationship between our membership of the intellectual class and our
revolutionary usefulness. This is not an exclusively feminist problem: it
has been broached by others. It has been an extremely painful contra-
d1cuqn fqr all those who have realized really sharply both their objective
function in serving the power of the intellectual class and the need for
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revolution. It has led those such as Sartre to wish ‘to destroy myself as an
intellectual’. This position shows great moral and political integrity; but
it does not resolve the problem of the existence of the intellectual class
and its role. We live this role every day. Academia produces knowledge
which is both necessary for the revolution and withheld from its pro-
tagonists. It can produce knowledge only in a form which makes it
incomprehensible to the masses and which at the same stroke alienates
them from it. Production of knowledge (which is frequently useful) is,
under present conditions, inseparable from the production of a learned
discourse which is defined in opposition to ‘popular’ language —i.e. that
of the group which is dominated. The progress of knowledge thus itself
reinforces, in a seemingly inexorable way, the exclusion of the masses,
and their increasingly radical separation from intellectual tools: from
ways of thinking about their oppression.

Feminists also face this problem. Concretely, what use should we
make of the instruments of knowledge given us by academia. How far
will our feminism undermine academia? How far, on the other hand,
will it be recuperated by the latter, for its own ends? For example, when
we criticize the sexism of the work of our male colleagues, it is obvious
that we do it with the intention of forwarding the feminist struggle. But
how will we, how can we, do it in such a way that the critiques can be
used by feminists as a whole, since this presupposes first and foremost
that the critiques should be understandable. But, depending on the
language we use, our critiques may be understood by feminists — and
disdained by our learned colleagues; or else they may be understood by
these selfsame colleagues, who we thus convict of sexism in the eyes of
the scientific community, but with whom we thereby establish a much
more fundamental complicity — a complicity based on the exclusion of
all non-intellectuals, in which group are also to be found the majority of
feminists.

I have no ready answer to this question, no miraculous remedy to a
problem which no one has managed to resolve up to now. I have only an
awareness of certain definite dangers. If the critique of sexism in
scientific disciplines is important, it is important only in so far as the
accounts of these disciplines are the learned version of popular patri-
archal ideology. That is what matters to us, that is what our critiques
must reach. What must interest us is not the arguments of our mascu-
line colleagues in and of themselves, but the fact that they give a
guarantee of ‘science’ to the dominant ideology; it is because the
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mystification of Science redoubles the mystification of popular ideology
that we must analyse these learned accounts. But we tread a fine line. If
other women do not understand our critiques, if they cannot use them,
if they mean nothing to them, then we will in fact be addressing
ourselves to our male colleagues; we will have confirmed our solidarity
with the mystifying institution over and above having been useless to
the feminist battle. We will thus be doubly traitors to the class of
women.

To use academia in the feminist battle necessarily leads to a denunci-
ation of the academy, to a denunciation of the double mystification of
learned discourse: the first mystification being that it does nothing other
than paraphrase and reiterate the dominant ideology; the second that it
gives legitimacy to the myth of Science: Pure, Neutral, Universal. The
sole fact of individual feminists, or feminists’ concerns, entering
academic life does not guarantee that the resources of academia will be
recuperated by us, i.e. used against the role of the intellectual class and
for the revolution. When a feminist question, for example that of
housework, becomes an academic subject, when it is treated as such,
i.e. as under the jurisdiction of Pure Knowledge (a patriarchal and
bourgeois myth), then feminism is, wittingly or not, betrayed. The only
valid reason for studying housework, since we are in the privileged
position of being able to study it, is that thousands of women, every day
and every second, suffer in the flesh from being ‘only housewives’. T_o
make this into a mere academic problem is to deny, worse to insult, this
suffering. It is to take the part of the intellectual class against the
oppressed, against housewives, and to reify the latter a second time.

The only way to avoid this involuntary reversal of alliances is to
always keep this suffering in one’s mind and to know that it is the only
valid reason for studying housework. Likewise to remember that the
only value of theory lies in the contribution it may make to ending this
situation. The only way not to forget the suffering of others is to start by
recognizing your own. That this isn’t easy goes without saying.

The admittance of feminist questions to the rank of academic
questions often appears as progress for the feminist struggle itself, not
only because academia thus gives us a warrant of ‘seriousness’, but also

ause university circles assure, indeed require, a non-emotive
aPll’l'oa.ch to problems. This passionless approach seems to guarantee a
more rigorous, calm analysis. This is a devil’s trap. That is to say, it is
part of the dominant ideology which has created a myth of Science. If we
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succumb to this all too easily, it is because this dispassionate approach
also attracts us more directly, i.e. affectively. Without even looking at
the interests of Science, it is clear it gives us protection against our own
anger. Contrary to what is commonly thought, it is not easy to be,.and
above all to remain, angry. It is painful, because to remain angry 1s to
keep permanently in mind the cause of this anger; it 1S constantly to
remember what we want to forget, at least from time to time, to be able
to survive —i.e. that we too are humiliated and offended against.

But for us as intellectuals to forget this, even for an instant, is to loose
the thread which connects us to our class as women. It‘ is Fhe railing
which prevents us tipping over on to the side of the institution, to the
side of our oppressors. We tend to see anger as someﬂpng we can get
beyond, and also as a disagreeable feeling; as something temporary,
which ceases at some time to be useful; and even as something of an
encumbrance, which we should leave at the university door so as to be
able to work in peace. ] )

But our only weapon against the potential treason written into our
status as intellectuals is precisely our anger. The onl.y guarantee that we
will not, as intellectuals, be traitors to our class, is our awareness of
being, ourselves, women, of being among those whose oppression we
analyse. The only basis for this consciousness is our revolt; and the only
foundation for this revolt is our anger.

Notes and references

1 Veronica Beechey (1980) has suggested that “first wave’ feminists in
England, such as Virginia Woolf, Vera Brittain and the Fabian
Women’s Group, already used the term patriarchy.

2 ‘A god from a machine’ was a device in Greek theatre. A god was
elevated above the stage and provided solutions to problems mortals
could not resolve — or interesting twists to the plot.



9 . A materialist feminism
s possible*

The first issue of Feminist Review (January 1979) contained a review of
my work by two English sociologists, Michéle Barrett and Mary
McIntosh. I replied to this three issues later and sought to show, first,
the various ways in which they had misrepresented what I had written;
second, what I think the concerns of feminist criticism should be; and
third, and most important, the various ways in which Barrett and
Mclntosh fundamentally misconceive marxism. It is not necessary in
this collection to include the first part of the article, since the collection
itself makes the relevant articles available in English, but the latter two
parts are significant because they expose the widespread theoretical
schizophrenia of the left on the subject of women’s oppression. The
contradictory analyses Barrett and McIntosh produce are due, I believe,
to a desperate desire to continue to exempt men from responsibility for
the oppression of women.

Marxism misunderstood: abused and used

Barrett and McIntosh’s article rests on a set of attitudes which are
common in intellectual circles:

1 areligious attitude to the writings of Marx;

"2 an assertion that marxism constitutes a whole which one must take
or leave;

3 a confusion between the materialist method, used for the first time
by Marx, and the analysis of capitalism which he made using it; or
rather the reduction of the first to the second;

4 a confusion, voluntarily perpetuated, between these two things and

* A version of this article appeared in Feminist Review, no. 4 (1980).
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the interpretation which ‘marxist’ sects make of contemporary society;
and

5 a presentation of this triple confusion as the whole (to be taken or
left) of ‘marxism’, which is in its turn not only presented as a science,
but as The Science having all the characteristics of this pure essence: in
particular, neutrality and universality.

The religious attitude builds Marx into an object of study in himself.
‘Marxologists’, as their name indicates, are interested in Marx qua
Marx. They lose sight of why Marx is important; or rather they invert
the order of priorities. They judge Marx not in terms of politics, but
rather they judge politics in terms of Marx. This talmudic attitude may
at first sight seem contradictory to the very varied interpretations to be
found among the different marxist sects (in itself no bad thing) and the
fact that their analyses, all supposedly ‘marxist’, diverge radically
among themselves. But in reality the reverence for the letter of Marx,
the constitution of this into the ultimate, quasi-divine reference, the
dogma of infallibility, serves to construct the authority with which later
‘marxists’, whoever they may be, adorn themselves. Recourse to
argument from authority — 1 am right because I’m a Marxist — is by no
means peculiar to marxists, but that doesn’t make it any more excusable.

Marxism is erected as the value of values and is seen as not only above
the struggles, but outside them. The ultimate perversion, and one
which is moreover widespread, is that people then come to judge real
oppression, and even the very existence of oppression, according to
whether or not it corresponds to ‘marxism’, and not marxism according
to whether or not it is pertinent or not to real oppressions. This
perversion is not, of course, a simple diversion of the intellect, devoid of
political meaning. For to stress in a revolt, like a women’s revolution,
only that which is consistent with their interpretation of marxism,
allows people eventually to decide that a revolt s invalid or unimportant
(‘what matters is to be a marxist, not to make a revolution’).

In so far as these two linked attitudes incarnate ‘marxism’ today, it is
more than understandable that most of the oppressed, including most
feminists, refuse to call themselves ‘marxists’. Like them, I stress those
things in marxism which are consistent with women’s revolt. I won’t
shed one tear for marxism if it has to be abandoned because it is seen to
be useless in analysing oppression. This is an essentual difference
between my approach and that of Barrett and McIntosh because it
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seems to me that the very meaning of marxism rests in its Polglgot
utility. People who do not have a specific political interest — who ;;wng
part of an oppressed group — have diverted this meaning by ve
marxism into an object in itself. Or rather, in so doing theY _;n?
revealed that they are not politically engaged. But what does thiS ‘f:a,ply
Is it even possible? Nothing is outside the field of politics: one is S you
on one side or the other. If you are not on the side of the oppres_Se‘:l ’

are on the other side; and your intellectual approach will show 1t-

Marxism and the politics of knowledge reac”
Subordinating political validity to theoretical ‘truth’ is a typically " of
tionary procedure (and, additionally, one contrary to the SP -
marxism). Theoretical truth — whatever theoretical truth it maY 5n
simply does not exist. For where does a theory draw its truth fro’ . jr
what can it be more or less true than another theory, if not 12 - 54
serves a class; that it is true or false from a political point of view, ™ Upat
given position in the class struggle (in the wide sense)? To_ chout
‘absolute truth’ can one refer to decree a theory ‘correct’ W2~
making reference to the class struggle? I do not know; or rather,

only too well. This absolute truth is what bourgeois science pret!

endseff
— : e ted.
possess; and it is precisely this pretention that materialism defl3 s

precisely denounced it in saying that all intellectual product® not
th? product of a real situation and practice. Science, capital S, does
exist, and what does must be called ‘bourgeois science’. cer)

It is therefore strange to see some ‘marxists’ (like Louis Althus]ute
rehabilitating the notion of Science and laying claim to an absO ‘ble
truth, but this time for marxism. This status is simply not compat!
with the g
as marxism does not break with the approach which engendered lts:
materialism. But it is more than contradictory, it is disquieting, u £
the pretention to universality, to the absolute, is precisely the nl?fk 0
intellectual products coming from dominant positions. Only dominants
claim to be above the mélée, and they must claim so to be since all th'eu'
knowledge, their Science, tries to claim that this mélée does not exist> &
—1n a secondary fashion — to deny the class struggle. From this it would
seem that any claim to universality, in knowledge of no matter what,
hides a dominant perspective (of the dominant group in whatever
Inter-group antagonism is at stake, and varies from case to case).

ut Barrett and McIntosh present as a criticism the fact that:

very theory — marxism — for which it is claimed, at least in 5° far
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it is clear throughout her work that Delphy’s theoretical position is closely

related to her political stance, and indeed she has argued that ‘each is indispen-
sable to the other’.

They thereby imply not only that their theoretical position is not related
to their political position, but further that this is a good thing: that
theory can be independent of the social and/or political position that one
occupies, and that it should be. In the article which they cite (see p. 211) I
say that theory should not be independent of politics, but that anyway it
cannot be, even should it want to be. In so doing I am only reaffirming
what has been said elsewhere by many other authors, starting with
Marx, and which is the basis of the materialist approach. All knowledge
is the product of a historical situation, whether it knows it or not. The
idea of a neutral science — of a theory which is not related to a social/
political position — is not in itself a neutral idea; it does not come from an
absence of socio-political position, since such an absence is incon-
ceivable. The idea that knowledge does not have a foundation in the
social position of its producers is, on the contrary, the product of a very
precise social position: the position of dominance.

So, when Barrett and MclIntosh see the rooting of a theory in a
political position as a weakness, they reveal at the same time that they
adopt a notion of knowledge and hence of marxism which is not only
profoundly anti-marxist, but above all profoundly reactionary and
hence antifeminist. Two of the most serious practical political implica-
tions of this situation, which are visible in their article, are that on the
one hand it justifies their not revealing the political position from which
they speak, and on the other, it implies that people other than the
oppressed — theorists, scientists — may talk about the oppression. This
stance is directly linked to the reactionary content of the political
position they are hiding.

We have seen that the reification-deification of Marx serves to
construct the authority from which the imposition of ‘marxist’ theses is
t!len argued. This is simply a way of evading the discussion: of dispen-
sing, or thinking one is dispensing, with the need to prove the internal
coherence of an argument by calling on a principle of authority. It

justifiably horrifies feminists — and others — and it distances them from
marxism.
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There are many ‘marxist’ theses. They all have, however, one point in
common: all the different parties and schools which call themselves
‘marxists’ today agree to perpetuate, under cover of the authority which
their talmudic studies have conferred on Marx the man, an unpardon-
able confusion between the principles of materialism and the analysis
which Marx made of the capitalist mode of production (and which in
turn they interpret liberally and diversely). Although inexcusable, this
reduction of the former to the latter is today so widespread that most
‘marxists’ — and plenty of others — think that capitalism ‘invented’
exploitation, that capitalism is exploitation, and that exploitation is
capitalism. Here again, it is not just a matter of simple ‘error’ or
‘ignorance’ striking by chance. This ‘error’ has a political meaning
which feminists have clearly recognized: it makes the antagonism
between the proletarians and the capitalists — which is one of the
possible forms of exploitation — into the principal conflict wherever it
exists; into the model for all oppression; and finally into the very
definition of exploitation. This is evident when ‘marxists’ say:

1 either that feminism cannot use marxism: ‘no concept of relations of
production developed on the “model” of Marxism . . . includes the
necessity of sexual division’ (Diana Adlam (1979) in a review of The
Main Enemy);

2 or that the exploitation of women does not exist since marxism is
indifferent to sexual division (Mark Cousins (1978) in m/f).

Both here confuse marxism — the method — with the marxist analysis of
capitalism — one of the possible applications of this method.

The concepts used for the marxist analysis of capitalist exploitation
(or Caputal, to simplify) cannot actually account for the exploitation of
women, for the same reason that they cannot account for the exploit-
ation of serfs, or slaves, or indentured servants, or prisoners in labour
camps, or African share-croppers. The simple reason is that the
concepts used to account for exploitation by wages —and it is this which
is the subject of Capital — cannot account for the exploitation of the
unwagéed. But the concepts used in the analysis of capitalism are not the
whole of marxist thought. On the contrary, they are themselves derived
from more general concepts. How, otherwise, would Marx have been
able to analyse non-capitalist modes of production and exploitation,
such as slavery and feudalism? The concepts of class and exploitation do
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not come from the study of capitalism; on the contrary, they pre-exist,
it, permit it, and are at the origin of the notion of capitalism in its
marxist sense, i.e. as a particular system of exploitation. These more
general concepts — class and exploitation — not only in no way require
that sexual divisions be ignored, but on the contrary are eminently
useful in explaining them. And I mean here ‘explain’ in the strong sense:
not just in describing it, not in describing only what happens after the
division exists, but in accounting for its genesis.

These concepts are the key concepts of materialism to which I see two
foundations. For me, the first foundation of materialism is that it is a
theory of history, one where history is written in terms of the domin-
ation of social groups by one another. Domination has as its ultimate
motive exploitation. This postulate explains and is explained by the
second foundation of materialism: the postulate that the way in which
life is materially produced and reproduced is the base of the organiz-

ation of all societies, hence is fundamental both at the individual and the
collective level.

Marxism and women’s oppression
Marxism is, by all the evidence, materialist. To this extent it can be used
by feminism. In so far as materialism concerns oppression, and
inversely if we accept that to start from oppression defines among other
things a materialist approach, a feminist science will tend inevitably
towards a materialist theory of history. To me materialism is not one
possible tool, among others, for oppressed groups; it is the tool precisely
In so far as it is the only theory of history for which oppression is the
fundamental reality, the point of departure.

