HOUSEWORK is one of the pillars of women’s
“oppression. We service, worry about and look after
others physically, emotionally and sexually. It is our
responsibilities as housewives which determine the
sorts of jobs we can get and the amount of time we
have for workplace organising.

Our struggle against the sexual division of labour
and lack of financial independence is central to the
building of women’s power, It should also have wider
repercussions, since socialists must challenge the false
division between home and work, This means the
struggle in the community cannot take second place
to the struggles at work, for capitalism and the state
have extended their control to both areas.

Women in the community — fulltime housewives —
have proved that when we organise collectively we
can build our strength, break down loneliness and
Isolation, improve living and working conditions,
and begin to win some control over our own lives.

We are realising we can speak for ourselves. Cur
passivity, lack of confidence, preoccupatmn mth :
‘trivial’ things, our dependence on men isn’t’ natural
It’s part of the conditioning we get to make sure we
don’t break our contract in this class-ridden, male- .
dominated sociecy.

After all, if you spend 7 days a week 24 hours a
day, keepmg house, looking after children and trying
to make ends meet, vou're bound to know more
about where to get the cheapest bacon than about the
struggle in Afghanistan. After all, Karl Marx didn’t
write ‘Das Kapital® in the bagwash!

STATE CONTROL

We also have to fzght the way in which the Staté
controls all areas of our social life through the
Welfare State and housing policy. After the war

State spending inn the public sector became the largest

source of employment in this country, State grants
determine where industries should be sited; certain
industries were nationalised; welfare benefits (and
their strings) increased; the NHS and the education
systermn were developed.

It is true to say that the working class fought for
certain elements of this Welfare State, but we didn’t
reckon with a paternalistic power out of our control;
imposing conditions on rents, gas and electrieity, -
influencing our social and personal behaviour through
schools, cohabitation rules and so on. :

The battle in the community over spending cuts is

often between the women and the local council, like
Val’s damp group described later in this section, The .
councils try and shift more work and responsibility
onto the women. When we fight for road safety
barriers, the council says it’s the mothers’
responsibility to stop the kids from getting kiiled on
the road.
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'REBELLIOUS COMMUNITY

On Tower Hill (a working-class ové:rspill estate .
outside Liverpool) in 1972, a well-organized and
rebellious community formed itself to struggle
against the Tory *‘fair rent’ act. Big Flame women
worked with women on the estate throughout the
rent strike to build a women’s group within the
Tenants Action Group, . _

_ The strike on that particular estate lasted till 1974
and some Big Flame comrades moved to live there, to
attempt to continue the work and develop the
relationships they had built up during the rent strike,
It was our first consistent attempt to build a factory-
community link,

We produced a bulletin with other activists on the

. estate, aimed at women who both lived on the estate
and also worked in the small factories in the




COMMUNITY

But women’s struggle can’t be compartmentalised,
We have to be strong in every area of our lives. So
we have always identified very strongly with the
Women’s Liberation Movement, and tried to see how
te link that movement with what we defined as the
wider ‘Women’s Movement’ of all women who are
fighting to change their lives.

surrounding industrial estate. We worked within the
Action Group which reformed itself at different
times to deal with such things as provision of safety
barriers, threat to the free school bus service, threats
of eviction, and support for squatters. We are still
working with other local people on issues like the
cuts, anti-racism and Troops Out.

THHNAIHD GHYHIIH ANV ATTTVS

Val is the secretary of a local
tenants group in Leeds.

The first complaint about the damp in
the houses on our estate was made by a
couple 28 years ago. P've been reporting it
myself for 8 years. When we first
reported it, the council told us to ‘turn
on the central heating full and open all
the windows.” The are 40 disconnections
a day already in Leeds. If we did what the
counci] advises, there’d be a damnsight
mote. There’s an old couple on our
street, She’s 89 and has arthritis and
bronchitis and her house is so damp that
her glippers have green mould on their
soles.

Small tenants groups started spon-
taneously in each street, We'd all got the
same complaint; we’d all been reporting

the damp and asking had been done. One
woman was told, ‘Don’t fry chips, and
don’t wash clothes or bhoil water in the
kitehen.” What was she meant to do,
camp in the garden? PR

A tot of people on our estate are on
social security and have rent arrears, They
felt they weren’t entitled to fight for
their rights. We put:out 2,000 question-
naires on the estate and eventually called
our first public meeting to launch the

campaign. We did a large survey which we

called ‘Life in a Paper Bag’, and we've
participated in local area housing
meetings, demonstrations and a t.v, pro-
gramme, Harassing the council is the only
way. We'll keep up the pressure because
there are other local damp groups, and
we're all coming together, Leeds tenants
don’t need tranquillizers to relieve our

a stroppy woman!

depression — we need healthy damp-
free houses.

