What follows was written by a member of the Women's Commission for an

. introduction ‘to a discussion at a BF women's week end. It was also
written as a contribution to a pamphlet/book that the KB sisters are

' working on about women ‘in left groups bhroughout Western Europe,.

~The History of the Vome _movement withis B,F. = L
Originally women im BFworked in base groups with men, The main base groups
 Were centred on the car factories, for example Fords,.,In 1972 we were -
“beginning to takk about our own politics and to. be .in separate-groups -
“working on issues more directly relevant to women..  This coincided with
women joining the organization who had been involved with the Women's:
Liberation Movement, The Claimants' Union* and other community struggles,

This development also coincided with the rent strikes and the wave of -
-community-strUgg1ES*round”housiﬁg;;maintgﬁapté; clean streets, safe play

areas’' = all issues that women wanted to get involved with, “For a while

-+ men and* women worked Separately and did not share their experiences, .

" 'Vomen'did not want to feel they had to ansWer to the men and to.prove

*fthatjﬁhat’wa*were doing:Was'eqﬁally véli&;f 

‘Through the rent strikes women in BF got more of a sense of how Big Flame

“politics related to Feminism., BF politics embodied an understanding of
the effect of Capitalism on personal life, It explained the effect that
the creation of the Velfare State had on women's lives as women's- .
“traditional 'caring' roles wére transferréd to state institutions and
given lower wages than men would accept, BF politics also stemmed from a
different concept of leadership. %e didn't automatically’go''to -the shop -
Stewards, union officials ete but looked to.the.people who were actually
involved at a grass roots level, and listened to what.they had. to say.and -
‘were prepared to learn from them. poaa e Aun poa o

Vomen who -hadn't previously been involved in the Viomen's Liberation Mvt.
':fgot"involvéd‘aﬁd*sfaftéd'goiﬁg'td;ﬁétiona;“cqﬁferenées;_ Ve encouraged
the working class women we knew (some of whom had joined) to ‘go to the .
conferences and ‘learnt a'lot from their résponse. Through the rent strikes o
and the various community struggles™ ‘two things became clear - Feminmism
“isn’t an outside issue unrelated to the working class .and that women have
to organize autonomously, It was becoming clearer through the practical
problems of.collective political action that women are subject to partic-"
ular forms of exploitation and oppression precisely -because théy are women,
.-Ye didn't use the word Patriarchy in - those days but we asserted that
women's autonomy was necessary. for class struggle: and -that there would
be no revclution without women's liberation and mo ‘women's liberation .
had a 1ot without & revolution, We also realized that the %Women's Liberaticn Mvt
to learn  from the working class women who wouldn't call themselves 'Feminists' but'.
would organize together as women, .. : e s

At t5iéfp6iﬂt133fw¢ﬁéng;w¢féfgétiveiyeiﬁybzyedfiﬁ'£hefﬁatiéha1ryoméﬁﬂs'.-a
Liberation conferences organizing workshops on.Rent Strikes, Health and

Big Flame politics generally,

a
Vomen were strong political force in the organization because the level of
class struggle amonst women was high, Vomen ip their communities ‘through
out the country were fighting rent ircreases, fighting against gas and
electricity cut'cffs, fighting for hurseries, safe play areas ete, And
because of -the==5udde'ri"inf=lux_'bf:U;}?ﬁ_t_’i_fAidv““many'‘o'f"th'e"se'deméﬁds.t}zeré=
met and there was a sense of if you fought hard enocugh then you could
actually win a miner victory: It became necessary to these struggles
themselves that we gave each other support with kids and house work as
well as political support,

YWomen's autonomy was there in the beginning in practice and because women
wWere strong and organized the theory was developed from that, In BF it
has never been a question of battling against a traditional male-defined
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politics but of battling to put.a dlfferent sort of politics into  practice
:w1th1n a. mlxed organizat1on. e :

The Sltuatlon Now o

The ‘omen s leeratlon Mﬂvenent has not had a natlonal cqnference fnr ocver
three years.i It.is, in the same sort of crisis. as.the far left. - fragmented
~and demoralized. It is a 31tuat10n in Whlch it is easy for the divisions
‘to be more 1mportant than they actually are,, The present general polltlcal
demorallzdt1cn is. 1nevxtably reflected in tha women in BF. .