This had been hidden across the years by people who have appropri-
ated marxism and, in so doing, have not only reduced materialism to the
analysis of the capitalist mode of production alone, but in addition have
evacuated the very materialism of this analysis because they have made
it one academic analysis among others, and in competition with the
others on its ‘intellectual merits’ alone. They have thus dropped the
deep meaning which propels marxist analysis and which distinguishes it
as an approach far more than its content — the explanation of and
struggle against oppression. It is therefore clear that the non-recognition
of sexual division in the analysis of Capital in no way prevents the
application of materialist concepts to the oppression of women. How-
ever, this non-recognition poses a problem — not for women, but for the
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analysis of the capitalist mode of production. It is in fact not so much a
matter of non-recognition as of non-problematization. The analysis
Marx made of wage exploitation is not, as Mark Cousins pretends,
indifferent to the division of the sexes, or at any rate it is not so in the
sense that Cousins (and others) understand. They think that in the
analysis of capital, the positions described — or the classes constituted by
the analysis (capitalists and workers) — can be indifferently occupied by
men or women. The fact that they are above all occupied by men is seen
as an external factor, and one which removes nothing from the validity
of the analysis. This implies that the latter would be the same if the
classes were constituted in equal parts of women and men. But this is
false: the analysis of the capitalist mode of production is indifferent to
the sexua} d1y1sion in the sense that the fact that the positions could not
be occupied indifferently by men or women is not even perceived as a
problem. Their theory is indifferent to the problem, certainly, but in
the opposite sense: it takes the sexual division as given, it recognizes it
and integrates it: it is based on it.

Hence a materialist approach cannot be content with adding the
matenal_lst analysis of the oppression of women to the analysis of the
oppression of workers made by Marx, and later marxists. The two
cannot be simply added together, since the first necessarily modifies the
second. Feminism necessarily modifies ‘marxism’ in several ways: first,
because it is impossible for it to accept the reduction of marxism solely
to the analysis of capital; second, since the struggle between workers
and capitalists is not the only struggle, this antagonism can no longer be
taker} as the unique dynamic of society; and third, because it also
mgdlﬁes the anglys1s of capital from within. The recognition of the
existence of patriarchy — or, for those who are shocked by this term, of
sexual division (which no one can deny and which for me is one and the
same thing) — makes it apparent that ‘the working class’ described by
marxists and characterized by them as ‘theoretically asexual’ is well and
truly sexed, and not only in an empirical and contingent fashion. It is
concerned entirely with only the male part of the working class. All the
concepts used by Marx, and then by the others, take as a structural and
theoretical definition of the worker’s condition the lot of the male
worker. Women workers are invisible, they are absent from the analysis
of the labour market on the one hand, and their domestic work and its
exploitation is taken as given on the other. Thus not only the reduction
of marxism to the analysis of capital, but the very content of this
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analysis, makes it impossible to apply this marxism to the oppression of
women. But, still further, taking account of the opression of women —
which is what it means to be feminist — makes, or sl;ould make, it
impossible to accept this analysis even as it concerns capital. )

Two objectives: the extension of the principles of marxism (1..e. of
materialism) to the analysis of the oppression of women, and a review of
the analysis of capital from the viewpoint of what has been acquired in
feminist analysis, are what should define a marxist feminist or feminist
marxist approach, if the words have any meaning. But it is the very
possibility of such an approach which Barrett and McIntosh try to fleny
(or rather to forbid) by affirming that their conception of marxism is the
only one, and in claiming, in addition, that I would be contradicting
myself if I were to ‘attempt in my use of marxism’ to do what I say is
impossible: ‘to abstract technical concepts from their “reactionary
context”.” Noting in passing that they here qualify marxism as a ‘reac-
tionary context’, I maintain that this is true of all the overall theories of
society or humanity we possess. General accounts of the world, whether
they are anthropological, sociological or psychoanalytic, take the
oppression of women as given, are unable to explain it, and above all are
unable to help in overthrowing it. This applies equally to marxism as
Barrett and McIntosh understand it (i.e. to the conventional analysis of
Capital); and that it would be ‘illusory to claim to arrive at different
results with the same conceptual tools’ is abundantly proven by the
failure of the ‘domestic labour debate’. This is indeed why I do not use
this analysis and why I deem that they should not use it either. But this is
not true of materialism as a method, and this is why a feminist material-

ist approach is not only possible, but also necessary, whatever they may
say.

Polemic and feminist criticism

This set of attitudes to marxism is the basic problem in Barrett and
McIntosh’s approach. This is why I have dealt with it first, leaving aside
temporarily their polemic . . . on polemic. For polemic is certainly one
of the things at issue in their polemical article. They criticize me for
doing something which they themselves are busy doing. I could, of
course, have fallen for it in making a reply, and perhaps I should have
contented myself with mentioning this irony and let them have the
benefit of the doubt: I could have accepted that they did it intentionally,
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to be funny. But I want to profit by the occasion to tack_lq the prol:;lerl1 w
depth and to look at the questions of polemic and feminist criticism-
Barrett and McIntosh reproach me:

1 for writing polemical and not theoretical articles; . pin
2 for being ‘locked in . . . political combat with enemies found vvltll of
the women’s movement itself’, that is of setting myself against O
feminists; and ) » ;alist
3 for hating marxism, the proof being my opposition to soc
feminists.

They use polemic in a pejorative sense; at first .intel!ect.ually pejqraﬁ":;
later politically pejorative. The intellectual ‘lme signifies nothing> 0
regards my articles. It is simply a way of putting one’s opponents dO L
by suggesting that they are ranting. But,1ina more general mannf:.l',.;1 o
absurd to oppose polemic to theory for a very simple reason: no new X s
appears in a void. In the place where it wants to establish itself th?fza
always already another idea on the same question, an accepted id vé
which it is therefore necessary initially to demolish. Theoreticians h2 o
always been polemicists; one of the greatest, Karl Marx, was also on€

€ most tenacious polemicists of his epoch. Itis present in all his WOfsé
even those pieces which are not explicitly polemical, even those W}lq .
title is not Critique of. . . . He could not have constn'lc.'@d a materlﬂ_lls ]
!iheory of capital except in opposition to, and after initially demo
Ing; liberal economists’ theories about the selfsame capitalism. -

Thus on the ground of the facts of intellectual history, this oppos}f}gal
— between polemic and theory — has no meaning at all; but on politi ¢
grounds it has one, and it is dangerous. They aim to convict me OI
non-sisterliness. They say I find my enemies within the movement-

Pute this at the level of facts and of principles.
. 0_11 the factual level, I will say, since they force me to make fh‘?
Stnction, that my ‘main enemies’ are outside the-feminist movementi
t I am concerned with ‘feminist’ men — like Alzon, whom

denqunced in ‘Our friends and ourselves’ (p. 106) — or women lik¢
e Leclerc — see “Protofeminism and antifeminism’, (p. 182) — who
refuse to be called feminists. However, although it has not been my
Practice to polemicize within the movement, I do not for all that think
-aatitisillegitimate, and for an obvious reason. The movement js not an
l§land, feminists are not born by spontaneous generation, they do not

V€ on another planet, they are not outside this society. The ways of
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thinking outside the movement are also in the movement. If not it
would be so easy!

If not, why should one of the first slogans of the movement have been
‘get rid of the phallus/man in your head’? To rid ourselves of the
dominant way of thinking is a priority, and a collective task, which
requires the freedom to criticize. To deny ourselves this is to prevent
our advancing. It is more than a sterile attitude: it is dangerous,
because, as Juliet Mitchell says (citing from memory), “The danger
from the outside consists not so much in its opposition as in its
influence’, and as Monique Plaza says in her preface to a critique of the
way of thinking exemplified by Lucy Irigaray, to forbid criticism under
the pretext that it concerns ‘the discourses of feminist women’ is to
individualize and moralize a problem when:

what interests us in a feminist critique of a discourse is the location of its social

determinants. . . . What holds us back . . . is the envelopment of the author in
rules and schemes external to her

(Plaza, 1977:90).

This is even more true when we criticize other feminists.

In these quotations I think that the objectives, but also the conditions,
of a feminist critique are well enough defined. Feminist criticism is,
first, and this may seem tautologous, feminist; which is to say it attacks
not an individual, of course, but a way of thinking. Above all it ataclgs
what is not feminist in a way of thinking, and in doing this it is
necessarily in solidarity even with the woman attacked. A feminist
critique is always aimed, even within the movement, at the exterior.

urther, a critique, even one made from within the movement, if it does
not aim at the outside but on the contrary comes from the outside (i.e.
om external arguments, theories, or interests) is not feminist. Let us,
therefore, look more closely at what Barrett and McIntosh see as ‘within
€ movement’ and as ‘marxism’.

On the one hand they take my disagreement with certain socialist
feminist positions as necessary and sufficient proof of my ‘hostility to
marxism’. Thus socialist feminists and marxist feminists are held to
incarnate marxism in the least of their words. On the other hand,
socialist and marxist feminist positions are represented as coming from
‘within the movement’: socialist/marxist feminists thus represent
feminism. Now I think they must make a choice: either these positions
are effectively marxist, and, since we know marxism was not invented
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jst
by feminists, these positions are not particularly feminist. As %t
they are not either more or less feminist (nor more or less antift ped
either) than any other position coming from outside. An attack on S are
is not in any case an attack within the movement; or these posino™™ 1
purely feminist and they owe nothing to marxism, in which
cannot see why an attack on them indicates an.host:hty. to mannsrﬂ 0T

In either case, there is no reason not to criticize marxist positions: 4 ;¢
some feminist positions. Quite the contrary, as mentioned above. An® ¢
Barret and Mclntosh violently attack the freedom to criticize ma~
positions and feminist positions, it is precisely in order to arrive :ged
double censure which results in a double validation and a privil
position for certain theoreticians — the marxist feminists. . hey

If we accept the principle of the authority of ‘marxism’ which ne
defend, and the corollary that this must not be attacked on the-gits
hand, and if we accept the myth that feminist solidarity prob! s
criticism ‘within the movement’ on the other, then marxism v; da
certain ‘feminist’ positions, but, even more, feminism validates marﬂ"” :
According to Barrett and McIntosh, marxist fermmsg positions dle
unattackable because they are ‘marxist’: to attack them is to be ‘hos
to marxism’. But even if one breaks this taboo and scorns being ta¥ o
with ‘hostility to marxism’, it then becomes impossible to be host.ﬂethe
marxism because, in the devilish logic of Barrett and McIntosh,
movement comes forward and covers ‘marxism’ with its maternal wi&"
When marxism is defended by marxist feminists it becomes ‘ferninist »
and to attack it is quite frankly to take on one’s sisters. i
] t a marvellous example of a double bind! Here 1s a move wthP’
1t succeeds, puts those who call themselves marxist feminists l:rifl
Position of absolute control over the whole movement, since they
become immune to all criticism. Happily, such an attempt is €OT
demned from the start by the transparence of the syllogism which 1t
uses. But beyond the naivety of the intellectual procedures at work, the
Machiavellian intention remains — to control the whole movement. AP
1o control it in the name of what?

The ‘marxist feminist’ position which they claim to defend does not
€XISt; or rather it is unjust to join the epithet of marxist feminist to 1t I
];av‘? descnbed above what a position which could call itself marxist

€minist should be. It would consist in doing two things which they
szciselmo not do: applying materialism to the oppression of women,

and looking again at the analysis of Marx’s Capital from an analysis of
patri chy.g g y arx’s Capr y'
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In what then does their position consist? Just the simple juxtaposition

of two political interests: the anti-capitalist interest and the anti-
patriarchal interest. We could then ask which women in the movement
are not both anti-patriarchal and anti-capitalist, and therefore why some
of us need a particular name? This is such an important question that I
cannot deal with it within the framework of this article. But the simple
juxtaposition of these two interests is not enough to justify the use of the
term ‘marxist feminist’, for such a term denotes a fusion of the two,
leading to one unified vision applying to all problems. They do not have
such a vision, and they cannot have it, because of their refusal to effect
this fusion and particularly to do the two above-mentioned things which
are the prior condition for it. Their conception of each of the terms of
this juxtaposition, and their conception of marxism in particular,
condemns them to not being able to come to such a unification. In fact,
from their position, when feminism encounters marxism it is as a
boundary. For them marxism is equal to the conventional analysis of
capital, but in this analysis the capitalist conflict is the fundamental
dynamic of society. Women, as we have seen, are doubly excluded from
this dynamic; first, because the conventional analysis cannot account
for their oppression, and, further, because this analysis incorporates the
oppression of women as given.

Thus their position — which Barrett and MclIntosh assert is the
‘marxist feminist’ one — has as its logical implication the necessary and
inevitable subordination of the oppression and struggle of women to the
anti-capitalist struggle. Is this really what they want? At this stage—1.e.
basing myself solely on what they say and not taking account of the
history of the movement — I can only put forward a conjecture.

This conjecture derives from the gulf which exists between the anger
my work arouses in them and the reasons they give for it: from the
disproportion between their objective of totally discrediting my
approach and the arguments which they invoke against it. The evidence
suggests to me that something other than what they say provokes their
anger; something they do not say, and it is this I have searched for.

. The two-pronged attack on materialist feminism

The fact that they do not dare to indicate their true position, that they
never write down in so many words the theory which they oppose to
mine — which is none the less the reference theory from which they
criticize me — already gives one indication of its nature. It indicates that
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the political premises and the implications of this theory nslfcib‘fl‘g
disagreeable to the women’s liberation movement. This susp? oot 0
confirmed by the fact that they use not one but two lines of argum® : for
reject my materialist analysis of the economic oppression of wome?? e
remember, it is to this and this alone that I apply myself. It I gid
explicitly, and in my very first article (see p. 74-5), not only thélrl and
not pretend to explain all the aspects of the oppression of wome€L? 45
even more precisely that all the aspects attacl}ed to sexuality w
important and as material as economic oppression, but that t:heS;t d
outside the field of my analysis. Thus the allusions of Barre e e
McIntosh to the fact that my theory does not explain evgrythmg lea
cold, since it was never my ambition to explain everything. ¢ 10
What is curious about the use by Barrett and Mclntosh O s
separate lines of argument against my analysis 1S that these ar; e one
are not complementary, but rather logicglly -mcompaublc.: Wit at
another. However, they must have something in common, if o Y chey
they are used to the same end, and it is a good bet that it is Yvha eif
have in common, and not their specific contents, that will indicate (hus
real meaning. One is based on the analysis of c.iomestlc vyork, an® .
accepts as legitimate the study of the economic Oppression of Wody o
The other, on the contrary, is based on the rejecton of all stu The
economic oppression, such an approach being called ‘economisti€ - Jose
logic of the passage from one to the other, if we can manage to dis e
it, must constitute the real message — however hidden — of their ar

Domestic work: the economic oppression of women deal
The part of the Barrett and McIntosh critique which attempts t0 re-
with the economics of women’s oppression reveals a total incoﬂ;&ter
heqsion of the type of approach I myself and others are aiming at. ey
having accepted that the topic of my work is all domestic work, s
seem in the space of one paragraph to decide that I see only f-armeare
Wives as being exploited, and conclude that since farmers’ wives

only 10 per cent of women in France and are even fewer in England, ™Y
fmalYSlS is not very relevant to France and not atall to England. Now 1Y
‘theoretical edifice’ does not ‘rest’ upon the proportion of such Womel}
In the general female population. I use the example of the work O
armers’ wives, which although producing goods for the market is St
t':mp?“fi, to prove the falsity of the theory (still favoured by some marxist
eminists, such as Sue Himmelweit (1977)) which says that it is becau$€

T
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domestic labour produces only ‘use-values’ and not ‘exchange-values’
that housework is not paid. I seek to stress that wives do productive
work for their husbands within the labour relationship of marriage. The
tasks they do vary with their husbands’ needs and desires. The actual
number of farmers’ wives is therefore immaterial to the argument. Even
if there was only one of them, and she lived 10,000 miles from the
English shore, as long as women in England still did the washing-up,
and I have been led to believe that they do by biased informants, my
analysis will have no problem in crossing the Channel.

Barrett and McIntosh also reproach me for looking ‘at only one half of
the family production, that of the housewife’, and for not looking at ‘the
man’s relation to his subsistence’, which would enable me to see that the
‘man’s principal productive activity is in the social sphere of wage
labour’. Thus it appears from their article that I have not seen what I
never stop shouting from the roof-tops —i.e. that men and women have
different relations of production. But obviously Barrett and McIntosh
aim not to see these differences, since their goal is to try and annul them
by speaking of the ‘domestic economy’ as a whole, indissolubly const-
tuted of the wife’s work and the man’s wage. This is the same as the way
in which liberal economists treat the market economy as constituted
indissolubly of the alliance of capital and labour. The fact that this
mutual dependence is not exactly reciprocal and that this allows one of
the indissociable elements to dissociate its interests from those of the
other element enough to exploit it, is not something they want to see.

What does this reconciliation of the couple, this negation of sexual
antagonisms within the ‘domestic economy’, this refusal to look at the
internal functioning of the family, mean? It means they adhere, as they
mention in an aside, to the theory proposed by the English participants
in the domestic labour debate, according to which domestic work serves
only to lower the overall level of wages. This means that the economic
exploitation of women not only benefits capitalism, but benefits only
capitalism. In no way can it benefit any man, since far from benefiting
husbands, the domestic work performed by wives is used to exploit
their husbands further by lowering their wages.

Another of their arguments is to say:

1 that my analysis ‘offers no distinction between the situation of wives
and that of women in general’;

2 that if ‘offers no account of the category of mothers’;




168 Close to Home

. 165
3 that my use of the term ‘patriarchy’ is ‘ambiguous’ because .‘at f{?&’
it refers to the system by which husbands appropriate their wit
labour, at other times . . . to the domination of the father oveX
family’; ) e
4 agd finally, that my analysis does not say anything about V‘f"‘.ﬂts,
who ‘like Christine Delphy herself, ourselves anq many other fi

are not signatories of the marital labour contract .

