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Family Affairs 

Parveen Adams 

Feminism has been particularly concerned with two different sorts of 
problem. The first is an analytical problem and concerns the relative 
weight to be assigned to biological as against non-biological determina
tions of the destiny of women. The second problem is the working out of 
the implications of the slogan 'The personal is political'. These two 
important questions are often run together in the assertion that gender 
and its consequences are socially constructed and therefore that personal 
life and its transformation are questions of social transformation. It 
should be noted here that this running together of all that is non
biological with the social gives rise to a form of analysis which is 
exclusively posed in social and historical terms. The exception to this 
approach has been the importance within feminism of psychoanalysis 
and it is worth reflecting why psychoanalysis was ever thought relevant to 
the concerns of feminism. Why not, for example, academic psychology? 
The redundancy of the question provides the answer. Feminism looked to 
psychoanalysis because of the particular way in which it links sexuality 
and the unconscious. Both of which problems soon appeared central to 
anybody who was concerned with the forms and conditions of possibility 
of change in personal life. These psychoanalytic objects, sexuality and 
the unconscious, were welcomed then, as being consistent with feminist 
concerns. But the invocation of the psychoanalytic unconscious leads to 
more problems than the invocation of any old unconscious. It designates 
a particular psychical apparatus which calls into question the usual func
tion assigned to non- biological explanation, that is, determination by the 
social. Let us state bluntly that this problem is quite unresolved both at an 
analytic and at a political level. 

·various strategies have been adopted to get round this difficulty. 
At one extreme, the contents of the unconscious are declared to be an 
effect of the mode of production. But this really abolishes the uncon
scious as such and merely extends the grip of a moae of production. The 
changes that are rung on the problem of the relation between a form of 
society and its form of subjectivity are always structured by an assertion 
of the isomorphism between that society and its subjects which, in the 
end, functions only to destroy the category of unconscious life. 
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At the other extreme, a form of feminine subjectivity has been 
advanced, eternal in its content, subversive (and oppressed) in its 
effects- the excessive, the transgressive, etc, which reduce social rela
tions and history to the local manifestations of this feminine essence. 

A third possibility has opened up and appears to be consistent 
with the original assertion that gender is socially and historically 
constructed. It also appears to deal with the question of sexuality. It takes 
the form of asserting that sexuality is the effect of particular discourses 
which emerge in a particular historical and social conjunction. One must 
suppose that this includes the Freudian unconscious insofar as that is 
defined in terms of sexuality. Of particular note in this context is Michel 
Foucault'sHistoryofSexualityvol1 (Alien Lane 1978) [1976]) andJacques 
Donzelot's account of the transformation of family forms in France in 
The Policing of Families (Hutchinson 1979 [1977]). These are both works 
which sustain a peculiar ambiguity towards psychoanalysis. 
Schematically they may both be said to accept the eternity of the 
unconscious. But both of them are concerned to qualify psychoanalysis' 
concept of sexuality. They wish to do so by specifying the ways in which its 
concept of sexuality is complicit with a range of theories and social prac
tices which are used to manage social problems. 

This paper will examine the different ways in which Foucault and 
Donzelot conceptualise sexuality and will show that Donzelot's The 
Policing of Families evades the problems posed by psychoanalysis in 
respect to sexuality in a way which Foucault cannot be directly accused 
of, while and at the same time no particular confirmation of Foucault is 
implied. It will be the contention of this paper that the problems for 
feminist analysis raised by psychoanalysis are not so easily displaced as 
might appear from Donzelot's work. 

We will now consider The Policing of Families. The first point to 
recognise is that in no sense is this a conventional history of the family, as 
if it were a question of measuring the changes which happened to a social 
unit. Donzelot is concerned with the 'family' as a nexus of scientific 
knowledges, political concern, .institutional arrangements, legal pro
visions, architectural forms, philanthropic strategies. In short, the whole 
area in which the human sciences are implicated in forms of administra
tion. So, for example, Donzelot's history refers to medical treatises on the 
weaning, clothing, and care of children as one element in the constitution 
of the modern mother as an ally of the doctor. Or again, it treats the 
existence of healthy families which are founded on legal marriage and a 
prudential attitude towards saving as, in part, a consequence of philan
thropic practices. Or yet again, how the management of children is 
inflected by the influence of psychoanalysis on psychiatric theory and 
classification thus enabling the latter in turn to produce radical effects on 
the distribution of juvenile justice. 