There has always been a Vomen's ‘Commission that meets on average every
six weeks, and this is Jthe place we have tradltlonally trled to develop
women' s pOllthS and women' s_poWer m1th1n BF.  When the ‘decision was made
_ at the national conference to have an elected” ational Committeéé the
_=.Domen s, Commiss1n put forward the 1dea that the HC couldn t overtide decie’

“sions made by the Yomen's “Comission. (The sttus of this idea is still a

source of cofusion.) It was decided that there had tc be at least cne

third of the H.C. who were women in order for the NC to be‘cdhét{rufionally
valids »kedidn't see this.as .a.scluticn to the problem of women's power

‘within:the ‘ocrganizaticn ‘because we don't: belleve pol1t1ca1 problems .can

be qolved by organlzatlonal 5tructures,- -

Few-women at present seem W1111ng to take fo1i s p051tlons of leadershlp within
_the crganization although women do take L R RS prominent roles “.i.
Within their  local work ~.in N¥ational Abortion Ceampaign, VWomen's Aldlrela“d'
vin .campaigns around Healthvand Anti Racist work(just to mention a%ﬁEW).
«oktoid mot thereforerd question of confidence ‘but more:of where women are
~prepared -to-put their energies in the present context of fragmrentation.
There is always ‘a tension between:being dinvelved in a partlcular struggle
-and being .invelved:in a polltlcal organmzatlon. :

There was a time when we were prepared to he ;professional ‘revolutionaries,
when politics became one's whole life, Now many of us are older and

. have.more demands from kids and work, ..Ve are now more.desperate to keep -
C:-ouT-;jobs sand sare ‘not:prepared .to give up waged work for the odd year in .-
- order to:.service 'the revolutions :Thereis -just not-the same sense of urgency
- .compared tc:1978 and the earl. 70's when we felt revolution was just ‘around

i -the ‘corner, ‘Fe dre-less evangélical about sacrificing cur whole life to
the cause and more aware of how pecple get involved in political action

-and what commitment means in a more reslistic wdyi Ve have ceased ‘to see
.ourselves as indispensable. : Many ofius -are trying to work thréugh ‘those
‘tensions in a-way ‘that ‘achieves some ‘sort-of-balance: between'beiﬁg a

frenetic 24 hour-a: day revolutlonary aud W1thdraW1ng 1nto personal'*
solutlons.-- : . ; . o _

uﬁ.n man can_bewin;a revoluticnary crganization ‘and be married with'kids and
«Eo sacertain extent get away with ithe .double lifey “For 'a woman in-a

revolutionary ‘organization it is absclutely 1mp0551b1e in practlce to

.1 : iseparate . POllthS £Tom: personal lleu”' : Sl = e

In the women's commission we have nct really tackled the problem of personal
ilifes  Our:discussions-centreon our political ‘activity or ‘else-we talk
..-about our relaticnship to: the Soc1alzst Fem;nlst Grcupss, or Beyond

uthe Fragments initiatives etd: =

e also discuss:.cur: part1cipat10n i the general llfe Of ‘the’ argan1zat10n
including the NC, bhe cther commissions , the newspaper and the other :.
publicaticns, (R

Frivate Life = .

. The lack of discussion about !private life' is.mast obvicusto scme of us

e,
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‘avcund the issues of marriage/ metherhoodand the famlly. S

Individuals within the organization have made very specific’ chsices on
these issues since they have been part of LF and yet we mever dlscuss
tollectively the issues involved, ; R RIS

At the Summer Schools issues related to childcare and the ‘sexual lelSlﬂn
cof Yabuur are confronted in a very ‘practical and usually constructive

_r”fway. The commitment™ to ‘cvercome ‘the problems 1s sincere but- for many it
"flnvclves changlng one ‘s behav1our for & week in the context ‘of Yisn't

”collect1v1ty fun ' Whereas for many in the orwanlzatlon childcare and
., housework ave relentlese demands thet are often the source of deep
and bitter Cnnfllcts.'_;ﬁ ' :

'_fBF Summer Schools have 'a good (ané Well deserved) reputatlon ‘and are

the tlme,'above ‘any Gther in the year, When dlSCUSSlCnS on personal
. life, sexual” pOllflCS etc take place. There never sSeems the time or the
'1nc11nat10n at other tlmes cf the year to take these d1scussxons further.

ijotherhood :

- The viomer, and mely: ;1th chlldrenhave cnns1stently mede demands 1 the or

= ganlzatlon ‘to iprovide gold . child icave -t meetings and . conferences and

- be aware of the prcblems «f:baby.sitting:when:censidereing weekly
branch meetings, ‘n the whcole the standard @ the creches is hlgh and

' ‘the orcanlzatlon has respondedwerl

f but several 1ndlv1duals (usually nvmen) have had chlldren and then Wlth
'/ .dtawn from. the - organizaticns . 4lthough i they.are-cften making.a deliberate chi
: ch01ce, ‘the basis. on-which thatichoice ig made has:néver been:discussed ¢
.cullectivelys  Iswit-a question:icf Lackadf time- thst makes wemen drop out?
~Is . it.ga questicn of the child's mneeds?:. Id it that the.individualrenjoys
and wants to spend as .much time:as is-possible withsthe child? - ris it
that the crganization doesn't really consider motherhood as an issue and
so makes nc time for these women's eXperiences to be inco rpbratee inte
- the. general polltical llfe of the rganlzatlon?-