H
All these criticisms stem either from failure to understand or, I :a:;t
bad faith. The power of the husband and the power of the father afd pat
opposed; they are both the power of the head of the household,.an o 55
power accounts for the appropriation of the labour of the chl!dl' and
well as of the wife, and that of unmarried female or male relatives
other dependents. ) d
The ag:urdity of which they accuse me — ‘are we to see childre? :ﬁd
the old and disabled as exploiters?’ — exists only in their pez_xds pat
because they have so little grasp of the concept of appropnatloﬂ,c o i5
they are unable to distinguish between the person for whom a servi*’, .
performed and the person by whom the labour incorporated 1%
service is appropriated. Clearly, services applied t children al':fo m
appropriated by them, but by the person who would have to peri®y,
(half of) the work if his wife did not provide the totality, i.¢- ork
husband. Even though I have not dealt explicitly with the unpaid ¥ e,
performed by unmarried women for their aged parents, for exarl‘lf‘;!st
the concept of appropriation does give the means to find, or at How
indicates the direction in which to look for, the real beneficiaries. piiy
this concept can account for situations outside of marriage I have Shqv os
in my analysis of divorce by demonstrating that the labour of ex-W! ge
continues to be appropriated by their ex-husbands after the marr#
proper has been dissolved. ) ol
Thave not said that women can ‘escape oppression by the Slﬂ‘%l
device’ of avoiding marriage because the opposite is the case. Why> the
th°‘,13ht that, would I say that the exploitation of domestic work 15 h
asis of all wwomen’s economic exploitation? If Barrett and McIntoS N
cannot see how marriage oppresses them even though they are no
married, they have a problem! To mention only one of the ways %
v?h‘ch, marriage affects the situation of all women, it is obvious that the
situation of women — therefore of Barrett and McIntosh, and myself -
on the labour market, the super-exploitation of all women in wage-

T
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work, is determined by the domestic situation of most women (see
Veronica Beechey 1977) and, more precisely constitutes an economic
pressure towards marriage (see p. 97). I won’t even mention the other
penalties attached to spinsterhood, except to say that, to my mind, the
punishment of spinsterhood must have something to do with marriage.

They oppose ‘mothers’ to ‘wives’ and ‘childcare’ to ‘marriage’. This
opposition is interesting; but it certainly is not mine. And their choice in
favour of ‘mothers’ and ‘childcare’ is equally interesting. For ‘wives’
refers, even in the dominant ideology, to a relationship, whereas
‘mothers’ connotes a natural fact. Marriage is an institution whereas
childcare is a task which can be performed in any relations of production
and which therefore does not say anything about its own conditions of
execution if they are not specified. The choice of these terms indicates

the choice of an ahistorical, technical, asocial approach which is wholly
confirmed by the sentence:

an analysis of childcare and women’s position with regard to the reproduction
of the species would lead to an analysis of the role of women in reproducing

labour power and the forces and relations of capitalist production generally
(my emphasis).

Here we have their theory and all its compounded fallacies in a nutshell.
As regards the confusion between 1 biological reproduction;
2 reproduction of labour power; and 3 social reproduction in
general (a confusion which incidentally is not ‘feminist’ but has been put
forward by the male French anthropologist Claude Méillassoux), see
the excellent critique of Felicity Edholm, Olivia Harris and Kate Young
(1977). But the very basis of that confusion is the naturalistic approach.
We are confronted here with biologism of an amazing crudeness. But it
is not so amazing if one realizes that it is the hidden premise of the whole
domestic labour debate — a basis which is revealed in a rather candid,
and to that extent endearing way by Janet Bujra, writing as late as 1978:

It is women rather than men who are anchored in domestic labour simply [sic]
because of their innate link with biological reproduction.
(Bujra 1978. My emphasis).

One could not be more frank about it. We are dealing with the oldest
‘theory’ of the social division of labour. It is ‘marxist’ if by ‘marxist’ one
understands whatever is adopted by ‘marxists’. If by marxist one
understands materialist, then it is not marxist. How Barrett and
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McIntosh can reconcile this naturalistic approach with an analys'® II;
terms of exploitation is a mystery. In their perspective women ap
exploited because the natural handicap of childbirth, plus the handi“™
of childcare which is ‘naturally’ derived from the first, puts them
vulnerable position. y
It is understandable under these conditions that they misread Iﬂe
work and that they do not see that the answers tO their question$ we
contained within it. The term ‘mothers’ is unproblematic to them- ” f
do not know whether they mean by it ‘reproducers’ or ‘rearer’ o
children. They do not make the distinction because to them the £
connotes both at one and the same time, and it does so because to the
one is derived from the other: women bring up children because
have given birth to them. They think that I rally to their positio? de
conceding that ‘analytically the responsibility for childcare may prﬁceerl
marriage’, whereas I say exactly the opposite. I do not say that wo™y
who have children are ‘mothers’ and therefore liable to be exploited.' se
say rather that because their work is appropriated women must * (he
children for nothing. I do not say that ‘motherhood’ explains o
appropriation of women’s labour, but on the contrary that the approP g
ation of their labour, which is effected through unpaid childcare aﬂ‘l(’;L .
other things, constitutes women as mothers. Thus motherhood;
from being a natural fact giving birth to exploitation, is I believe, a soct
construct created by exploitation. .
he explanation of women’s economic exploitation given by Barr€’
and Mclntosh is that a sexual division of labour based on physiologY s
exploited by capitalism. This argument uses two contradictory cor”
ceptual frameworks, one naturalistic and the other social. The reaso?
for_thm extraordinary marriage can be found only in its political impl-
cations. If capitalism, that is society, is seen as taking over from natv* o2
this means that men continue to be exempt from having any inter ¢
"Yhat§oever in the economic exploitation of women. As this preoccuP?”
ton is the only reason to be found for such an eclectic approach, it *
€asy to understand the anger evoked in Barrett and McIntosh by
study of relations of production inside the home. Such a study can only

show that the interests of men and women are not only dissimilar bt
vergent.
! nature of women’s oppression
Their secq 2

nd line of argument is not concerned with the realm of
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economic analysis, but tries to undermine the very legitimacy of such a
concern. This rejection takes place under the guise of the rehabilitation
of the study of ideology, a rehabilitation which is hardly necessary as
nobody, least of all me, has ever cast any doubt on its importance. This
is however how they construe my work. Taken at their face value their
accusations are astounding. I have, of course, never said, written, or
even implied that I consider the study of ideology unimportant or the
role of ideology minor, let alone that I think ideology does not exist at
all. Moreover, 1 have not been content with mentioning its existence, I
have actually studied it. But it is probably the way I study it rather than
any total neglect of it which is distasteful to my critics, though what it is
in my approach which displeases them so much is not clear. I have
sought to do precisely what they require: to produce an analysis ‘which
relates the ideological to the economic’.

Barrett and McIntosh themselves, however, throughout most of their
article, seem actually to oppose the economic and the ideological, since
to them merely to study one of these two levels of society constitutes in
itself proof of a denial of the other level(s). They seem to imply that the
ideological can exist without the economic, or the economic without the
ideological, and moreover that where one exists the other cannot be.
Further, simply to talk about the economy is construed by them as
denying any existence whatsoever to ideology. The conclusion of this is
that recognizing the existence of ideology is incompatible with recog-
nizing the existence of other levels of reality, and in particular of the
economic. To pose ideology as important is one thing — nobody would
take issue with that. But it is quite another thing to assert that recog-
nizing the importance of other levels is tantamount to negating the
importance of ideology, because that is tantamount to putting a total ban
on the study of anything but ideology.

This ban contradicts their request that ‘the ideological be related to
the economic’, and most people’s very definition of ideology. Barrett
and Mclntosh offer no definition of this word, other than referring to
Althusser’s: ‘a material, lived relation, which has its own determining
powers’. I have no quarrel with that definition, also called the material-
ity of ideology. But in fact it is clear that they identify ideology in great
part with subjectivity — with what can be called psychology — and with
reason, moreover, because it is through its internalization by indi-
viduals that ideology is most effective, and because only at this level can
we reveal ideology in its pure form, i.e. in the specific form of ideas. But

‘i
|
|
|
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it is equally clear that their understanding of psychology/idcology
differs totally from mine. .. got
They identify the ideological with the psychological, which 15 pes
false provided ideology is not restricted to the latter; but in additio? B0
totally identify psychology with one of its interpretations: psy: o
analysis. I criticize this latter attitude in ‘For a materialist f 10
below (p. 216), arguing that the blocks which all the many aantstbe
reconcile marxism and psychoanalysis have encountered came fro™® e
fact that their premises are incompatible. These attempts acceP! ;g
extravagant claim of psychoanalysis to be, not a system of interpret? (et
of subjectivity, but subjectivity itself. All the evidence suggestS a0d
Barrett and McIntosh themselves accept the elision of subjectivity °
psychoanalysis. But they have read my article and they know that on
only do I not accept this equation, but I think it scandalous. They 7
thF less attribute it to me. They equate my criticism of psychoal{a!zize
with a lack of interest in subjectivity, even though when I crit".
psychoanalysis it is precisely because with its idealist and na Wby
presuppositions it stands in the way of a truly materialist psychology-
do they not discuss this? _ e
As to the importance of ideology, I have said of it, against -
Prevailing ideology for which ‘what goes on in the head is not obiecti1 en
but rather is defined in opposition to what is objective’, for which w pat
something happens inside the head, nothing has happened’s *;.,
sexism”, the ideological expression of institutionalized oppressioB»
surface aspects of patriarchy . . . is as concrete and objective
islf)memal to individual action as the institutional structure’ (s€€ *"
!t is curious therefore that they should set me against the materialm;-
of ideology as if I trified with it. It is after all one of the main them®® d(:e
Our f}'iqnds and ourselves’ (p. 106). But perhaps it is because for m¢ it
}nate“ahty of ideology does not mean its solitude. 1 do not separatel
from other material factors, as they do when they plead, for examP €
Or an account of the construction of ‘gender identity’ as if such ¢
ysis could give the key to sexual divisions and the oppressio? 0
women. For me, the study of the way in which gender identity ‘i.
:ecg:xnalreq cannot take the place of the study of the social constructio? ‘;1
Sorual divisions, albeit it is essential for understanding how these sex?
Visions function. The acquisiion of gender identity cannob

‘.
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obviously, explain the very existence of gender, because this must
actually-exist before being acquired.

Barrett and McIntosh seem not to want to engage in discussion on this
field. They find it very uncomfortable to see that for me the materiality
of ideology does not invalidate, but on the contrary is complementary to
an analysis in institutional and economic terms. For them, declaring
ideological processes material gives them a determinant, unique place;
it gives them the status of a, or even the, material base, and so removes
the other material bases.

However, to say that ideology acts on reality is one thing: but the fact
that ideology is material (i.e. can be a cause of certain effects) does not
imply that it can be an ultimate cause, for this in turn implies that
ideology is its own cause. To accept this is to fall back into a theory of
culture as totally arbitrary, which is but one expression of idealism.
Idealism is the theory — in fact little theorized because it is precisely the
dominant ideology — according to which the social structure is produced
by ideas, which are themselves produced by nothing. We find both
these elements in Barrett and McIntosh; the notion that ideology is the
determining factor, and the notion that it is a thing apart, of itself. At
this point we can no longer talk of ideology but only of ideas. ‘Ideology’,
although made up of ‘ideas’, is not the same concept as ‘ideas’. The
concept of ‘ideology’ says precisely that ideas are the product of the
social structure. The notion of the existence of a material base and of its
determining role is inherent in the concept of ideology.

It is easy to demonstrate — and it still appears (amazingly) necessary to
do so — that an idealist approach is not tenable. If we have both a
material exploitation and a devaluing ideology pertaining to the
exploited, the relation between the two can go only in one direction.
Whereas the existence of sexist, or racist, or classist ideology cannot be
explained without exploitation, the existence of exploitation regquires the
constitution of an exploited population, which in turn requires the
creation of a sexist or racist or classist ideology. Thus when we find both
a material exploitation and a devaluing ideology pertaining to the same
group co-existing, the logical primacy of the first is the inevitable
conclusion.

Barrett and MclIntosh would not take this conclusion to task as
regards capitalism, or indeed society as a whole. The real underlying
logic of their plea for ideology is not that they do not believe in the
primacy and determinancy of the material; but, on the contrary, that
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t
they believe in it so much that they want to reserve this pri\{ilegef-‘ sfi';
for capitalism. This goal explains their otherwise mysterious ) [hei,_-
position of an economic argument about domestic labour and then
total rejection of an economic approach later on.

The motivation for the attack on materialist feminism: the best
means of defending men

s in
It is really interesting to observe the path the left (for 1t_is th‘? leftb 25
general and not only ‘marxist feminists’ that we are dealing with) g
followed on the question of women’s oppression. For a long time
refused any legitimacy to the women’s struggle 10 the name O .
supreme and absolute pre-eminence of the economic over the sup® on
structural, it being taken for granted that the oppression of _WO“‘;as
belonged in the latter sphere and in no way 10 the first, which
privately owned by the ‘working class’. It seems that they have radi€ che
changed their battleground. Because women have invaded ping
economic sphere, not in the traditional Leninist fash§0n by becor™ .
employed more in the waged sector or by stressing their su
exploitation as ‘workers’, but, on the contrary, by refusing any longe* ge
accept that certain kinds of labour and certain production — by a str’ an ve
coincidence, theirs — are neither labour nor productive. They ha
redefined the economic in such a way as to include their exploitati© i
They say in the same breath that they work and that their wofkthe
exploited. The ‘discovery’ of housework cannot be dissociated from
denunciation of its being unpaid. It could not be discovered first as WO 4
and then as unpaid work. It had to be seen simultaneously as work
unpaid work, i.e. as exploitation. i
he women’s movement has forced the political as well as the int€
lectual world to recognize that housework is work, and exploited ‘WOI
at that. Leftists can no longer pretend to restrict women’s oppressio? :
the superstructural, to ‘backward thinking’. As soon as the thr®
became inescapable, they resolved to invade the discussion of domesﬂs
abour in a Jast attempt to preserve it from feminism. Not being alloW 2
10 say any longer that domestic labour was ‘superstructural’ or ‘pon-
€Xistent’, they tried to ‘prove’ that it benefited capitalism. The artemPt
ilbfom‘:d- Having bored everyone to tears whilst convincing no one;
eft withdrew, and the more honest adherents (like Jean Gardiner 2t 2
Seminar held in the University of Bradford, 1979 — on tape) have noW
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admitted that their thesis did not make sense and that is why they had to
abandon it altogether. Barrett and McIntosh nevertheless make a half-
hearted attempt at pushing this line (as well as the contradictory ‘no
economy’ line) probably from the viewpoint that ‘why not try, we’ve got
nothing to lose. If the “ideology-as-material’ line doesn’t work, maybe
the “domestic-labour-as-saving-for-capital” will still go down with
some’.

It is from this perspective that we can understand the blossoming of
accusations of ‘economism’. For where do they come from? From the
left groups and parties. Economism is a very precise concept which
refers to a very precise position in the analysis of capitalism. Originally
this accusation was levelled at the rigidity of Leninist orthodoxy, against
its conception of the pre-eminence of the economic pushed to the limit
of ignoring all other factors. Today, however, the left retains only the
derogatory connotations of this accusation and transports it into the
feminist domain. But in the process they have managed to change the
meaning of the word and they now use it to denote any mention of the
economy itself. However, these two words are in no way identical or
interchangeable: economism is to economy what biologism is to
biology, psychologism to psychology, etc. It is a reduction. To reject
reductionism, be it biologism, psychologism or whatever, in no way
implies or requires the negation of biology, psychology or economics.
However, the left is now shouting ‘Economism!’ each time it sees the
word economic. Whence comes this change, if it is a change?

In fact it is just a new way of pursuing old aims, for they use the
accusation of economism only as it concerns feminism. We are currently
witnessing a determined attempt to ban the study or even the mention of
the economic conditions of women, coming not only from Feminist
Review, but also from Red Rag (Diana Adlam) and m/f (where the male
feminist Mark Cousins goes so far as to pretend that the word economy
simply cannot be used in conjunction with the word women). By calling
any and every analysis that takes into account the economic aspect
‘economistic’, not only do they try to invalidate this approach, but they
try to negate the very existence of an economic aspect to the oppression
of women. In the guise of rehabilitating other factors which hardly need
rehabilitating, they get rid of the economic. For the economic is not
simply a thing which can be explained indifferently by an economic or
by a non-economic approach and still stay the same thing.