However, I restrict myself to only one of these discursive practices 
as they traverse the family- the way in which Donzelot holds that psycho
analytic theory and practice are responsible for changes in the sexual life 
and relations of the family such that it increasingly becomes subject to 
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forms of normalising intervention. Donzelot appears to side-step the 
question of psychoanalytic theory and practice as such and attempts to 
analyse their effects. It should be noted that this involves an assessment of 
the effects of psychoanalytic theory as well as practice. Donzelot eschews 
the common psychoanalytic tactic of denouncing certain effects of the 
practice as a deformation of psychoanalysis, a tacticemployed frequently 
by-Jacques Lacan. Donzelot is concerned to demonstrate the particular 
historical modes of operation through which psychoanalysis has had . 
effects. In particular, he is concerned with the relation which psycho
analysis establishes with the family through the Trojan horse of the 
school. 

Nonetheless, it should not be thought that such an analysis can be 
a straightforward task. Donzelot himself recognises a major difficulty 
quii:e explicitly. In The Poverty of Political Culture' (Ideology & 
Consciousness no 5 1979) he writes: 'Before Freud, sexuality was reduced 
to sex. The problem was how to contain it, to tame it, to correct it, make 
it serve the well-being of the individual and the ordered functioning of 
society. Freud demonstrates the existence of sexuality as an entity which 
affects the whole of behaviour and whose specific variations relating to 
the history of each individual subject can provide explanations for the 
different manifestations of the human psyche. This is thus a discovery 
which goes beyond all the operationalisations of psychoanalysis, all the 
orthopaedics which the techniques of interpretation enables specialists to 
utilise, in other words, every attempt to collapse sexuality to the category 
of sex.' While he recognises all this, Donzelot still believes he can analyse 
something he calls the operationalisation of psychoanalysis. We will 
suggest that his conclusions are extremely reductionist. 

For Donzelot, the pertinence of psychoanalysis is to be located in 
the question of the management of sexuality. He gives a historical 
analysis which seeks both to explain this and to question a conventional 
opposition which many on the Left and in the Women's Movement make 
between the family on the one hand and sexual liberation on the other. Till 
the-first decades of this century perhaps this was true as an opposition, 
but he claims that what psychoanalysis does is to overcome this 
opposition, converting the theme of sexual liberation to familial ends. 
Donzelot isolates two tendencies in the management of sexuality around 
the turn of the century. The first broad strategy was concerned with the 
nation and the family and consisted of a network of family-oriented 
organisations which were concerned with maintaining the level of 
population and which fought against contraception, abortion and 
divorce,· in order to preserve the strength of the family. The second was a 
neo-Malthusian movement which combined a defence of co-habitation 
and the distribution of contraceptive devices with a concern for social 
hygiene. They argued that the freedom of families to act as they wished 
produced a social pathology (illegitimacy rates that led to sickness, prosti
tution and the spread of venereal disease, marriages that were medically 
unsound) and thus this second tendency also supported programs of 
eugenics. Donzelot argues that we no longer work within the opposition 
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set up between the family and the theme of sexual liberation: 'Who would 
still make sexualisation out to be a pure and simple tactic of destruction 
of the family, when the latter takes from this sexualisation, at least in 
equal part, the means of its reinforcement?' 

It is psychoanalysis that is credited with reducing the gap between 
these two strategies of the management of sexuality. One represented the 
goal of strengthening the family and maintaining its system of marriage 
alliances, the other represented a social normalisation of sexuality, the 
organisation of sexuality in relation to public welfare. Psychoanalysis was 
able to link these and resolve their contradiction. How? For Donzelot, 
what is at stake is the social normalisation of the family's relation to 
sexuality. Throughout the nineteenth century Donzelot identifies trans
formations in family life that have come about through the general 
concern with the health and welfare of the child, with its socialisation 
within the family. Since the family's relation to children is so crucial to 
Donzelot's account of transformations in the family, it is not surprising 
that the influence of psychoanalysis is located within the school-family 
relationship. 

