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SOCIALLIST-FEMINISM TODAY

2 years of Thatcher's povernment has left many feminists, like so
many others, more deeply isolated and alienated from collectively
orpanised politics, What we tried to explain in our pamphlet js that
the Tory attack on women is hoth economic and ideological, We can see
that, not only are women losing their johs at twice the rate of men,
but the effects of the cuts in public snending fall solidlv on the
backs of women. As they withdraw money from the needs of the very voune,
the old, the sick, disabled and distressed, women arc forced to teke
on ever increasing domestic responsibilities. To make us accept this,
the Tories need to resurrcct and reinforce all the old sexist
ideolories. The result is that with jobs disappearing, nurseries
closing, school meals threatened, maternitv riehts under attack,
women are being forced more firmly back into the home, into isolation
and dependence.,

So the pressure on women to go outwards end link up our strupgles

with ell those fiphting the Tories is very strong. RBut this also creates
great problems for feminists, For we knov that women must also EXESX
organise autonomuuslv. Thet it is essentizl that we lead our owm
strugples as women, that we are clear on our feminist pxXuripiex
perspectives, Otherwise, we have little hone of feminist poals keing
raised in any joint strupple. Feminist strugrles inside united fronts
are never easv, and never have been.

Faced with this situation, what do feminists do. Pme hig problem is
that the feeling ofhﬁéfhp a sinple, central Women's Movement is very
weak. The divisions smongst feminists, betwcen radical and revolutionary
feminists, non-aligned nocialist feminists, women in left grouns, and
hlack and anti~imperialist women, run verv deep. We disarree on
prioritics and tactics. Is it men, or is it capital, or is it racisnm
add imperialism that constitutes the main enemy?}

The suspicions of meny fominists towards the left proups represents
real disarreements in theory, the way to unders#end and theorize women's
oppression, and disapreements in practice, the way to mohilise
resistance, -

Arain as we exnlain in our pamphlet, Marxists are seen as having
always subordinated any understanding of women's oppression to
their understanding of class oppression. So women's oppression is seen
as a consequence of our confinement to the home, making us economicallv
dependent on men and unable to participate ecually in wamed labour.
Our oppression serves only the énterests of capital, we are super-
exploited vorkers in wared work or the home. And it's true, our
oppression does serve the interests of capital.

In practice this has meant that many women in left groups have
tended to emphasize primarily women's riphts to waged wor and their
struggles out at work, Feminists have heen accused by yomen in left
grouns of feiling to relate to and orpanise working class women.
Feminist demands for abortion rights, maternitv richts and childcare
facilities have heen supported hy the left as campairne in support of
women's ripht to waged work. But women's respongibility for child
care, her lack of control over sexualfty, issues of rare within
marriape etc. and the whole ideology of women as mothers and sex
objects for men, iz not usually a part of the left's sunpport for
"women's riphts", Or apain issues like rape and violence towurds
women have been seen by most of the left as resulting from men's
frustrations under capitalism, increasing unemplovment etc.

But feminists have developed a whole different analysis and practice.
First of all, we have alwavs rejected any economistic analysis

which said that women would become more powerful simply by gaining

certain rights which enabled greater participation in waged work,

and wvage militancy. (This was the reason many feminists were

suspicious of the Working Women's Charter, back in '74, because it
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said nothing ahbout the sexual division of labour, and other pre-
dominantly left initiated campaipns.) ‘e knew that women do not enter
the labouy market on equal terms to men, the'gender-segregation of
jobs, alreadv determines that women will be primarily confined to
those jots low in pay and status, Sexual divieions at work, with
women subordinate to men, simply reflect, rather than necessarily
challenge, those in the home. .

So_whatfeminists have alwavs talked of, end increasingly over the
idst 5 years even amonst socialist feminists, is that there is a
separate power relation hetween men and women, which must be analysed
and fought as such. Male dowination over vomen is digtinct from and
not reducitle to capitalist class relations. Male supremacy rests on
2 distinct material and ideologicel hasis, felated notprimarilv to
the orpanisation of relations of production, but to the orpanisation
of reproduction, childcare and sexuality. Becamuse MRxEXug= Marxists
have concentrated on the former, to the exclusion of the latter,
they have been unable to theorise women's oppression. 50 it was
ferinism, in particular, that introduced the spheres of culture,
the family, sexuality and personal life into political debate and
shmuplzx  strugele.

hat this means in practice, ig that elpl in fiphting for abortion
facilitics, feminists have emphasized not just the right to choose
whether to have children, but erphasized the whole area of sexuality,
that rape is legal within marriage, that sexuality is conceived of
in totallymale-defined terms of heterosexuelity and penctration.