A simple example can show this. To approach the role of women from
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an economic angle is to see housework as work, and, conversely, t© sed
housework as work is to take an economic angle. When approac™_,
from another angle, for example that of role-playing, housework 15 tla
longer work, nor was it before the women’s movement; it is a hobb¥”
vocation, a proof of love, a character trait, in brief anything and every
thing except work. ic
The problem is that we cannot at the same time reject the economls
approach and keep the economic fact, for there are no such thing® ﬂa
facts in themselves. We know it well, since the same actual event — 4
woman doing the washing-up — is not the same fact for that woman .
for her husband, nor for a feminist woman and for a non-fe ;
woman. And it is because ‘facts’ do not exist but only mental constr“cts’
that ideology itself does not exist as ideology. Barrett and McInt?
never defined ideology, with the result that the concept about Wb
they talk so much always remains abstract. This is understandabl€
unfortunate since they talk of it as if it were something which exis"*’
which is there for us to take and discuss and fight. ot
Bpt this is false: ideology does not exist before the fight. What e!ﬂfft
are 1deas. Ideology obviously does not present itself as ideology* ci
appears as an exact reflection, as the only possible reflection of the WO"1 2
as the world, in short, like all representations. Ideology is only all thosi
rePl'ﬂse_ntzn:ions which we denounce as false; it is not there before ot
denunciation. And the denunciation must itself be based on aﬂﬂther
Iepresentation, on another interpretation of the world. To construC!
S wWe must actually study reality. This is why it is doubly absurd L
oppose the study of things to the study of ideology- Not only do the w0
g0 h_and in hand, but it is the study of reality which in a sense makes ¥
the ideology we are then going to work on: to transform so as to m
aﬁcepted interpretations of facts appear as ideology- Itis easy to say no%W
. ;t the‘opinion that women who are at home all day ‘do nothing’ *
t’il;t(ﬂl(:glcal’, but who knew it ten years ago? Without those who showed
i 1ousf:wm:k was work, where would those who now rtalk of
€ology of domestic work’ be? ;
perspzcl;gf‘;[ does not dream for one mim_lte of invalidating the econon¥¢
deny € as regards_ r_l-le cl_assu: soc1a.l classes. It won_Jld cost the™
¥ 50 to do, since it is this perspective precisely which construct®
Classes as classes. Cl ecl nl luti : for
fiaesic s es. Classes are classes only for the revolutionary: only ¢
0 think that some people exploit others. To the capitalist,
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whose eyes exploitation does not exist, classes in the marxist sense do
not exist either. ) 3 vl -
What bothers the left is when women apply to their own situation a

materialist analysis; when they reject the ideology which says that they
are naturally inferior or the victims of a culture which happens, un-
happily but mysteriously (i.e. without any material benefits for
anyone), to be sexist. But women are now saying ‘there is no mystery:
we are oppressed because we arc exploited. What we go through makes
life easier for others’. And the left is afraid that women will call aspade a
spade, the economic economic, and their own sufferings exploitation.

The strategy is therefore still the same: women and their oppression
are sent back to the superstructural and attributed to patriarchal
‘ideology’, while proletarians are the sole occupants of the economic
realm. The left now says that the economy is no longer — ‘Bah, rubbish’
— the determining instance, and yet at the same time they fiercely oppose
the entry of women into it (their theoretical entry, that is, for concretely
women have never left the economy). The economy remains the main-
spring of the class struggle, and the class struggle remains for the left the
struggle. Dismissing women 10 the superstructural therefore means the
same old thing as ever: that the women’s struggle is secondary.

But there is a contradiction in this approach, for if the left maintains
that women are oppressed in the last resort by capital, why is the idea
that women are exploited so threatening to them? If women as house-
wives are exploited by capital, just like other workers (and some
marxists do maintain this), all the better. Women as housewives have
just as much at stake as proletarians in the overthrow of capital. Three
cheers, there is another revolutionary mass to mobilize. Why then is the
left in fact so scared of women exploring their economic exploitation?
Why do they do everything in their power to make it appear that
women’s oppression is restricted to the superstructural, to ‘ideological
factors’® What is the logic underlying the way in which Barrett and
Meclntosh slide from one line of argument to another? Why tolerate this
contradiction between the analysis of domestic labour as a benefit for
employers and the denial of the importance of this very economic
exploitation?

It is because, for the left, in both cases the oppression of women is
linked to capitalism. The contradiction between the arguments invoked
does not matter because they have the same end, and this end explains
the permanent oscillation of the left between different theses on
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.o atiO®
domestic exploitation. It is always trying to deny the exPlo]l;f;gg
because recognizing it requires overcoming the hurdle of expl? . e
how it is due only to capital and in no way benefits its imnled’a £
beneficiaries (who are only ‘apparent’ beneficiaries). We have see? }as
the attempt to jump this obstacle — the domestic labour debat€ ’lﬁiﬂs
largely fallen down, the victim of ‘appearances’. This hold-up exP ped
Wl}Y there is now a return to the ideological thesis, this time revam?
with a theory of the total autonomy of ideology which is scarcely marxls
— but, no matter, the other wasn’t either. r;al

To treat ideology as totally autonomous in the face of a mate
exploitation one must either purely and simply deny this material le‘;be
or adopt an idealist approach; and this is what has happened. If of
oppression of women is caused by capitalism, it is by the subterfug® ic
the ‘§exist’ ideology which capital produces (why?), and eco?ofnla
exploitation is thus once again explained by ideology. Now this 15 25
difficult position for ‘marxists’ to hold, which is why they always try ~
Barrett and Mclntosh do — to minimize the economic exploitation SO
not to make the inevitable idealism of their position too visiblé:
However, it is equally difficult (read impossible) nowadays to de?y
the existence of the economic exploitation of women: domestic WOT: k 12-
here to stay. So the left finds itself in the uncomfortable position ©
presenting in relation to women (and only in relation to wom¢€?
°bv,‘°us!Y, since it is contrary to the very principles which constitut® it)
an idealist analysis. This divides its political approach to the point 0
sc!nzol?hl‘enia; ‘generally’ materialist (i.e. as regards capitalist exploit”
auon) it finds itself on the intellectual terrain of the right as regar
patriarchal exploitation. How is this possible and how is it to D€
explained?

In my opinion very simply: if the left refuses a materialist analysis it is
because this risks leading to the conclusion that it is men who benefit
o fotrll:isau‘lamhal exploitation, .and not capital. What better confirmatio?
ot cou!d phere be than their resistance — so theoretically inexplicable

(;hm?wnah§t analysis, their insistence on abandoning what is held t©
that tilr specific theory, when it comes to women? Does this not sho%W
peialo know what would be the outcome of a materialist analysis? !
BBest it is for this reason that they have set up a barrage in front of this
Question for the last ten years.

The first question a feminist must ask of Marxism, and we should refuse t©
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discuss any other issue until we get an adequate answer, is, what are women’s
relations to the means of production?
(Silveira 1975).

This purpose — the exemption of men from all responsibility for the oppres-
sion of women — is the real message, however hidden, of the article by
Barrett and McIntosh. The only reason for the anger which pushes
them to consecrate an entire article to the demolition of my work is that
the latter affirms that men are the class which oppresses and exploits
women. While the refusal to accept this thesis is comprehensible on the
part of men, hence of the left (which, in so far as it resembles other
political formations and all the institutions of our societies, is dominated
— it is too feeble a word — by men), this refusal requires some explanation
when it comes from women.

For a long time the socialist feminist current has represented within
the women’s liberation movement an expression of a tendency to
‘protect our enemies. This is, however, a tendency which is not
restricted to socialist feminism, and which is also not true of the whole

of this current. In France women in the Communist Party, for example,
now affirm:

the existence of patriarchy as power of men over women . . . (as) power
structured ideologically and economically . . . (which) determines an oppres-
sion (having as its) end the maintenance of the appropriation of women by
men. It is supported by an economic exploitation based on the unpaid domestic
work of women/wives.

(Elles Voient Rouges, May 1979).

And in Britain, the USA and everywhere else there are many socialist
feminists who have refused for a long time to accept the crazy idea that:
‘patriarchy is the ideological expression of the exploitation of male
workers’. Fortunately, more and more feminists are becoming con-
vinced of the obvious; that patriarchal ideology is connected to patri-
archal exploitation, and that there are (at least) two systems of oppres-
sion, each with its own material base.

Why should it be otherwise? Why has it been otherwise? The line put
forward by Barrett and McIntosh as ‘marxist feminist’ is neither marxist
nor feminist, and if it handicaps the anti-patriarchal struggle, it does not
serve the anti-capital fight for all that. The refusal to incriminate men is
not however peculiar to the socialist feminist tendency. This refusal
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e
can take other forms within the movement (and outside it takes thig.
obvious form of rejecting the whole movement). It has simply fouﬂd’ e
the socialist feminist tendency, an expression which is more elab®. ;;
and hence more satisfying in so far as it does not rest on simple nega® y:
or rather it masks this negation by presenting a replacement en
capitalism. e0-

But this refusal is also expressed in currents such as that of 2 as
femmity, for to base the domination of men on their physiology hasby
its political implication — since this physiology is unchangea e
definition — a refusal to, or rather a sense of the impossibility> _ o
uselessness, of politically confronting men as a class. We could sout
here. A refusal to confront the oppressor group, a search for ways and
before we come eyeball to eyeball, when the outcome is uncertal®
when enormous collective and personal costs and sacrifice are inVOll‘;n_
h§1’ e and now, is understandable enough not to need an ulterior exp
ation.

. H,Owever, it would be a pity to stop our search for the reasons for noi
Incriminating men here. In ‘Our friends and ourselves’ (p. 132 ’1 s
analyse how the explanation of the oppression of women in terms ol >~
b.emg necessary to capitalism implies a double mediation of the op_Pfezf
sion of women by that of men, and how it thus reveals a double fi & e
unworthiness on the part of women. We feel that we ourselves & y
unworthy of being directly oppressed, of being oppressed in some wa
for ourselves. We feel that it is — it must be — men who are oppres e

ough us. But there is even more to the theories which make th
oppression of women the secondary consequence of antagon!
between men than this.

:Tl_lere is also the incapacity to conceive of social antagonismS as
existing other than between men. This is the corollary of, but not the
Same as, the incapacity to see women as a group as protagonists in a fight
7. €nce as equals in a sense to their adversaries. Finally, there is ¢
1&‘;;1;:‘3“37 to see women as social beings, and in the last resortas h
anahe refusal to consider women as a class and to consider men as the
g tgg:nsnc class relates back in the end to its ‘unthinkability’. If we dig
back 1 piese unthinkables we will notice that they themselves relat®
that the e set of confused representations which turn around the beli€
most fe::aIlHUSt necessarily be close and permanent relations betwee

es and most males at all times. This makes a struc
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conflict ‘dysfunctional’, hence unthinkable. But it might be said that
this is a question of reality, not of a ‘belief’. But this ‘reality’, or this
‘belief’ — the belief that such is reality — is not only ideological, it is the
very heart of the ideology Gi.e. of the representation of the world which
supports the patriarchal system).' There obviously also, there above all,
the ideology does not appear as ideology but as the reasonable presen-
tation of reality, as reality itself.

The study of the cosmology which informs both patriarchal ideology
and the refusal to consider the antagonism of the sexes as a social
product — the representation of the world which includes much more
than the representation of the present-day relations between the sexes —
will be exciting. It is the dominant ideology, of course, but precisely for
that reason it has still zo be discovered. Because it has never been
contested, because it has always been, and remains, just the way we see
things, of the order of obvious, it has always been exempted, as are all
obvious things, from declaring itself, from making itself explicit, from
justifying itself.

But this is for another article; and since the struggle against ideology
which oppresses us all is and must be a struggle undertaken in solidarity,
rather than impute replies to Barrett and McIntosh I would prefer to
open the debate by asking them, now that we have done a tour of the
marxist pretexts, to put forward the view of the world (in particular of
the relation between the existence of the sexes, the genders, society and
the species) which informs their refusal to consider men as a class as
OpPpressors.

Notes and references

1 I think that this will be the next great debate in the movement and
that it will be found that the last ideological bulwarks which impede
us, and which thus constitute the stronghold of patriarchal ideology,
are also the bases of heterosexual ideology. This debate will there-
fore be of the very greatest importance because it will signify both
the breaking of the last ideological barrier and the way out of the
tunnel on the question of the relationship between lesbianism and
feminism.




Protofeminism and
antifeminism*

10.

In 1974 a book appeared in France which would never have b:::
published but for the emergence of the women’s.hberfmon moV .
The book, Parole de femme, never once mentions its existenc “frst
problematic (i.e. its way of posing problems) is situated in the very

.

9
moments of individual revolt, in what one could call protoi'ex?llﬂ’lsil::it
prior to collective action. Each sentence 1s 2 reply to the imp*
question: ‘Am I inferior?’. This question is certainly the start of ft ans-
revolt, but it is also its end if it is not transcended, or rather ;d t
formed. And this question — indeed this whole book — is addres! In
men. This becomes more and more clear in the course of its pages'ust
the end the author, Annie Leclerc, challenges men directly: <You ™® t©
realise that . . .’. She never addresses women except to rebuke them>
lecture to them, or to hold them responsible for their own oppr?,SSl("};'c

Nothing could gladden the oppressor more than such a defensfd_
position. Leclerc is both defence and prosecutor, asking men for legllﬂ d
mation (‘Please recognise that my fight against you is just’). But it WO
be too easy to discredit the book simply because its author continues to
want to separate herself from other women (i.e. to see herself in com~
petition and not in solidarity with them) and because it has been ~
hardly surprisingly — applauded by men.! What matters is why 1t has
been applauded by them; and this is not only because it is defensive but
also because it will not advance the liberation of women one jot. On the
contrary, it will ease the present system. : .

However alone Leclerc may feel, and however isolated she may be 10
reality, her book is in fact a manifestation of a much wider current of
ideas. This current is even established in certain groups which declare

* First ?ﬁbﬁshgd in Les Temps Modernes, no. 346 (May 1976), pp. 1469-1500. An English
translation was included in the WRRC pamphlet, The Main Enemy, 1977..

Protofeminism and antifeminism 183

they are ‘part of the women’s movement’;? but it is a tendency only in so
far as it is a more general zemptation. This is why it is established in
various places, and it is also why, because this book offers the only
written account of it to date,? it must concern us.

The reasons why Leclerc’s book and the current of thought it repre-
sents pass from protofeminism into antifeminism are basically simple.
Leclerc stays on men’s terrain, on the terrain of ideology, both in her
‘explanation’ of the oppression of women and in her ‘accusations’
against men. Her whole system of thought rests on idealism and its
variants, naturalism and biologism. All her arguments take the basic
premise of, and are tied to, the dominant ideology.

First, men and women as they are today, and their respective ‘situ-
ations in life’, are given, if not natural, entities. Hierarchy came after
and independently of these divisions, and of their content.

The division between women’s tasks and men’s tasks was made according to
other criteria than those of social oppression; but once the division had been
established and recognised, man did everything to ensure that it be seen as a
separation between a good and a bad part. [However] the division and distri-

bution of tasks and roles (was) made originally in a judicious and rational
fashion.

Second, ideas steer the world: it is values which determine social
organization, and not vice versa.

(I have looked to see) in what name (men) exact, despise, and are able to . . .
glorify themselves, (and I have found) their values inscribed on the firmament
of human grandeur and dignity.

Since Leclerc takes the pretext (the thing in the name of which men
oppress women, the reasons they give) for the cause of (the real reason
for) the oppression of women; and since she does not question the
division of labour (which is logical if it is all a question of moral values),
the ground is ready for the conclusion she indeed draws:

The devaluation of woman and her inferior status (are connected in) the

depreciation, the contempt and the disgust which she is accorded, whether it be
traditional or natural (author’s emphasis).

One must admire how she puts natural and traditional (i.e. social)
divisions of labour on a par with a simple ‘whether . . . or . . .. The
confusion she makes, or rather maintains, between two heterogeneous
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orders of phenomena parallels our society’s general confusion of b";
logical males and fernales and the social categories of men and wom€% +is
is the stumbling block of all her reasoning, and it so happens that 0
also the basis of sexist ideology. Her biologism leads inevitably

idealism.

Idealist explanations of women’s oppression: women’s devaluati®®
and men’s need for respect

As soon as the cultural division of social activities is equated with 3‘1‘:
treated as the differentiation of biological functions of reproductior® * pat
problematic of ‘valuation’ asserts itself. It may appear @ priort ~ .
because reproductive functions are given, oppression can only oce e
secondarily; but if we then treat the social functions of men and wor? o€
as equally given, the only question which remains is how they oW
subjectively evaluated. We see here a concrete instance of P
biologism sustains idealism. ofs
From the point of view of Leclerc and those who think like Pc ;
however, the conjunction of biologism and idealism is unfortunate 12 od
it leads them to a tautology. Given their premises, the sentence qug::iﬂ-‘
above could be re-written as: ‘If one considers the division of S9-
functions as given, the devaluation of women derives from the def’fan
ciation of their work’. But the second half of the sentence involves 7
elaboration which is really superfluous, because if social function® K
natural functions, to do certain work is simply to do woman’s wors,
And what is the difference between being a woman and having *
Woman’s activity? The sentence can thus be re-phrased as ‘The deVal‘f
ation of being a woman derives from the devaluation of being a woma®
Later on Leclerc augments this equation with a new term:

Th? claimed inferiority of women could never give rise to solid exploita”"’" )
This inferiority could never be conceived of if the domestic tasks which a¢

to it were not considered as worthless, dirty and demeaning by men my
emphasis),

}-Ie;e there are three stages of causal reversal. ‘Inferiority’ (an id€®
ogical chtor) causes exploitation; and this ‘inferiority’ itself is caused bY
anothgr ideological factor — the ‘devaluation’ of ‘woman’s lot’. If the

equation leads to a tautology, this second one is crammed full of
Paradoxes. Domestic work is not thankless in itself butis decreed as such,
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and this is the cause of the claimed inferiority of women, itself the cause
of their exploitation. But how can men be in a position to impose their
negative evaluation of domestic work without first being in a position to
impose full stop (i.e. to dominate)?