He identifies three stages in this relationship between school and 
family and claims that psychoanalysis is the instigator of each new stage. 
The first stage is marked by a systematic interchange between three 
major agencies concerned with children: The Child Neuropsychiatry 
Clinic which dealt with maladjusted children and delinquent children 
from the lower classes, the Medico-psycho-pedagogical Centre estab
lished in 1945, which was psychoanalytic in orientation and dealt with 
middle-class children and their problems at school and the Parent's 
School founded in 1929 with a program for improving parents and for 
safeguarding the rights of the family over the child in the context of all 
the modern innovations that required the family to readjust itself. The 
links between these agencies resulted in a shift from the problems of 
pupils in school to the problems in the family. So the next stage involves 
an intervention in sexual and family life. The child's problems are 
increasingly treated as symptoms of the parents' problems. If a mother 
invests too much in a child it is because she is frustrated in the conjugal 
relation; if a mother invests too little in a child it is because she did not 
want it, perhaps because she had no love for the father or because he had 
deserted her. The child with a problem is either wanted too much or too 
little; in either case desire becomes an area of intervention. Donzelot 
claims that it is psychoanalysis that authorised this shift from the prob
lems of scholastic performance to the relations within the family. The 
third stage involves the introduction of sex education into the schools, an 
issue over which there had been much debate and disagreement. Sex 
education, now conceived as a discussion of personal matters, would 
prevent scholastic maladjustment and would prepare the child for its 
individual, conjugal and parental functions in later life. Again, Donzelot 
claims that it is psychoanalysis that instigated the new stage. The 
argliment is that psychoanalysis provided a theory of sexuality which 
made it a problem of mental and emotional balance; sexuality was thus 
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made relevant to the harmonious development of the child. This had not 
been true of the old psychiatric theories organised around the themes of 
heredity, degenerescence and perversion. 

The danger constituted by universal schooling and a sex 
education taught in schools to parental rights over the child, is now 
mitigated by assigning to the family the possibility of improving the 
~hild's behaviour. The sorts of personal problem that arise from this 
create a space for psychoanalysis to organise. For the particular types of 
disturbance and their resolution which might be involved suit psycho· 
analysis in a way that clearly, for example, excludes psychiatry. Psycho
analysis suggests a flexibility in the relational structures of the family and 
by utilising the educational role of the family as I have just described, psy
choanalysis introduces a concern with the observance of social norms into 
the family. In other words, for Donzelot, psychoanalysis is the conduit 
through which the family becomes attached to the educational progress 
of the child in the sense that this progress is experienced as a consequence 
of the internal sexual health of the family. 

· Not only had psychoanalysis been instrumental in the constitution 
of the family as a relational space within which its own concerns with the 
education of its children could be handled, but Donzelot claims that 
psychoanalytic techniques were called upon by the family, to deal with 
failure. This is the moment when the defence of the autonomy of the 
family couples with the social management offamily relations. And for 
Donzelot, this is the moment when the familial management of sexuality 
and the social management of sexuality meet. Before psychoanalysis 
intervened, the mechanisms of the management of the family and its 
sexuality had come from religion and the confession, or from medicine 
and its expertise. Donzelot argues that psychoanalytic intervention makes 
the family amenable to social norms by a combination of confession and 
expertise. About the mechanism of confession, Donzelot tells us only that 
it furnished the family with a way of coping with the split within the 
ancz'en regime, that is, between matrimonial choice and sexual desire 
and temptations of the flesh. Expertise appears to refer to the use of 
diagnoses, tests, inventories of individual potential and advice and 
·opinions that can be referred to special know ledges. Now however, the 
new technicians, the 'psy' technicians, formed, it seems, under the 
influence of psychoanalysis, set up a process whereby expertise and 
confession do not merely co-exist. (Donzelot uses a general notion of 'psy' 
to unify practices of intervention as different as marital counselling, child 
therapy and parental consultations under the sign of psychoanalysis.) 
The 'psy' allows the subject itself to take responsibility for expertise in the 
sense that the initial diagnosis can be called into question through the 
subject's own 'confessions'. So that finally it is the subject's own 
judgement and not a social judgement that is at stake. Hence it need have 
no fears of being manipulated. 