Equally unaatlsfactoryls the way: Women who have kidsg and-do daintain a

- crmmitment to the orgenization ave.seen as. scmehow different «or ‘exceptional
(or .even misguided), :This assumpticon misses-the. point because thise women
have specific ideas about their lives as-womeny about thelr toleas mothers;
about their kids needs and about haw ¢ they organlze :their o prlvate 11ves.
U : much :

. le ebvrously have dlsagreements abﬂut hom; e should be constantly
available to cur kids .and how much time and space we ‘should :define for
ourselves.. . lie have disagreements about .what constitutes stability and

what . cUnstltutes adaptability and we . have disagreements about ‘the "

problems of the nuclear family , the problems of the collective larnd: the
preblems «f finding a compromise between the twe, “egrettably these
disagreements have never really surfaced in a constructive and Spen way.
noone wants te be moralistic . but-it. is-important to - locateé on.what ba81s
,chq1cesware_made -and how congistent or ctherwise are“those choices

with continued political invelvemént. Or-do we need to redefine pnlltlcal
act1v1ty and committment in the l1gHt of parenthﬁod7

I thlnk we shculd take chlldren a; lot more: serlously as 1nterest1ng in their
own right. ‘e shculd spend a lot more time and emergyon icrganizing specific
kids events - trlps to the seaside; parties, shows etc and noct make scme
',:art1f1c1a1 distinction between . tjis sort of thing and 'real: politics'

Sexuallglm

When we wrcte Valking a Tighrope we realized how little discussion we
have had on this subject. Yte felt it to be an enormous gap in cur

general political statement and we are committed tc writing .our next:
pamphlet on sexuality and the family,

In England-it' is the radical’ and revoluticnary femitists who have ‘the most
- to say publicly about these issues,
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- Amotigst - the women in BF at ‘soctalsvand at conferences there'is a hlgh degree
“of phy51ca1 and” emotlonal warmth such as™it becomes irrelevant for many:of

s to "label each other es heterosexual blsexual homosexual ot icelibate.

‘ve deliberatelt make" tzme to meet as women at conferences, summer schools,l
SOCI&]_S OT Week ends away. PR BRI LI S I R Se R ; I R A S FE T EREAO

For the men in EF, I suspect the problem is greater and that gay men in the
srganization m1ght find the dominant hetercsexuality oppréssive.: e

'“Cur Relatlonshlp to the Eomen s leeratlﬁn Movement

be are pert of the autcnomous WPmen s movement so it is a quest;on rather of
" what our réle within the méovement is, Most women in BF are ‘active w1th1n'f'
the &omen 5 leeratlon Movement' where we have aIWays tr1ed to relate’a © ' -
class perspective to femirist principles and to broaden the' definition
of feminism to include the idea of a broad-based movement of Women,

"For many of us the women' s mrvement still prrv1des an emotional® and pol1t1ca1
':support ‘that strengthens ugin out struggle within EF to 1ntegrate '
“Feminism ‘and Sdeialism. At the same time most of us find it 1mpossible _

to gain the pclitical clarity and crgenizatiocnal ccherence we ‘need in ouE -
pollt1cal work from such a brrad basee movement.‘

“There are 1ncreaszng confllcts between Worhen ‘in ‘the movement i Ve dlSagree
‘with' those specific separatlsts- whose’ prlmery'anelys1s and focus for
pclitical action stems from an analsis of Patriarchy which they do not’
attempttc integrate with an ene1y51s of Capitalism. I do not find 1t
thelpful ti label these women as that’ cften leads to the ¢reaticn of
_unnecessary dzv1szons, But T am 1ncrea51ngly aware of our dlfferences in-
‘practice when the primacy of women's oppressicd and individual women' s_
immediate emotional response is asserted over and above all other '
_oppressions such as_those of race,_class or age.

' In thlS context many of us feel an 1ncre351ng ‘Sense of urgency ~in our
“struggle (and it is a struggle! Y to integrate cur understanding of

Feminism and Socialism and to develop new forms of corganizing that 1ntegrate
the two., Ye argue within the womwn's Liberation ovement for the-
integration of an analysis of Patriarchy ent capltalzsm that sees both s,
equally important scurces of oppressiocn.

e remain and join BF not only because we believe iﬁ”tﬁe‘ﬂeeotfor'pol{tfcef
_crganizaticn as such but alsoc because there. is still the sPace w1th1n the
‘Qorganizat1»n to develr our 1dees and practlce.'__ o

. Glossary

'tClelmants Unlon - 1oca11y basec organlzation of those clalmlng benef1ts
' . from the Stete.__wff

'Urban A;d - Government money pumped into the
"local authorities but often adm1

‘*

qner c1ty, awarded through -
istered by communlty groups B

. FOCTVQTﬁ__ _
Some of the sub headlngs for ‘this art1cle may seem rather arb; rery, o
but I stuck to the headings prov1ded by KB because that was the easy way .
out, '

S C. Leeds = for the Vomen s Comm15310n ie,tv
January 1981 .