If domestic work is ‘natural’ for women, why be surprised if men
judge it unworthy of them? Indeed how can it be judged ‘unworthy of
them’ since from this perspective it is quite simply impossible for them,
because it is impossible for them to be women?

Pressing on bravely up a cul-de-sac, Leclerc says:

One would not know how to set about destroying the idea of the woman’s
inferiority or the fact of her exploitation if one did not also, and particularly,
tackle the scorn, contempt or pity for the condition of women, whether it be
biological (e.g. periods, childbirth) or traditional (e.g. domestic duties) (my
emphasis).

Where we ask ourselves, does exploitation come in? If domestic duties
are the ‘lot’ of (what Leclerc always calls) ‘the woman’, and if the
problem is that domestic duties are supposedly unpleasant, is the
problem simply that this reputation is unjust and thus false (i.e. that
women’s situation is not unpleasant)? How can Leclerc rebel simul-
taneously against the ‘miserable lot of the woman’ and against the fact
that it is unfairly considered miserable? Does our exploitation consist
only of the ‘unfairness’ of the devaluation of our lot as women? Or does
this devaluation itself allow the exploitation of a lot which is in itself
neither thankless nor miserable? If so, what is the exploitation we
suffer? Idealism has led Leclerc into an analytical blind alley: into
taking the effect (the devaluation) for the cause (exploitation); and into
a political blind alley: the analysis implies that we must change not the
reality of women’s lives but the subjective evaluation of this reality. She
neither describes nor discusses the real — material — exploitation of
women. She mentions it only in order to postulate that it is

1 less important than low evaluation,
2 the (ultimately fortuitous) consequence of this devaluaton.

This theme is taken up again in her chapter on the advantages which
men derive from the oppression of women:

Woman is not first and foremost exploited . .. (she) is well and truly
oppressed, but in quite another way. . . . He (the man) expects from her quite
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. e
different things than those he appropriates from the slave, the negro and o
wog. What he wants from her is respect.

The distinction which Leclerc draws between women’s oppresslon’
which is primarily psychological, and the oppression of all other huﬂ’gﬁ
beings, which is primarily material, is as arbitrary as it is radical- * ¢
oppression produces a psychological advantage —respect —among oth a
benefits. It shows a singular lack of political sense, and quite simplY, i
lack of knowledge of contemporary political movements, to ignore d’lsl
You do not need to look far. Militant American Blacks (what af."ect
saying, even liberal American sociologists!) have written on this subJ "
with regard to Black-white relations in the south. And if you h?h
translations, for those readers who like to have things in good Fre? o’f
see Aimé Césaire and Franz Fanon. The self-sacrifice and admiratio? -
slaves and servants are the themes of a whole, touching literat":;l
Flaubert and Jack London, to name but two, have devoted imm©
and universally known short stories to it. a

‘Respect’ is however but one benefit among others — albeit it is als®
means to get the others. It allows:

1 The extortionate nature of the services rendered by the oppressed 10
be veiled, making them appear freely given. seff
2 The mechanisms of the extortion also to be veiled. Thus the !

does not give (i.e. is not seen to give) his work to the lord gratuitoy$ y
(i.e. because the latter has appropriated the means of produc o>
the land). He is seen as giving it in recognition of the protection ef
rl "fce“’ffs from his lord (against the other lords, i.e. against the likes ©

3 Above all it allows extortion to take diverse forms. This is pot
something which distinguishes the oppression of women from other
oppressions. Rather it is something which distinguishes oppression$ o
egiance, of personal dependence (slavery, serfdom, marriage) fro™
oppressions of impersonal dependence (capitalist exploitation), Persoﬂal
ependems. (wives of husbands, serfs of lords, slaves of owners) do not
OWe a precise gift of a particular kind or an amount of time to thetf

masters, but rather their entire capacity to work, which the master ¢a%
use as he thinks fit.

ﬁespect, admiration and love are, however, also satisfactions, rewards>
and of themselves.
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Because ‘the man’ (to follow Leclerc’s use of essences) may some-
times dispense with a particular piece of work from his wife, Leclerc
deduces that he can always do without her labour power. Because respect
is one of the benefits of oppression, she concludes that it is the most
important one in relations between men and women. Because she has
decreed it to be the most important one, she leaps to the conclusion that
it is the determining benefit: that material benefits are but by-products
and, further, that they are contingent — not necessary — by-products.

Idealism and its incarnation, psychologism, are clearly at work here.
Leclerc takes the manner in which oppression is justified and continued
for its real cause; and she concludes from this:

That he (The man) sometimes makes her ( the woman) sweat blood and kill herself
with work is only a particular consequence of their type of relationship and is not at
all determining.

‘A particular consequence of their type of relationship’ — how nicely
put! And what a nice nothing, because what, between two people or two
groups, is not a ‘particular consequence of their type of relationship’?

When we have finished admiring, we can clearly recognize a variant
of the ideological account which says that women do the housework, not
because this is how they earn their living, but for love and ‘freely’. An
account which says that it is but a statistical accident, a fortuitous
coincidence, that all women have chosen to prove their love in the same
way and at the same time.

Once respect has been set up as the prime mover and the benefit men
derive from the oppression of women, any material oppression is auto-
matically excluded as a motive and benefit. Women’s being killed by
work stays as a fact, and an embarrassing fact; but the theory of respect
goes on to show us that it is necessary only from a psychological point of
view.

It is necessary that domestic work should be seen as lowly, humble . . . itis
even necessary for the woman to suffer so as to bear witness of her respect.

The loop is looped. What women suffer is not due to their exploitation;
on the contrary, their exploitation derives from their suffering. Itis but
a means to make them suffer. And to make them suffer is not even the
objective: suffering itself is but a means to prove devotion. It is no one’s
fault (?) if devotion can only be proved by suffering, and it is pure
chance if in the course of suffering women perform certain work from
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' if
which men profit, again by chance. They would be equally h“ppy
women could suffer while doing nothing. i

This is an interesting theory in that it shows how, not conted*
learning the lessons of the ideologies of various epoques, Lecle
sought to integrate them. We find the popular nineteenth—ceﬂs -
doctrine according to which the wealth of the rich was but a demo® ¢ of
tion of their moral superiority, and the poverty of the poor the res Z0re
(the punishment for?) their immorality; set alongside the e
‘scientific’ doctrine which in the same period made surplus-val"fi ded
‘recompense’ for the frugality of the capitalist. To these she has a:alysis
the triumphant psychologism of the twentieth century — psycho: rteT)
— which (as seen in its most edifying expression in The Night 4 the
explains concentration camps by the ‘masochism’ of the Jews, a0
oppression of women by the ‘sadism’ of men. ) -

_ Leclerc thus unites psychologism and biologism (the other 10¢°.
tion of idealism) — which is not surprising since psychologl‘c’,r]Je
biologism and idealism are the three udders of sexist ideology- (the
reversal of causality — the belief that the ideological superstructur ::ocial
devaluation of women) is the cause and not the effect of the : che
structure — is not one idealist interpretation among others: it lsgism
dominant ideology itself. Naturalism — the popular version of biolo! y
— is both the expression and the prop of idealism. Because the ‘the0 en
previously mentioned stresses that the division of tasks between WO

as)

and men should be seen as derived from (and of the same order (his
sexual division in procreation, it is an indispensable condition of at
indispensable division that the problematic of valuation be sil:uate‘:l ed
the level of moral values, and only at this level — that it be abstract
from the material base of the evaluation. _
Idealism needs biologism further, since it asserts that ideas — values A
steer the world and, more precisely, determine social organization- Th
origin of these values must therefore be sought outside society. Whether
S origin be in the natural order (immanent) or in the universe of id¢2
(transcendent) makes no difference. One can in any case pass easily
from one to the other: values can be attributed to nature. In both
e values are extra-social and extra-human. Immanence and trafs”
cendence are two interchangeable forms in which society can project s
creations outside itself. It is then possible for ‘man’ (in the person of
e Leplerc) ‘to be paid in the counterfeit of his dreams’. .
10logism is thus but one way of attempting to find exl:ra—-_c,ocli\-l

e I—
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explanations for facts. But it is a form of explanation one can be sure of
coming across at some stage or another in most authors. What is
astounding in Leclerc is that her search for the immanent production of
transcendent values leads her to the aberration that the origin of the
values of oppression — or as she puts it ‘masculine’ values — resides in
. . . men’s mode of ejaculation. You read aright.

Countering sexist ideology, or revamping it?

To use men’s way of thinking (and that of other oppresssors, since I
don’t think that ideology is secreted like a hormone, i.e. by a type of
biological person) cannot, by definition, either explain or clarify the
oppression of women: and Leclerc proves it a contrario. Ideology cannot
be used against itself, and in this sense the term ‘counter-ideology’ is
false, because a true counter-ideology would be an analysis which
unmasked ideology for what it is: ideology. To invert the conclusion
while using the same method does not destroy ideology, nor does it
produce a counter-ideology. It merely produces another ideology, or
rather another version of the same ideology. This is precisely what
Leclerc does.

To struggle over ideology is, of course, useful in at least two ways (i.e.
it has two meanings or two principal functions).

1 It is useful in analysing the dominant ideology as ideology, i.e. in
showing that it is a rationalization for the actual oppression of women.
To prove it is a rationalization we must prove it is, first, false, and
second, useful to the system. This implies, or rather requires, that we
produce a non-ideological — non-idealist — explanation of the oppression
of women.

2 Itis useful in helping us to acquire another image of ourselves. This
requires the destruction of the negative image of women given by the
ideology. To do this it is not enough to show that the content of the
ideology — the negative image — is false. Once again it must be shown to
be ideological. That is to say, the false content must be related to what
produces it and what it justifies: the social, and more precisely the oppres-
sive, structures of society.

Leclerc’s book however fails to reach the first objective (to explain the
oppression of women) for the same reasons as it fails to reach the second
(to give women a new understanding of themselves).
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If we look closely we can see that Leclerc’s reasoning is the exact
mirror image of sexist ideology. It is inverted but identical. Like sexist
ideology, she bases the antagonism of the sexes on an antagonism of
values. Just as men ‘prove’ women’s ‘inferiority’, so she ‘proves’ our
‘superiority’. In order to do this she resorts to using a natural order of
values — as does sexist ideology.

Leclerc concludes, not that ‘the natural order of values’ is an
ideological construct, but that we have read it wrongly — or perhaps even
that it has been wrongly constructed. We have replaced the true order -
which exists — with a forgery. Her whole account is aimed at showing
this. But first — like all ideologies — she has to assert a supreme value, a
value unto itself, a value which can be evaluated only in terms of itself
and which is thus the source and the measure of all other values. The
value is Life. Just as other standard measures in France are deposited at
the Pavillon de Sévres, so Leclerc deposits the life-measure in the
firmament of Platonic ideals, which she calls ‘the Universe of Values’.
Life is to replace the (false) ‘masculine’ values which have usurped it.

Having done this, it only remains for her to ‘show’ that ‘masculine’
values are stripped of value when measured against this Value. They
cannot fail so to be, since she calls them ‘death values’. To show this she
either cleverly (i.e. arbitrarily) chooses a few texts by phallocrats or
notorious sots, like Malraux — which is foul play; or she cleverly (i.e.
arbitrarily) interprets garbled quotations from less notorious phallo-
crats, like Sartre. Finally, equally cleverly (i.e. by an abusive general-
ization) she implies that her findings apply to the generality of men, i.e.
to a biological category.

I would not deny that this affords great satisfaction to certain women
and certain satisfaction to a great many women. It is always amusing to
show an enemy that you can turn his way of seeing things back on him.
But there is a big difference between amusing yourself and thinking you
have got hold of the ultimate weapon; and it is dangerous to confuse the
two. For just as you turn the weapon on him, so the enemy can turn it
back again, etc. .

What is surprising is not that Leclerc has played this little game, but
that she really believes in it. The inversion of the masculine account
which she produces should have demystified not only the conclusions
but the very procedure for her. If a supreme value, a standard value,
really existed it would be external to all authors, and thus the same for
everyone. But whereas Leclerc sees the supreme values as Life, and the
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capacity to give life, St Augustine saw things differently. (I’ll spare you
the details . . .). Both of them, and I am sure fifteen or sixteen thousand
others, chose their measure according to the conclusion they want to
reach, and they establish it in advance.

Against her own advice, Leclerc uses throughout what she calls
‘man’s speech’, i.e. the system of thought and the methods of oppres-
sion. Her whole book is an exercise in ‘masculine’ rhetoric: in ideology.
We find in it all the procedures of this rhetoric: simplification, reduc-
tion, confusion of the part and the whole, and substitution of analogy for
analysis. These procedures are particularly flagrant in a bravura section
on the ‘mode of ejaculation’. To be able to deduce the existential manner
of functioning of a whole category of individuals from the functioning
(or rather the interpretation of the functioning) of one of their physical
organs, involves an unscrupulous indulgence in a few sophisms which
derive directly from magical thinking. It is:

1 to move directly from the fact of physical sexual differentiation to
the hypothesis (treated as a given, even though to this day it has not a
trace of a foundation even as a hypothesis) that psychological differ-
ences exist between the sexes;

2 to assume also something which is not only difficult to imagine, but
which is quite impossible: the replication of physiological mechanisms
at the psychological level;

3 to assume that the functioning of the whole person is a aptly
b sufficiently i described ii explained by the functioning of
certain of his or her cells; ) ) o
4 completely to discredit the intervention of consciousness, which is
not only what distinguishes the psychological level from other levels,
but also what establishes it as a distinct level;

5 in return (as one might say) for this removal of consciousness from
the psyche, to describe physiological processes by terms which apply
only to the phenomena of consciousness (acuv1_ty, passivity, etc.) — in
short, to inject into physiology the very consciousness refused to the
psyche.

We can recognize here the same reasoning as enabled St Paul,
Freud, Suzanne Lilar, St Augustine, Menie Gregoire, and others we’ll
let pass, to create their various theories of ‘femininity’. We can further
recognize the reasoning which allows the ‘scientific’ inference of the
‘passivity’ of women (creatures fully endowed with consciousness) from
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the passivity imputed to . . . the ovum, and the ‘activity’ of -
(creatures fully endowed etc.) from the activity attributed to a sp€ i
tozoid. Leclerc purely and simply inverts the conclusions while st ; o
with the same premises. To attribute as she does a “death valu® per
ejaculation is to return the ideology of ‘A woman is determined bY
uterus’ to its sender: ‘A man is determined by his ejaculation’. 12 of

This inversion is again demonstrated in her conclusion to the faP ghe
origins, which she no more spares us than have Freud, Engels, etc . on,
does not even have the merit of originality in making such an invers sod
since Mead, Bettleheim and Hayes, among others, long ago 0) of
parallels for ‘penis envy’. Fear of castration (according to Hay®” ,d
jealousy of the ability to bear children (according to Mead L of
Bettleheim) become (according to Leclerc) ‘[the man’s] resennl‘le_; by
his mother’. It is not a new temptation to want to explain the soct
the psychological. On the contrary itis as old as the hills. Jow

Nothing in Parole de femme gives even the beginnings of the sh3" " ¢
of a key with which to approach the problem of the oppress!© cent
women, let alone an explanation of it. Whether discussing the pr ;me
situation, or its origins, Leclerc, like others, always ends in the se
impasse because the same approach is to be found everywhere: '!:36‘7 for
idealism rages everywhere. Leclerc has made a catalogue of motive€ pot
men’s oppression of women; but just as a mass of !Jad reasons ! oThe
plake one good reason, s0 a pile of motives does not give an analysis-
initial question remains. Why and how do men doit? It may be that hat
want and need respect. (And are they alone in this?) But what is 1 -
gives them the means to obtain it? To suggest that their bxolgles
condemns them to disparage life-values does not explain what en? o
them to impose their <counter-values’. They (and indeed she) are fr.ee g
experience ‘resentment’ of their mother, and indeed even worse t'hmtghe
But between even the most intense hatred and vengeance, betweeD s
thought and the act, is a big step: that of instrumenttl possibilipy. And !
1S the thing which interests us, and it is this which, by chance, cvcryo_“‘i
passes over, We are given instead ‘reasons’ for men’s domination W’fc‘cfd
presuppose it: the existing ‘“predominance of their values’ and their 2

Or respect,

_ Leclerc’s account is invalid, however, not because she has chosen 10
ﬁmate her account at the level of values. By itself this would at most
aﬁve meant risking reducing the interest of her book because it 1as

eady (indeed often) been done before. More than one author (fema'€

et
|'|‘]
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or male) has shown, convincingly, that the devaluation of women is not
only unjust but also in contradiction with the avowed values of our
culture. The contrast between the shabby pursuits of men and their
pretensions has rarely escaped women’s attention, and when they bring
it to light they are always sure to score a bull’s-eye. This can provide
emotional outlets, and we should never spurn the opportunity for a
good laugh, but Leclerc knows (for she says it) that if ridicule could kill,
the male of the species would be on the verge of extinction. What then
can she hope to gain from the ‘cut of ridicule’?

Her approach is also not invalid because she tries to attack the myths
which make the biology of women itself into a handicap. Quite the
opposite. This ideological struggle is welcome, good, useful and neces-
sary; and this is doubtless why the book, while on the whole reaction-
ary, has been of interest even to radical feminists.