Ve arpue that women's control over repreduction and sexuality is
egsential, not just for our rieht te work, hut for controlling
directly the power-relation hetvean men and vomen, and the idologies
which express it.

Or, in relation to child-care -- we don't just want more nurseries
so that more wornen can go out to work. Vo want to challenge the sexual
divisionof labour, whereby Vmothering® is by defeinition a woman's
joh, Until we do this, the existing sexist stereotypes of women as
carinpand dependent (tied in with our feelinps of inferiority and
helplessness) and of men as rotional and ageressive will not hepin to
he undermined, nor the pover relations thevcreate.

Or, when feminist have confronted male violence and rape, we have
styessed the need for refuges for women, rape crisis centres and

long term strategies geared to women's meeds, to Tuilding women's
feelings of autonomv and resistance, tectics which some women on

the left have dismisged as relating to women where thev are weakest.
Ve stress the fact that all women are controlled at all times hv

real threatscf male vinlence,and rape, that fierce misogyny and ahuse
of women is not just a product of unemnloyment or low wapes. That the
way sexuvality is constructed in this society mokes vinlence apainst
wamen inevitable. That sexist pornography oppresses and degaades us,
distorting our sexuality and our images of ourselves, while feeding
misoryay.

50 within BF we have erphasized that feminist thecrv and practice
remains distinct from that which predoninates on the left, and even
more stronply in the labour rovement as a whole.

wut in the early 70s,ferinism scemed to he setting the pace in
many strurgles, e.f. by *74 the ecovernment and general puhlic were
forced to admit the problem of battered women, rape hecame an issue,
a number of cowmunity nurseries run by feministe were funded,

NAC vas very strong. ‘hereas today women are neither leading, nor
winning,many struagles. In this siutation, many wemen have retreated
to individualistic rather than collective feminist solutions.

Some women arpue our prioritv must He rebuilding a strong and
unified women's roverent., E.G. & numher of women at the Beyond the
Fragments event last year felt it wrong to e looking for '
possibilities of uniting as ferinists with others in struggle.
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Because of divisions in the women's roverent, they said, no alliance
with men on the left, whoever they were, was vet p0531b1e. Hot unless

~.it was to prioritise discussions of petrierchv,men's dom1nat1on of

women. We should first of all he re-building our separate woren's

“groups. .

The need for women to be leading our cwn struggles against male

--domlnatxon, to meet autonomously & build our own theory & practice

is ‘irrefutable. Neither the labour movement or the left heave ever
taken feninist p011t1cs @erlougiv until foreced to by the growth of

a strong women's movent & conscicusness.The strugples of women in

the labour movement & left have heen irmeasurably strengthened by

‘the work feminists have been doing for vears on the outside.But while
- women must orpanise & lead feminist struggle,we must also realige there
is no 31n01e, unifiod netwvork of feminists, ne sinrle entltv,'the

Jgomen's rovement', which can direct our strugszles vherever we are.
Nor is there likely to be. Though wemen are all oppregsed as a sex,

‘there is not just one sinple scurce of onpression all women face.Vomen face

2 multitude of oppressive power relations, divided by nationality,race,
class, age, sexual preference & other factors. Priorities will be
decided hy the situations we face, though feminists hopefully aim
to support all woren in struggle for a hetter life.So today there
are wany separate TLMERS £rouns, Black WwOmens groups, young women's roups,
womén’against ‘imperialism, a wowen's state policy rroup, women & the politics
of health groun, women & oducation etc etc. But these do ncot
constitute a united whole.