For the women on the estate it’s
difficult to get out for meetings and
demonstrations when you’ve got Kids.
It takes an enormous effort but all the
regular militants in the tenants group are
women., We're getting along great, and
we've. tots of ideas. Were working on a

. cartoon film on damp and some of the
‘ideas are marvellous. Come the winter
When the damp gets so bad, we'll be
really strong. - R

_ Geiting involved Tike' this has made &

‘me a different ‘person.. It makeés  the

world seem so much larger. I'no longer
feel isolated because there are so many of
us all fighting for the same changes.

I was a horrible vegetable and now I'm

. ag g t.r'h . 1



COMMUNITY

Why isn't everyone a communist?

Brenda was a nurse and has been in
Big Flame for four years.

I have lived in Manchester all
my life. We lived in a terraced
house, my father was a fitter for
British Rail. I passed for a grammar
school, but my parents did not
think education was for girls, so I
went to the secondary school.
- I always wanted to be a nurse,
but my mother didn’t approve of
nursing and she didn’t think I
would match up to the discipline,
so I got a job in an office for two
years. Eventually 1 applied for
nursing in 1956 and forged my
mother’s signature. I saw nursing as
a vocation, and this was drummed
into me from the beginning. I' was
always out enjoying myself. We ali
started courting and I drifted into
getting married, although I felt it
wasn’t for me. My husband was
jealous of nursing and made me
leave hospital nursing, so I went t
do industrial nursing. RS
Z+ =" T had always wanted children but’
[ had a hysterectomy at 27; ‘So

- when T got my home together I
started to try and adopt a child.
All the adoption lists were closed
because of oral contraception and
the 1967 abortion law, which at the
time made me anti-abortion. So I
agreed to adopt a child with either
& medical condition or of mixed
parentage. Julian, who I adopted, is
Anglo-Chinese with a medical con-
dition, although he is now a very
healthy child. .
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I worked on night duty three
nights a week at Tameside General
while Julian was small. My marriage
broke up when Julian was three
years old. This left me very isolated
and I lost my circle of friends,
because I was seen as a potential
husband  stealer. 1 was also
struggling financially because nurses’
wages were very low, and you don’t
get paid when you are off with sick
children. At this time I started to
become more aware of problems
facing women, especiaily single
parents.

FIRST ACTION

In 1974 the Hallsbury campaign
for nurses’ pay began. I had been in
COHSE since starting work, but
this was my first action. Nothing
much was happening at my hospital,
80 1 became branch secretary and
organized  street meetings in

support of our claim, _ _
“. = This led me to join the: Labour
. Party, which 1 saw as the partyfor .-
- workers. . I “became' a delegate fo
Tameside’, Ttades  Couneil,  and -
‘began organizing the fight for com-

prehensive education. In 1975 we
were also experiencing the first
round of cuts in public spending.
I put a resolution to my Labour
Party branch to oppose the cuts
and affiliate to the local cuts
committee. When this was defeated
I stopped being active in the
Labour Party.

I was beginning to read literature
put out by socialist groups. I read
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a copy of the newspaper Big Flame
and related very strongly to its
politics. Before that T hadn’t con-
sidered myself a socialist but I
thought — I must be, because I
agree with this.

By chance I came across a
member of Big Flame and joined
at the end of 1976. On joining Big
Flame I began to realise that femi-
nist politics were important and
_that my view on abortion had been

selfish. . I started - organizing in
- Tameside ' NAC. T 'was also better

‘able: to  cope -with “pushing for
women’s ‘involvement in unions,
after I had been booed off the plat-
form at COHSE Conference earlier
‘that year for pushing for more
women officers.

CHANGING DEMANDS

These changes in my life meant a
lot more demands on my time and I
had very little social life. When I
did go out with old mates, I didn’t
get on with them very well, and
could no longer accept going out
just to ‘trap off’,

But my politics became my
social life and brought me into
contact with people in the same
situation. Comrades in BF seemed
to care not only about my part in
changing society but for me and my
child. T

I wouldn’t put the clock back.
I can’t understand why everyone
isn’t a communist when they’ll
get nothing out of this world as it
is and they have everything to gain
under socialism.





