Her fault, indeed her sin — what makes her work invalid — is that she
never relates these values to the material and social structure. This
would be a simple omission if she had chosen to talk of values at a purely
descriptive level, as many others have done. But she does not limit herself
to this. She attributes them a causal role in oppression on the one hand,
and, what is more, she explains these values by other values. Itis thus no
longer a question of the choice of a level of description, but the choice of
an explanatory theory. This stance voids the two objectives of her book:
namely, the recovery by women of a positive image of their biological
selves; and the production of a theory of oppression.

Leclerc’s treatment of the devaluation of the biological ‘condition’ of
women is distorted and felled by her idealism, mainly because we
cannot recover a positive image of ourselves solely or principally by
recovering a positive image of our ‘procreative’ functions. We must also
and above all develop a capacity to define ourselves other than by these
functions. We must recover as specifically part of women (i.e. as an
equally integral and defining part of ourselves) our non-procreative
organs and functions. It is a real indictment of the present view of
women that this should be necessary.

' While Leclerc’s book strives to revalue women’s procreative func-
tions, it also strives to imprison us in them: to reduce our being, our
pl(.:asurcs, our value (and even our whole value, “The undeniable,
Original value of woman’, the quality of life-possessing, etc.) to them.
In short, she continues to define women in the same way as men (and
the general ideology) do: by their relationship to men, and more
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i JORRES Lo
particularly by their usefulness to men. Qur use lies in our abllld

bring into the world the only thing men cannot make.

Revaluing women’s bodies . cal

We do nevertheless certainly need to revalue our bodies, our thSI;art
way of being in the world, even though this will only make sense ’c_lscu-qe
of a broader attack. Leclerc however both dissociates this obJ¢ and>
from a collective political struggle (which she does not enwsageff she
even at the level of women’s physicality where she places herse” 2. 10
allows a major ambiguity to reign: just how in fact the revaluatio® ‘gpe
occur. This is because she totally isolates the ideological level-nt of
considers it the most important level; she considers it independ®

other levels; and she considers it the only field of battle. - pote

When trying to ‘revalue’ our bodies she uses O_IﬂY words which de etC:
very physical things and acts: vagina, childbirth, menstruatio® ;;;r
However, while there is certainly a physical, non-social element 1;131 10
bodies and actions, there is also a social component. It 1s essent o and
recognize that the meaning of periods for instance, 15 not grven Wi sby
by the flow of blood, but, like all meaning, by consclousness, and tht!
society. ) hjcha

A particular culture not only imposes a meaning on an event Wlure)
being physical, is in and of itself bereft of meanings. Society (cul cher
also imposes a material form through which the event is lived, or £2% '
is moulded in a constraining way. A ‘pure’ childbirth does not exists %;
rather childbirth in Europe, Africa, Polynesia, etc. You do not have¢
period, the same in all situations and all countries. You have y gl
period, different in each culture and subculture. In the west we
unpleasant periods because the culture devalues the flow of blood- Itis
an objectively disagreeable material event, made so by the society- -
not just a question of my attitude to my periods. The attitudes of othete’
their requests, their expectations, their demands are for me as conc’ Chie
as tangible, as a chair. The social period is a material framewor
conduct for the individual.

In France, we have to hide our periods. This is not my idea, not oy
OWN invention; it is a constraint imposed on me which is quite outs19€
(and material for) me. As Leclerc herself says, people compel me ©
Pehave ‘as on other days’. But this is materially difficult, whatever my

values’ may be. Whatever my interpretation of the flow of blood may

1tis
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be, I cannot experience this obligation to pretend as other than some-
thing disagreeable. Not only am I not able to talk about it, it is also not
an acceptable excuse for absence. (When I was young, whenever I had a
pain during my period I used to talk of attacks of appendicitis.)

I do not have the right to have my periods. This is shown very simply
and effectively by the fact that, in addition to the taboo on my talking
about them, I also do not have the means to have them. The society is
materially understood and made for a population without periods. To
have a period away from home is always to be in a situation which is, if
not dramatic, at least extremely embarrassing. There are neither
sanitary towels nor tampons in French public toilets (nor in many in
England); there is nowhere to change and nowhere to throw tampons or
towels — in doing so one risks blocking the WC. Leclerc is clear about
this constraining character. Why, she asks, should I have to be as on
other days? I am not as on other days. But she seems to ignore the
essential question: how can women change their attitude while having a
period remains the same concrete experience?

Society does much to make us think that the material conditions of
periods or motherhood derive from the physical event: that their socially
constructed conditions are natural conditions. And we have believed it for
a long time. Many see no possibility of getting rid of the disagreeable-
ness of a period or of being a mother, except by getting rid of the
physical event itself. Leclerc follows the same reasoning, even though
she inverts the conclusion: for her, too, periods or motherhood are
entirely natural — but naturally ‘good’. She ignores with good intent
what the society ignores with ill intent: that culture has transformed
these events, in themselves neutral, into actual handicaps.

There are thus not one but rwo cultural interventions:

1 the devaluation of women’s bodies and physiology;
2 the material handicap created by the social conditions.

The two are obviously linked. It is even easier for society to devalue the
flow of blood — the fact of being female — if all women can verify that it
really is a handicap to have a period. Conversely, it is even easier for
society to impose these conditions as inevitable once women are con-
vinced that periods — the fact of being female —is a natural misfortune. It
is in the interests of society to hide the fact that periods are not a natural
phenomenon but a constructed phenomenon. In this situation, ideology
— the interpretation of the phenomenon — plays an important part. It is

—T———‘1
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..=40
internalized and reappears among those involved under the glllsgble
strongly felt shame. But this ideological aspect is absolutely -mse?ar art
from the material part. The two are continually and necessanlye nal
of one another. To hide one’s sanitary towels is at first an exfha
constraint; it gives rise to subjective shame; and finally, in a third P -
the hiding appears to be the expression of the shame which in fact €2
it. _ -
Women in devaluing their periods are not only obeying their = ,g,
washing; not only ‘adopting masculine values’. We are also reﬂce e
and in a healthy (non-masochistic) way, to 2 real handicap. HoW®” in
when we devalue our periods as such —as a physical phEanenoﬂ Jont:
addition to depreciating ourselves, we accept the ideological VEF;S in
that the handicap is natural and not social. The struggle thus con$¥? " pe
separating and distinguishing elements which are distinct but whi€
society confounds. : . the
But if we do not analyse what is social, what 1s constraining, 11‘6 of
phenomenon currently experienced by all women under the nairf; e
‘periods’, we are playing society’s game. Because (if one does not ping
allowance for the social) it is impossible to feel proud of somet .,
which is actually unpleasant; to value periods. In addition, if 1t * 5,
possible, it would lead, in so far as conditions were unchanged, 1 .
‘accepting’ the handicap —as society asks us t0; and all arguments We ver
lead us better to accept social constraints are dangerous, and can ™

ever be styled ‘liberating’. AL rther
This is why the ‘revaluation of women’s bodies’, without fu! =
specification, is an extremely ambiguous project. On the one hand 1t

L . : 3 S
mean a struggle against the actual handicap — which is the nece‘z i is

s€s
ed

condition for the revaluation of the natural function. It is only on¢ ) as
materially revalued that it can become subjectively expf_:rience the
positive. And the fight to change attitudes is itself only positive 0P i
condition that it changes something concrete in women’s lives: th?
leads into a struggle against the constraints imposed on our bodies- o
On the other hand, ‘revaluation’ can mean the abandonment of A
struggle. It can go in the same direction as the ideology. The latter say
at all the dissatisfactions women experience are due to a refus
themselves, of their bodies. The ‘revaluation’ undertaken by psychoé
ysis, by the feminine press in France, and by Margaret M¢2
(among others) is destined to make us swallow the social handicap i1 the
same mouthful as the physical phenomenon. That mouthful verges %
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masochism. It leads to women being made to accept that to love them-
selves is to love suffering.

‘Self-acceptance’ as a value is not neutral. It addresses itself only to
female individuals, and it is of recent origin. It appeared at precisely the
time when feminism was born, as a new ideological weapon to make
women accept their submission. Thus ‘valuation’ or ‘revaluation’ of
womanhood should be very closely examined. It can go in two directly
opposite directions. A new version of the dominant ideology can be
camouflaged under the guise of ‘liberation’. The term ‘self-acceptance’
is also suspect because of the problem of what it is ‘to accept oneself’.
What is the ‘self’ one accepts? In so far as the ‘self’ is taken without
question, is equated with the historical person (albeit the historical
aspect is not mentioned and is thus implicitly denied — the historical
individual being considered as a natural person), this is an ahistoric and
reactionary notion. It seems that Leclerc’s procedure (whatever its
intentions), by its omissions and its implications, objectively goes in the
same direction as the dominant ideology, and thus furthers the repres-
sion of women.

Domestic work or women’s material oppression

Leclerc notes that everything women do is lowly valued — and that this
includes women’s work and housework. She none the less comes back
time and again to the question of the intrinsic nature, the intrinsic interest,
the intrinsic value of housework. Clearly, however, it is not what is
intrinsic to housework that is in question, because everything which
women do has little value. So, how does she deal with this?

She replies that men ‘are mistaken’. That women’s work, inciuding
housework, is valuable. She argues on the same grounds as those which
allow men to assert, equally peremptorily, that it is not. She ought
rather to have replied to her own question: “What does “‘the interest” or
“the value” of a task mean?’ She would then have realized that the
interest and the value of a task is unrelated to its nature and is deter-
mined by other criteria. It is the relations of production within which a
task is done which explain, simultaneously, its subjective interest and
its objective (i.e. its social) value.

So what does ‘the interest of a task’ mean? And, more precisely, what
does ‘task’ mean in this phrase?

The word task is mystifying as used here in that it is employed as
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e or
equivalent to, as synonymous with a trade or a job. To reduce 2 tfabat is
a job to a technical task allows a false question to be put: namely> ¥ ¢ ofa
more interesting about the zasks of a company director than the 135" pad
schoolteacher; the tasks of schoolteacher than the tasks of 2 "(his
sweeper? The sophism of the question lies in the fact that 11511165 a
problematic the definition of a road sweeper is: ‘a man who pY £ is 8
broom’. Nothing could be further from the truth. A road sweeP® 4 in
man who pushes a broom on the instructions of someone els€
exchange for a derisory wage. ‘ ¢«the

We can thus see that the very fact of posing the question o o the
intrinsic interest of household tasks’ rests on confusion betw€® hﬂica[
technical task and the job. The latter comprises not only the tec” ond
task but also its conditions of performance and remuneration (in n}Onﬁ; put
prestige), the social status of those who do it, etc. The questio? * . be
totally obscures all these factors and is thus ideological. It MY nto
renounced. We shall see later how not giving it up leads Lecler¢
other blind alleys. 4 for

Leclerc questions the reasons which have been put forWafouse_
deeming domestic work uninteresting. She is right. As a zask, asKS.
work is neither more nor less interesting or stupefying than other ! ingly
This is proven by the fact that one can maintain (equally convin® 2, OF
each time) that domestic work is particularly expressive or creat! doilbt
on the contrary that it is particularly repetitive and alienating. TO - 10
the validity of the judgement should logically have led L“:Clert on
glimpse, fleetingly at least, that the reason for the low value Sfoy ]
domestic work cannot reside in its ‘interest’: that the criterig emP
are not good ones. , _ e

But no, she sticks to them. She does not question the criteria th the
selves, but simply the way they have been used. She takes sides lndoes
sterile argument about housework being ‘creative/repetitive’. She e
not challenge the question but the answer, without seeing that B
question is badly posed —and not by chance. If she could see that 1t 15 nm'
Women’s tasks which are devalued, since we do all sorts of tasks, but©
Jjobs, she would be all set to pose the right question: namely, for whor

0 wWomen do this work; in what relations of production is it done? But
she persists in thinking that domestic work has been devalued becauset
1S Judged uninteresting’ (note that she totally identifies social utility and
subjective inzerest). She persists in her search for the criteria of interest
(or usefulness) which are supposedly extra-social and based o an
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experience both subjective (the subject’s) and independent of social
relations.

In this she follows de Beauvoir who sees (saw?) the oppression of
women as due to the ‘immanence’ (!) of their tasks. The ‘immanence’
and the ‘subjective interest’ of a task are of the same order: they are
mystifying concepts in that they suppose and suggest that social rela-
tions are based, in the final analysis, on relationships with things, with
the natural world. But not only do relationships with the natural world
not exist, but to disguise relationships berween people as relations between
or to things, is (or should be) a well-known characteristic of bourgeois
ideology. (I refuse to give page references to the great ancestor who first
taught us this.)

The tale of Leclerc is a good example of that standing of history on its
head which is typical of ideological thought. She describes a hypo-
thetical society where women would be the superiors because they ‘give
life>. She thus postulates a ‘natural value’. But this phrase is quite
simply a contradiction in terms. Nature does not know and cannot
produce values. Values are produced by societies, human societies, as
are all phenomena which imply consciousness. The idea that a society’s
values could originate outside it is simply a return to Platonic universals.

Throughout her account it is clear that for Leclerc the social hier-
archyisa hierarchy of values, and that these values not only pre-exist the
social order, but come from Nature. It is a reversal, a negation of
materialist, or quite simply political thought, according to which if
values have a function in the hierarchy, it is in so far as they reflect and
justify it, as means created by and for it, and not as causes.

The source of the present hierarchy of the sexes

Leclerc follows all too many authors into the trap of seeking the explan-
ation for the present hierarchy in the ‘original conditions of humanity’.
Since the conditions within which humanity evolved, and the form of
the earliest social structures, have been (and will remain) unknown, it
means that she can obviously only be using a pretext for projecting (or
perhaps it would be fairer to say injecting) present conditions into
pre-pre-history. At the end of this projection she (like others) makes the
present situation re-emerge, with a history. Of course, it is not history
proper which is being set up (historians can at least defend what did and
did not happen in historical times, albeit feebly). She is setting up an
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‘origin’ which can only be ‘reconstructed’: in truth, invented- of of
mythical reconstruction is a negation of the spirit if not the le
historicism. . rif”i'
Leclerc thus goes ahead with her projection of what poor old ?e
tive humanity’ must have been like; and although she does not cit “h is
sources here, they are reco ble. She uses Engels’ theory, vyl}:) 5 of
decidedly well worn. According to him (1884), the first divis*" g’.
labour was ‘the natural division of labour between men and wor ing
This was the first — meaning the greatest — of Engels’ mistakes. H3 sof
shown that all divisions of labour are the consequence and the n}"f‘“; of
hierarchy and oppression, Engels none the less fognd the diw?l‘:: 25
labour between the sexes to be ‘natural’; and he said that in thiS. sjoB-
and in this case only, hierarchy followed and did not precede the le;l g on
He thereby disavowed his own method and so threw a cloud not 0% cal
this analysis, but on all his others. For if one can turn the marxist Caas in
order upside down for women, why not in other cases? The worm W psed
the bud of marxist method. However, a hundred years have € £ the
since Engels wrote and many studies have shown that the content ©
division between men and women is variable, and hence not naturd 'Wiﬂg
But let us leave Engels and follow Leclerc, who, again follO Gon
many others, looks for the cause of hierarchy and differential evallil*‘f the
of jobs not only in their origins, but also in the different udlity Of pat
jobs themselves. It is interesting here to compare her account wit™ _ .,
of Elizabeth Gould Davis (1973). Davis holds that the ‘original’ WO% °_
did not do ‘what is commonly believed’, but rather ‘useful’ rhlﬂf; is
agriculture, etc. —and that consequently (it is the ‘consequently’ wh! Jerc
interesting) they must have been at the top of the hierarchy. L¢‘3t is
however maintains that the ‘original’ women did indeed do «wha a8
commonly believed’, but she then argues that these things were (31'6) ce
useful’ as other things which men did/do). She and Davis thus disa8” "
on whether the issue is to show that women did things which Wehe
judged useful by our culture (i.e. that we have been mistaken abott *
nature of their past tasks); or to show that women did things which W'
Judged useless, but which are ‘in reality’ useful (i.e. that we have bee‘;
mistaken as to what is useful). Both rely on the naive idea that the soctd
value of jobs is determined by their social utility. Someone a hundfe,d
years ago showed that if any group was ‘useful’ it was the workers. SO 1°
It Just a question of the ruling class having been ‘mistaken’ — of thell
Obviously not having noticed the usefulness of the proletariat?

.
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Leclerc thus makes the same mistake historically as she makes in
analysing contemporary society. We know that the sexual division of
labour varies, but that in cultures where men do what women do in our
culture, their work is not lowly, but on the contrary highly valued. We
would have to be blind not to see that it is not the intrinsic utility of a
task which determines the authority which is commanded (and the
prestige which is received) by its performer. On the contrary, it is the
authority which the performer commands which determines the
society’s appreciation of the ‘utility’ of the task.

One thing is common to all the jobs done by women, and this is not
their contents. It is their relations of production. This answers Leclerc’s
questions: ‘Why has woman’s lot always been judged inferior, lowly,
etc.?’ There is, therefore, no longer any need to resort to looking at the
content of our lot. Indeed it is impossible to resort to this, since the
details of women’s situation vary.