One choice some feminists make is to work as separate womens £roups
on particular igsues, e.g. in anti-nuclear work. But if we make this choice,
feeling it pointless to waste our enerpies fighting male domination, or
for feminist verspectives in mixed poups, we st111 face nroblems. If
we are flghtlnp f-r changes which affest 211l women, not just oursalves,
we can't rezlly cut curselves off from wider movements of strurgle &
united front work. As women in NAC found, we must also engape in strapeles
which draw the widest possible support, dwawing on the labour movement &
the left., The TUC ahortion match last vear illustrated the preblems &
contradiictions we face.A great victory in being the first ever TU march on a
non-industrial issue, Upsetting te many feminists because of the TUCs total
domination of the march, & insensitivity to women's demands for women &
NAC beuners in the lead, more feminist speakers on the platform etc.

A 2nd choice, more popular amcengst socialist feminists has heen to 101n in
weneral mixed camoaierns such as CND or END, strugsling to raise feminist issues
there. Or to become more active in the TUs or some other left poup ,fighting
for-women's nolitics there. By far the commonest stratepy of individual
s~fs that I'm aware of, apart from increasing isolation and retreat, from
struggle, is teo join the Labour Party.

And recentlvy there's heen some feminist act1v1ty in the LP. Camn-
aipnine womens sections have been reformed in some areas. A women's rights s

‘studv group created. And nerhaps wost 51991f1cant1v for us, a Yomen's

Fichtback Cempaipn, attempting to organise
women militants, & fight Tory attacks & raise womens issues. :

It's sood that there are more feminists active in orgjs more based on® thc'=-=
working class.But the dangers are obvious, Even more than the marxist '
left, the LP and Lebour movement , insofar as thev take up feminist
issues,, treat them as ecual riphts issues. Feminists have alwvavs rightly
fought for reforms at state level which increase our independence from men,
but our overall attack on the sexual divisionof labour & male power,
raisinf questions of the family, culture, sexuality & personal life is
net easily raised in these structures, Here feminist politics easily
become peripheral to the call for unity apeinst the Tories, & emphasis
on an industrial fichtback against unemployment & wape cuts.

The recent Festival Apainst the Toties, in vhich Vomwm's Fightback was
centrally involved, highligts the problems. Meny womens prroups, includinf wo
woren in BF, opposed any participation because it was an event which
included men, I dont think this was the mein problem with the event at all.
I'm fladmen could come to the Festival, & sece the strength & richness of
an event organised by women,. Men are not going to go away,., Most women,
throush parents, siblines, children, race & class ties(whether or not we are
heterosexual) do have important ties with men,The situation is not equivalent
to that of worker & boss. Men can chanre. Some men have chaned-a  Fit, And we
have got towrk ocut what demands to meke on then, to force them to
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most Uoman, feminists or not, are mortly concerned wyith & talk ahout.lIssues
of housework, food, our hoves, health, sexuality, male violence, & our pere-
onal relatlonshxps Once apain these seem to be dismissed from the seriods realm
of politics.(There is also the problem of the chauvinism of much of the left
of the LP & rtheir failure to support anL1~1mner1allst strugples e.p. in Ireland).
: Nevertheleus, 1 think the Festival was a great success, & I'm pglad we
i partlclpated intit. I believe we, have no. cbozce %ut to 3¢1n 1n broader campaigms,

. ctoiwerk with left Labour § the, langr moveme?t= It s, roiencompass such 9111~
L ;hancesqthynge jare. in: h@wq La@a#,to. i ;
PR ¥ topvogkugna$ollqar;ty Lwigh- e1l’y

§#;;i%-ii é;fiﬁfe;_atlonai polit~
' sheal merspactive & pxact}ce ﬁhatl' lﬂéesr I o?rféséid 1 At the same
R time:we. have ino, ‘ Y3 P 1 11ve"§ 'prov, even

mu1th1n‘BF except'by us. glso WOIle? Uxthln}fttqnomous femlnlst ‘aroupines on
partlculer issues, & insisting that the men'v_fwork with support frminism as
a_xundamntal prierity alongside international ckass, struﬁple. i

" That still leaves us in the old situation of s-fs going to twice as many
meetings, There's no solution to this, except trvine to build stron?er
support, social & pleﬁqurakle tles between LER it's easv, isn't it}

Suddes.