What is the difference between planting millet and planting sweet
potatoes? In one African society, however, one is ‘glorious’ — high
status, the other ‘humiliating’ — low status. Women plant millet which
is appropriated by the men; and the men plant sweet potatoes which
they appropriate for themselves. High and low status thus express in the
realm of moral values the reality of the relations of distribution of
material values between men and women. But they do more: they
justify these positions. In a reversal typical of idealist thought processes
(which are here clearly demonstrated to be coterminous with the
ideology) the inferior value of women’s work (which is the expression
and therefore the consequence of women’s inferior status) is advanced
as its cause. Women’s dispossession of their produce is ‘explained’
(justified) by the ‘inferiority’ of their work, by their doing less important
things. In the same way women and reproduction are devalued in our
own culture not because men happen to be dominant and because they
‘happen’ not to value life, but because women have children for men.

We can now pose another question which Leclerc does not ask (and
with reason). If all work done in certain conditions is devalued — those
conditions being that the product of the work is appropriated by some-
?I;)c;) other than the producer — what then is the purpose of a division of
abour?

If one looks closely at the sexual division of labour, and if this is
defined as a differential and rigid attribution of tasks according to sex
(i.e. as a technical division of labour by sex), we see that it does not really
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2
exist. For instance, women keep accounts for their husbands, i.e- st
do the same work as highly paid (and respected, i.e. valued) 3Ce e
ants. They act diplomatically for their husbands, i.e. they do th e
operations as highly paid (and respected, etc.) diplomats. . - - i job’
we stop confusing the task — the technical operation— with the who pet
we see that the technical division of labour tends to vanish, to disaP’ il
as an empirical fact, under the observer’s very eyes. The differ ¢ the
valuation of jobs does not spring from the technical aspect o oxc 15
division of labour. We then see that the question put by Le?l the
remarkably circular. She asks why a given job (e.g. a wife doin® e 1S
accounts for her husband) is not prestigious; but the non-prﬁﬂem.
already an integral part of this job: doing a task unpaid for sa'ngogte ot 8
In so far as a certain division of labour by sex does exist, 1t 1s
question of tasks done, but of the status of the work as awhole. Th€ orks
is only part of this. Thus it is said that domestic work is women’s Wo.
but this is only true if what is meant is the status, the conditions of 4°!
it, the relations of production of this work. It is not true of the techn; l:
operations which comprise domestic work at the instrumental lt‘? do
washing, ironing, cooking, etc. Launderers, washers-up and chel Sno
the same technical operations. What makes housework housework lzulaf
each particular operation, nor even their sum total; it is their parti€ . 4
organization, which is itself due to the relations of production in W~ "
the person doing them finds herself. The place where they ar¢ Pi‘r v
formed, for example, appears as a ‘technical’ feature, but it is dlfe‘l;( is
derived from the relations of production. The fact that housewor It
done ‘at home’ flows from its being done ‘for the husband with®
payment’. . is
Like everybody else, Leclerc thinks she can justify her faulty ani"bg1 o
of the present by finding it a base in the past. She thus projects what for
is the reason (in the sense of ‘good reason’ —i.e. good grounds) o
the division of labour by sex back to an origin —.and she gives usa
well-known reconstruction. She treats us to the hackneyed (but always
sickening) scene of a pseudo ‘primitive horde’, where all the women &€
pregnant and breastfeeding (all at once, and constantly) and whereé all
€ men are hunting (all at the same time, etc.)—even though she earhier
enounced as a myth the idea that motherhood engenders incapaci®y
. Why did it have to be a man — Theodore Sturgeon (1960) — who first
nd%culed these ‘historical reconstructions’ and their authors? Who
asked why the strongest women were not hunting with the strongest
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men, while the weakest women stayed in the camp with the weakest
men> It is an indication of the prevailing level of idiocy that we have to
admit that, in the present state of things, his piece of science fiction is a
daring effort of the imagination. Not that it goes far enough, for we
must question not only the assumptions: 1 that strength was more
important then than it is nowadays; and 2 that individuals were
classified according to their strength; we must also question 3 why
they were classified into only fwo classes. As soon as the ‘primordial
encampment’ is evoked, any and every fantasy becomes permissible.
But in fact the fantasies of primitive societies are strangely well
ordered. They are collective fantasies. They all follow the same lines.

1 All the women are pregnant or nursing at the same time, and,
furthermore, all the women are always pregnant or nursing.

2 Pregnancy Or breastfeeding makes women totally incapable of
meeting their own needs.

3 To imagine women would be perpetually pregnant if this made them
incapable implies that they had no control of their fecundity. (If they
had had control they would certainly not have allowed themselves to be
so disabled.)

4 This implies (and the more one sees pregnant women in the pri-

mordial camp the more necessary is the implication) that women must
have already been dominated.

There is thus, again, a circular argument. Domination is again
supposedly being explained by a situation which already presupposesit.

(For actual facts about the existing economies which most nearly
approach what could have been the first economies, i.e. those of hunters
and gatherers, see Sahlins (1974), especially his chapter on “The original
affluent society’. Briefly, such economies are exactly the opposite of
western myths. Gathering provides ample food, and is neither arduous
nor time-consuming. In a few hours women, including pregnant
women, can collect an abundant supply to feed themselves. They do it
every day and still find time (as moreover do the men) to take plenty of
little naps, thank you very much.)

These collective myths of origin are, furthermore, self-contradictory.
Even if we accept, for the purposes of argument, that pregnancy and
breastfeeding occasion, not total incapacity (that goes beyond the limits
of good sense), but at least reduced mobility, how can we explain the
move from the partial and temporary incapacity of a few women to the
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. g OD
permanent exclusion of all women from entire categories of aqUY‘itgn of
more accurately, social positions? The latter (a rigid sexual dl‘f“"rl of
activities and status) is however presented as a 'E‘m‘ml consequ® nsé”
the former. It is very clear that it is not a question of a naturd ¢hef a
quence, nor a concern with the ‘rationalization’ of work. It 1$ rit only
case of shutting one’s eyes to the fact that, in this move, ‘nature soc‘”l

does not play, but cannot play, any role whatsoever, and that the

must necessarily intervene. e

An attempt is made to veil this intervention by presenting the Is’cio"s ,
from situation A to situation B as being a very ‘gradua!’, “‘uncon
etc. evolution. But whatever the time over wh1cl} this transmonbrupt
have been spread, it is not a question of a gradation, but of an i:l e
change. It is a question of a passage from the natural to tl}e f,oc s}ﬁ on’
date or the duration is irrelevant. The inventors of this ‘trap caﬂnot
cannot avoid the fact that the assumed slowness of the process ~ ocidl
warrant a non-existent continuity between the natural aqd the ren-
Since this is in fact what they arle cla;gxi]ng, they are making a ho
dous epistemological (or simply logical) leap. on;

It isI:mt a quesgtlion E)f our needing another, diffet:ent, reconsn'ucggns
of adding another stone to the edifice when it is its very founflao an
which are tottering. It is rather a matter of not going back inf
unacceptable problematic. For in fact, under cover of p“m?fybat
historical question, an ahistorical one has actua.lly b_een posed: 4 that
are the natural reasons for male supremacy?’ It is being suggestec. es
the ‘original society’ was, must have been, less ‘social’ than the soc1¢
which succeeded it. o . (ifit

Itis also a question of it being thought, without it being said, tha
could be ‘proved’ that the oppression of women is due in the es-
instance to our ‘weakness’, this would equally establish that this opP; t
sion is legitimate. In this case, and only in this case, it is held that the aus
tha} domination is materially possible makes it morally just. There 1S th
an implicit interpretation of the facts that are held tobe established; 32

s interpretation (once again intended only for the case of women) ©
together inevitability and legitimacy. This is moreover the only reason
why an attempt to prove that the oppression of women was ‘inevit2
1s made. The premises of this ‘question’ thus already include a mo*
assumption, a political judgement, and an unacceptable ‘scientific
assumption. Present social structures and rationalizations —in particu.lal‘

€ transformation of women’s biology into a handicap by oppression
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— are injected into the ‘nature’ (deemed more ‘constraining’) of
this mythical and barely social society. In other words, the culture
of our own society is attributed to the ‘nature’ of a hypothetical
society.

It is thus, to repeat, not the answers to the question of origins which
are in question. It is the question itself. We must quite simply abandon
the problematics with which it is in practice associated and from which
it is logically inseparable — namely, the psychologistic and idealist
problematic of domination as a consequence of ‘intolerance of differ-
ence’;* and its premises: the ‘natural’ division of lots, the ‘natural’
opposition of social categories (identification of males with men,
females with women), etc. So too must the other false questions we have
encountered (the discussion of the ‘intrinsic’ interest or usefulness of
tasks). The political problematics which flow from all of these, or are at
least associated with them — ‘revaluation’ of the ‘situations’ of men and
women; the revindication of ‘difference’ between the sexes, etc. —must
consequently also go. They are invalid because they come from idealist
problematics and because they themselves, inevitably, are idealist and
hence reactionary. They transform the concrete struggle of concrete
individuals against a concrete oppression into a quarrel over ‘values’ or a
conflict of ‘essences’ (when it is not one of ‘principles’).

We have thus arrived at the following conclusion: if a rigid division of
technical work between the sexes were to be established anywhere, it
would be a fact of culture not of nature. In our own society, however, it
is not a case of certain tasks being forbidden to women, but of our being
allowed to do them only in certain conditions. It is not that women may
not act diplomatically, but that we may not be diplomats; it is not that
women may not drive a tractor, but that we may not get on to one as the
boss, nor even as a paid worker, etc.

A technical division of labour is thus not necessary to the sexual
hierarchy. Does one therefore exist? And if it does, where and why?
This would be a valuable topic for research. The only hypothesis we can
make (in our present state of non-information) is that where it does exist
— where tasks and not jobs are forbidden to women — it is because for
some reason these tasks have but one mode of performance. In other
words, in cases where the task is indissociable from its mode of per-

formance, tasks which cannot be done in a subordinate mode must be
Sforbidden to women.

It appears in sum, that:
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= 'sio
1 The sexual division of labour is not a division of tasks but 2 div?
of jobs. . - onS of
2 Jobs comprise as an integral part of their definition relatt
production: the relationship of producer to product. rod"“:t
3 The division of specific tasks by sex, where it exists, isa by-P_oﬂs of
of the hierarchy of statuses (whose basis is obviously the relaurodu?
production). For example, in Africa the different relations of ps This
tion also, and rigidly, correspond to different material product (;dc of
animal or vegetable product is always produced in a given =
production, that other product in another mode.

Protofeminism or antifeminism?

) . sen 10
When Annie Leclerc says, ‘I don’t ask why this lot has been g1V

women, but why this lot has been judged inferior’, she is way off ‘?O dif
She cannot reply to the second question without asking the ﬁrStarS she
she doesn’t ask the first question it is because, like many othek ” Ghe
wonders why the job is devalued, but considers only the Fasde‘ ed
evades the crucial intermediary variable: the fact that the job 15 oduc-
not only by the task, but also and above all by the relations of PT g
tion. It is work done in a subordinate relationship, and not the
which is devalued, and for one very simple reason — n_ar_nely, Jation-
relations of production which devalue (or give value): it is the 1€
ship of the producer to the value produced. s OF
Consequently, as soon as a ‘lot’ is attributed to women, Blac (hus
proletarians (the ‘lot’ consisting not of tasks but of jobs and . set
relations of production) the hierarchy (the “paluation’ in Leclerc’s terms ) 1ve oy
up. It is not established after, nor independently, but in and by the 7
process of attributing ‘lots’: by the social, not technical division of lab"k is
The question of subjective interest and moral evaluation of 2 tas o
resolved: these reflect a particular reality. The objective valuelessner)
(its unpaidness and the obligation to do it — the two are bound to eth 5
of domestic work is reflected in its lack of interest and low e:valuﬂl_n‘t:’1 '
Leclerc’s claim that this work should be ‘revalued’ (i.e. given a higher
place in the disincarnate universe of values) is therefore absurd, an also
criminal. For once we know the origin of the objective value of house-
wor}<, which has nothing to do with its social utility, to try to enriCh_ltS
subjective value is purely and simply to reinforce the brainwashing
which helps prevent women from rebelling against their enslavement.
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This attempt is not new: a whole generation of American ideologues,
including Margaret Mead (1958) and Ashley Montague (1952), not to
bother to name the psychoanalysts, have been employed on it. They
have done nothing more than improve the every day glorification of the
role of wife and mother by presenting it under a pseudo-scientific —and
worse, pseudo-feminist — disguise. Leclerc’s conclusion is completely in
line with this school, which Caroline Bird (1968) calls ‘neo-masculinist’:
an antifeminism disguised as pseudo-feminism.

The ideas of this school are simple. The domination of women by
men is bad and should cease. But there is no question of trivial things
like women’s economic dependence or their material oppression
ceasing. No. It is all a question of Values. Whatis deplored is the lack of
respect which women suffer. Similarly, women don’t do a job, they carry
values — moral values of course, the values of the ‘female principle’:
gentleness, respect for life, etc. Women’s ‘secondary status’ (oppression
is a dirty word, or should be kept for those who really deserve it) comes
from these values not being given their rightful status.

These values — not the women — have, however, a contribution to
make to a world which, as everybody can see, is going awry. Fortunately
— what luck! — feminine values, the above-mentioned gentleness, under-
standing, concern for others, innate aptitude for washing nappies, and
other Platonic ideals, will counterbalance, if they are needed, the
violence (dynamic) and closeness to death (promethean nature) of
masculine values. Masculine values are good in themselves — indeed
they are the fountainhead of the culture — but they should not be carried
to extremes. And they have been, witness all the wars — and now
pollution — caused by wvalues (1) Could we but recognize and use the
antidote which grows just beside the poison — how well-made the world
is! — we could kill two birds with one stone. We could use feminine
values to balance the world (to restore it to its natural equilibrium) and
also keep women happy. Such an ideology is not only based on the idea
of a total and equal partitioning of the world, it extends and perfects the
idea: it even divides out universal values.

This school also, especially when applied to women, stresses the
notion of participation so beloved of de Gaulle. Just as capital and labour
must recognize that they are mutually necessary and must value each
other to this extent, so must men and women. Now, mutually necessary
men and women may be, but in what way? The proposition that
‘without game there is no hunter’ does not have the same meaning for
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the hunter as the proposition that ‘without the hunter, there would be
no game’ has for the game. The ‘complementarity’ so vaunted by
Leclerc, whether it be between capitalists and proletarians or between
(social) men and (social) women, has no other meaning.

Postscript

Let me repeat, I have analysed Parole de femme not because it is unique
but, on the contrary, because it speaks for a much wider current of
thought. This current is important not because of the ideas it defends —
which far from being original are on all points those of the dominant
ideology — but because of its political position.

The women’s movement has in fact released a general counter-
offensive and backlash (as one could have expected). This is coming
from all sides — from the university and the government, the right and
the left —and is taking all sorts of forms — from obscene attacks (the most
frank) to skilful recuperation of losses (the most dishonest and thus the
most effective). Undoubtedly the extreme, and thus the most danger-
ous, form of this recovery is the one which is most ‘internal’ to the
movement on both the institutional and the political planes. The two
characteristics of the trend which Leclerc’s book demonstrates are
1 thatitis expressed through a woman’s voice, and2 thatit presents
itself as aimed at the liberation of women.

Three months after this article was submitted for publication, an
article appeared in the Nowuvel Observateur (Righini 1974) which
confirms that we are right not to treat Leclerc’s book as an isolated case
but as an example of a trend. The author follows Leclerc’s procedure
and cites her frequently, along with other neo-masculinists of previous
generations, such as Lilar® and Breton. The English writer Penelope
prn took exactly the same line in an article in Cosmopolitan (1974), as
_dld the collective article on motherhood which appeared in a special
issue of Les Temps Modernes (Les chiméres 1974). Finally, it is said that
Parole de femme bears an astonishing resemblance to a transcript of talks
he}d in the group Psychoanalyse et Politique, and some women from
Ehls group have squarely accused Righini of stealing their ideas on

otherness’ and ‘difference’.

The degrees of involvement of these women in groups within the
women's movement are very different: Leclerc has never heard of the
movement, Righini has crossed and then overtaken it, Gillott has ‘taken

Protofeminism and antifeminism 209

part’ and left, the motherhood collective and Psycho et Po claim to take
part in and to be integral to it. The motives of the individuals and groups
also doubtless differ; and there seems no evidence of these being con-
certed efforts. But they do show a trend in that, despite their lack of
consultation, they all display major traits in common:

1 They start with an avowed concern for women’s liberation — sincere
or insincere (the question of actual individual motivation is irrelevant).

2 They use the ideology’s problematics both in their analysis of
oppression and in order to work out ‘remedies’ for it.

3 This leads on logically to a ‘revamping’ of the dominant ideology,
only this time (and this is most important) it is presented as a demand
for liberation.

It is as if the best way of escaping from the disturbing implications of
the struggle were to pretend to lead them. This allows the same things to
be done as before, but this time with a ‘good revolutionary conscience’,
while pretending that ‘from now on it’s for other reasons’. It is as if the
resistance to the challenge of feminism came mostly from the interior of
its movement — just as for Gribouille the river was the only place where
one could be protected from the rain. . . .©

The positions of this trend are presented as the results of using, and at
the same time of getting beyond, feminist questioning. Here, it might be
said, the ambiguity is clear. It is easier to think oneself further along a
road if one has never used it, than if one has traversed it; to think oneself
further on when one is not only elsewhere but staying elsewhere: when
one has not even set off. In this way ante-feminist positions can be
presented as positions which are not only feminist but even post-
feminist (which in itself is suspect; and which, in the way it is always put
forward, implies a gross deformation of feminism). A great danger lying
in wait for the women’s struggle today is that the ‘before’ of the feminist
question can be presented as its ‘after’ — thus sparing us the trouble of
fighting. An ideology which oppresses women — or rather the entire
system of which ideology is but a part — may be presented as new

invention and as a means to women’s liberation. Protofeminism
promoted as post-feminism and becoming militant is antifeminism.

Notes and references
1 See the comments in the newspapers, in particular that in the
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Quotidien de Paris: ‘This book, while part of the women’s liberation
movement, radically contests its foundations.’ I am quoting from
memory so the words are approximate, but there can be no doubt
that as far as the writer was concerned it was intended as a com-
pliment.

2 In the tendency called ‘Psychoanalyse et Politique’ (Psychoanalysis
and Politics).

3 There is also a book by Luce Irigaray (1974) which is a psycho-
analytic revision and revindication of ‘woman’ as ‘the other’. This
represents a different aspect of the establishment of this current of
ideas and must be dealt with elsewhere (see Pedinelli-Plaza 1976).

4 This is explicit in Irigaray (1974).

5 Lilar’s Le malentendu de deuxieme sexe is a book attacking Simone de
Beauvoir, which seeks to ‘prove’ that de Beauvoir was ‘wrong’ by
using reassurances from biologists that men and women do have
different sex organs!

6 Gribouille is a famous French folk-character, created in the nine-
teenth century by the Comtesse de Ségur.

1 1 . For a materialist
feminism*

Feminism is above all a social movement. Like all revolutionary move-
ments, its very existence implies two fundamental presumptions. First,
that the situation of women is cause for revolt. This is a platitude, but
this platitude entails a corollary, a second presumption, which is much
less frequently admitted. People do not revolt against what is natural,
therefore inevitable; or inevitable, therefore natural. Since what is
resistible is not inevitable; what is not inevitable could be otherwise —it
is arbitrary, therefore social. The logical and necessary implication of
women’s revolt, like all revolts, is that the situation can be changed. If
not, why revolt? Belief in the possibility of change implies belief in the
social origins of the situation.

The renewal of feminism coincided with the use of the term ‘oppres-
sion’. Ideology (that is, common-sense, conventional wisdom) does not
speak of ‘women’s oppression’ but of ‘the feminine condition’. The
latter relates to a naturalistic explanation, to a belief in the existence of a
physical constraint. This puts exterior reality out of reach and beyond
modification by human action. The term oppression, on the other hand,
refers to something arbitrary, to a political explanation and a political
situation. Oppression and social oppression are therefore synonyms; or,
rather, social oppression is a pleonasm. The notion of a political (that is
a social) cause is integral to the concept of oppression.

The term oppression is therefore the base, the point of departure, of
any feminist research, as of any feminist approach. Its use radically
modifies the basic principles, not only of sociology, but of all the social
sciences. It nullifies any ‘scientific’ approach which speaks of women in
one way or another, at one level or another, but which does not include

* First published in L’Arc, 61 (1975). An English translation by Mary Jo Lakeland and Susan Ellis
Wolf was published in Feminist Issues, 1, no. 2 (Winter 1981).
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the concept of oppression. A feminist study is a study whose objective is
to explain the situation of women. When this situation is defined as a
situation of oppression, theoretical premises which do not include this
concept, i.e. which exclude it, can be used only at the risk of incoher-
ence. Having a feminist approach is thus not just a matter of applying
the unchanged premises of the established sciences to the study of
women, with good political intent. It is useless for feminists to try to
develop such studies when their premises are nullified in each particular
discipline.

The premises of sociology, for example, deny the oppression of
women, and in consequence the discipline 1 cannot account for it —
cannot find at the end what it denied at the beginning; and 2 can only
mask the oppression, and to that extent contribute to its perpetuation.
There are, of course, certain approaches within sociology which are
compatible with feminism, with revolt; the notion of the social origin of
social phenomena for instance. But this compatibility has remained
virtual, because:

1 a theory can be called sociological without so being. Most socio-
logical theories deny not only the oppression of women, but also the
social itself. Functionalism, for example, is, in the last analysis, a typical
case of psychological reductionism. Structuralism is equally psycho-
logically reductionist, although differently from functionalism.
Functionalism rests on Freudianism (on the universality of the
emotional structures) while structuralism rests on the universality of
cognitive structures. They both explain different social formations, and
the phenomenon of the social itself, by human nature.

2 All these theories are expressions of idealism and thus totally incom-
patible with the revolt of oppressed groups. They affirm a that history is
the product of an individual — universal — biological functioning; and b
areas exist which are indifferent to, and independent of, relationships of
power between groups.

A feminist — or a proletarian — science aims at explaining oppression.
!n order to do this, it has to start with oppression. If it is coherent, it
inevitably comes up with a theory of history in which history is seen in
terms of the domination of some social groups by others. Likewise it
cannot at the start consider any area of reality or of knowledge, as
outside this fundamental dynamic. A feminist interpretation of history
is therefore ‘materialist’ in the broad sense; that is, its premises lead it to
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consider intellectual production as the result of social relationships, and
the latter as relationships of domination.

The implications of this concern not only precise theories or areas —
i.e. their content; they also directly concern the intrinsic character of
these areas — the principles which constitute them (i.e. the principles
according to which the real is divided into areas of knowledge). All
categorization, all separation into areas, actually presupposes an
implicit theory of human nature, of the nature of the social, and of
history.!

The division of knowledge into tight areas is an effect and a tool of
ideology, as is also the content of these areas or disciplines. The idea that
there are separate areas of experience which are the concern of the
different disciplines, each with its own methods, and that these can
afterwards be joined so as to juxtapose their findings, is typically
anti-materialist. For what is this confrontation, this highly vaunted
‘interdisciplinarity’? It is in fact nothing but the result of the disci-
plinarity that it presupposes. The latter is founded on the postulate that
subjectively distinct levels of experience — distinct in the subjectivity of
our society — all obey their own ‘laws’: the psychological obeys the laws
of the instincts, the social obeys the laws of interaction, etc.

The reactionary character of this approach can be seen very con-
cretely for example in studies of the family. Here the sexual relation-
ships of husband and wife, their economic relationships, and their social
relationships, etc., are studied separately, as if they each obey a distinct
and heterogeneous logic. These heterogeneous ‘results’ are then put
together and we end up with an uninteresting mosaic. It is devoid of
meaning; but this is precisely in the interest of ‘science’. It thereby
negates the profound unity of these ‘levels’, and the way in which they
are all locations and means of oppression.

The objective (and the result) of official science and its division into
disciplines is thus the rendering unintelligible of human experience.
This is true not only of sociology but of all the disciplines which with it
comprise the social sciences. Psychoanalysis, for example, claims and
asserts sexuality as its domain. Yet neither psychoanalysis nor sociology
takes account of the oppression of women. Not taking it into account,
they necessarily interpret it in their own terms — they integrate it as a
given. They thus study the domains of social life and of subjective
experience where and by which women are oppressed, without this
oppression appearing as such. They thus have a precise ideological
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function: to make the oppression of women disappear from the results
of their studies. Since everything is circular, this is accomplished only
by having denied it at the beginning.

Can we, then, utilize the existing disciplines and their concepts at all
to study the oppression of women, given that the body of knowledge
they comprise presupposes it? Can we even utilize ‘elements’ from
them? The positive response to this question prevalent today suggests
we can dissociate the social philosophy of certain theories from their
concepts. However, even these elements are obtained from epistemo-
logical premises. Each science constructs its own'object. This means
that not only its theoretical content, but also its limits, and the definition
of its field of application, its very domain, far from pre-existing the
discipline, are its creation; and the premises of all the social sciences, to
the extent that they do not posit men/women relationships as relation-
ships of oppression, posit them, by commission or omission, as some-
thing else.

These premises are thus in radical opposition to those of women’s
liberation and women’s studies. A field of knowledge which starts from
the oppression of women cannot be content with questioning this or that
result of this or that discipline. We must challenge the premises them-
selves, we must start with how the results were obtained; the point of
view from which the ‘facts’ were regarded; the point of view which
concerns us, but also the outlook which perceived the object, and the
object that it constituted — right down to the most apparently ‘technical’
and ‘neutral’ concepts.

It is illusory to pretend to arrive at different interpretations with the
same conceptual instruments. These are no more neutral, no less con-
structed, than the areas they delimit, nor than the theories — the content
of the disciplines — they generate.

Rejecting interdisciplinarity does not, however, mean refusing to
recognize that subjective experience? is aware of different levels. What
it does mean is rejecting the current cutting-up of reality into disci-
plinary domains — into fiefdoms; a cutting up born of, and accrediting,
the idea that entire areas of experience are outside of oppression, i.e. of
the political.

. To the patchwork of interdisciplinarity and disciplinarity a material-
ist feminist approach opposes a unique dynamic which expresses itself
differently at different levels. This approach has yet to be fully defined.
It will challenge structuralism, for example, not because structuralism
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suggests that a subjectively distinct cognitive level exists, but because it
imputes to this level a content independent of social relationships. This
approach will challenge psychoanalysis not because psychoanalysis
suggests the existence of a purely subjective level, but because it
imputes to this level a content independent of social relationships.

Obviously the social which is at issue here is not ‘the social’ of
journalists. It is not the exterior as opposed to ‘the interior’, the super-
ficial, surface events as opposed to the inner depths. It is the political as
opposed to ‘the private’. Nor does the pre-eminence we accord this
concept of the social have anything to do with the chauvinism of a
specialist. It is, on the contrary, a theoretical position that is opposed to
the prevalent concept of ‘specialism’. It is a global view of history, hence
of the social sciences; it prohibits all recourse to extra-social and extra-
historical factors. Such recourse, however limited it may be, is incom-
patible with the concept of oppression.

It is a commonplace that there is no neutral knowledge, but from our
point of view this has a particular meaning. All knowledge is the
product of a historical situation, whether it is acknowledged or not. But
whether it is acknowledged or not makes a big difference. If it is not
acknowledged, if knowledge pretends to be neutral, it denies the history
that it pretends to explain. It is ideology and not knowledge. Thus all
knowledge which does not recognize social oppression, which does not
take it as its premise, denies it, and as a consequence objectively serves
1t.

Knowledge that seeks to take the oppression of women as its point of
departure constitutes an epistemological revolution, not just a new
discipline with woman as its object, andfor an ad hoc explanation of a
particular oppression. Such knowledge is an expression of materialism,
but also a renewal of it. It applies a materialist point of view to some-
thing materialism has ignored, i.e. the oppression of women. It is a new
perspective and not a new object. This perspective necessarily applies to
the whole of human experience, individual and collective.

How then can materialism be ‘extended’? Up to now materialism has
implied, denoted, a theory of history as the history of the class struggle.
But women as a group were excluded from the classes involved. Their
oppression was not thought of as a class exploitation. I maintain that it is
the absence of women from history, from the representation of history,
which has left the field open to the establishment and/or upholding of
private ‘areas’ and to the monopoly of the ‘disciplines’, i.e. which has
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led to the dominance of idealist views of entire sectors of experience.

In so far as materialism has been applied to understanding the process
of the production of ideas in relation to the exploitation of the proletariat
and the class struggle (as traditionally defined), so the areas of life
designated as subjective — affective and sexual® — have escaped it. This
was an obvious but inevitable contradiction. But equally it could not fail
to appear insoluble. The whole intellectual history of the first, and
perhaps also of the second, half of the twentieth century is marked by
attempts — constantly renewed — to unify certain principles of explan-
ation. These attempts have predominantly taken the form of attempts at
conciliation and reconciliation between Freudianism and marxism.
Needless to say the fact that there have been so many is both because the
contradiction is distressing, and because each attempt to resolve it has
ended in failure. This failure was inscribed in the very premises of the
proceedings, because people have tried to reconcile the results, the
findings, of the two approaches, forgetting that their epistemological
premises were irreconcilable. The failure of all the attempts is due to
their acceptance of the extravagent claims of psychoanalysis to be, nota
system of interpretation of subjectivity, but subjectivity itself.

I refuse to accept that objecting to the theory of psychoanalysis is
synonymous with a lack of interest in its object. Rejecting Freud’s ideas
does not mean one is indifferent to — or that one negates — the existence
of subjectivity, though not only the adherents of psychoanalysis but also
the vast majority of people claim it does. Once psychoanalysis’s claim is
accepted, however, attempts to resolve the contradiction of material-
ism’s failure to come to grips with subjectivity are doomed, because to
come to grips with subjectivity, it is held, one must accept the premises
of psychoanalysis. And to accept them means to reintroduce idealism on
to the scene. Under the cover of introducing materialism into subject-
ivity, one in fact introduces the enemy in its place: one introduces
idealism into history.

But why must attempts to reconcile marxism and Freudianism accept
Ehe premises of psychoanalysis, when the latter is only one form of

psychologism’, itself a form of idealism? Especially when the areas
monopolized by psychologism were not places of confrontation between
the onlx groups materialist theory recognized as classes: proletarians
and capitalists? For, so long as only these groups were recognized as
classe:s, and so long as the materialist theory of history was reduced to
the history of their confrontation, the domains where this confrontation
did not exist were necessarily left outside of the problematic of the class
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struggle, and therefore of materialism. (Wilhelm Reich’s attempt at
reconciliation is exemplary in this respect. He believed he could re-
introduce sexuality under the wing of materialism, while in reality he
did nothing but betray materialism by psychologizing the class
struggle.)*

Sexuality is, however, very much a place of class struggle. It is one of
the fields of confrontation of two groups; but the groups are not the
proletarians and the capitalists, but social men and social women. Only
the women’s struggle, and the simultaneous conceptualization of
women’s condition as oppression, has brought sexuality into the
political arena. Feminism, by imprinting the word oppression on the
domain of sexuality, has annexed it to materialism. It was the necessary
condition for this annexation.

Calls for a materialist psychology are not new. How then do we
explain why, despite the recognized necessity of considering ‘subject-
ivity’ as one of the expressions, if not one of the mechanisms, of social
organization, the reverse process has made ceaseless progress through-
out the time during which these calls have been made? Why have
biologism and instinctualism continued to reign over, better to con-
stitute, the study of ‘the psyche’? Why has psychologism not even
limited itself to the study of subjectivity, but has grabbed the study of
interaction, of groups, and even of institutions? How do we explain this
except by admitting that the political base for such knowledge is
missing?

If the women’s struggle is the necessary condition for the inclusion of
new areas of experience in materialist analysis, equally materialist
analysis of all the instances of women’s oppression is one of the pro-
cesses of this struggle — and an indispensable process.

So long as an area of experience stays outside the class struggle, it
remains out of the reach of materialism. To change this it was not
sufficient for it to be a site of real antagonisms. It was necessary for these
antagonisms to take the form of a consciously political confrontation.
This was why the emergence of the WLM was significant. Conceptual-
ization followed, because it could not but follow a real sccial movement.
The condition of women did not give rise to a struggle because it was
‘political’. ‘Political’ is a concept, not an element of concrete reality.
The condition of women became ‘political’ once it gave rise to a
struggle, and when at the same time this condition was thought of as
oppression.

Today the conditions are present for the advent of a new stage of
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knowledge. Women were oppressed before, and oppressed also in and
by ‘sexuality’, but that was not sufficient for sexuality to be envisaged
from a materialist point of view.

In the same way, proletarian class consciousness is not the result of
Marx’s theory of capital. On the contrary, Marx’s theory of capital was
founded on the necessary premise of the oppression of proletarians.
Oppression is one possible way of conceptualizing a given situation; and
this particular conceptualization can originate only from one standpoint
(that is, from one precise position in this situation): that of the
oppressed. It is only from the point of view and life experience of
women that their condition can be seen as oppression. This coming
consciousness takes place neither before nor after the struggle. In other
words, it is a question of two aspects of the same phenomenon, not of
two different penomena.

The women’s movement is a concrete political fact, which cannot but
add a new element to the political domain, and which may overturn it
from top to bottom. The same thing could be expressed by saying that
women’s consciousness of being oppressed changes the definition of
oppression itself.

Materialist feminism is therefore an intellectual approach whose
coming is crucial both for a social movement, the feminist movement,
and for knowledge. This approach will not — cannot — be limited to a
single population, to the oppression of women alone. It will not leave
any aspect of reality, any domain of knowledge, any aspect of the world
untouched. As the feminist movement aims at revolution in social
reality, the feminist theoretical point of view must also aim at a revolu-
tion in knowledge. Each is indispensable to the other.

Notes and references

1 Forexample, are ‘body’ and ‘mind’ divisions of something concrete,
‘or are they entries in western dictionaries? And what is the western
dictionary, if not the intellectual product of, the rationalization for,
an oppressive social system?
2 ie. in the subjectivity of this society, hence in its ideology.
3 Which is considered a thing in and of itself (like ‘the psyche’) by both
common sense and the “science’ which reproduces these categories;
and which is linked to ‘the psyche’ by that same science which
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reproduces the spontaneous theory of common sense, that is,
ideology.

What have we retained of Reich’s theory? That sexual repression
caused fascism.
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