Donzelot writes: 'The individual's resistance to norms ... is thus 
no longer anything but an internal resistance to a process whose outcome 
can be a,greater well-being for him and for it. The resistance to norms 
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becomes a resistance to analysis, a purely negative and blind blockage in 
the way of one's. own welfare.' Relational technology does not manip
ulate; it allows old moral rules and new social norms to float in relation to 
one another until they find their equilibrium'. Flotation is a general 
mechanism governing adjustment to norms. More characteristically, 
Donzelot talks of the flotation of images, a term which is nowhere defined 
and which is often used interchangeably with 'desires'. Desires here covers 
both what human subjects may desire and what, to put it figuratively, 
social norms may desire of human subjects. Images, then, are objects of 
identification through the mobilisation of desire. An equilibrium 
achieved between images is thus an equilibrium between familial desires 
and social desires. 

The conditions for psy intervention, then, are states of disequilib
rium. And while such a disequilibrium is often marked and identified 
through the child's problems, since the proper socialisation of the child 
demands that the family subject itself to social norms, family relations 
come in for interrogation. The right parental images are crucial to the 
child's socialisation and these parental images can be changed by 
working on the parents themselves. Psy intervention brings the parents' 
own images 'to the fore' and by virtue of the fact that the subject is in 
charge, this results both in a revelation and in an acceptance of that 
which was refused before- the subject can 'accept what he was refusing 
to hear, to se.e, to do, since it no longer has to do with morality, laws or 
merits', but has to do with his own relational equilibrium, his psychical 
and sexual fulfilment. It is in this way that psy technique brings social 
norms into the family. This is a pretty long way round of saying that 
psychoanalysis gets people to accept respectable social values. 

That is the account of how parents regulate their own images. An 
example from Donzelot will show how these relate to the child's problems 
and the child's images of the parent. It concerns a child's instability as a 
result of the lack of a paternal image in the mother's discourse. The 
child's difficulty highlights the difficulties of the couple. Their saris
factions and dissatisfactions are opened up to investigation and they have 
to adjust to one another by acquiring the images proper to parents. This 
will no doubt rectify the mother's lack of representation of the paternal 
image. The good parent will then produce a good child. Psy techniques 
then, induce a form of rationality in the subject by providing images of 
identification which, if the subject chooses to adopt them, will have the 
effect of rectifying a malfunction in the family. 

Is it possible to recognise even the vestiges of psychoanalysis in this 
account of technique? Donzelot's account is governed ultimately by an 
individual's rationality, a rationality which exists as a capacity to choose 
those images which bring advantage and to discard those which bring 
trouble. But this overlooks the fact that such a rationality of behaviour is 
radically challenged by psychoanalysis. I shall return to this point later. 
For the moment it is sufficient to state that Donzelot's invocation of 
rationality is directed towards explaining the effectivity of norms. But he 
rejects any notion of ideology as a general mechanism for impregnating 
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human subjects with social norms. The notion of ideology, he says, 
'comes down to saying, in less delicate language, that these individuals 
are imbeciles'. For~Donzelot, the contrast with ideology is a mechanism of 
choice as a path of decisions to which benefits attach. What Donzelot is 
presumably attempting to identify is that social norms do not enter 
individuals like a virus, through a general but unnoticed means of trans· 
mission, but that they function in a relation in which the subject need 
only adopt as much of them as it derives benefit from them. The degree to 
which it adopts them will strike a balance, an equilibrium, between those 
benefits and the costs which it incurs in changing. It is in this sense that 
norms float. They are a process of adjustment. Choice here is not, of 
course, a question of freedom, but is called such to mark the fact that it is 
neither usefully conceived as coercion nor as ideology. 

Donzelot himself is quite explicit on this question of choice and his 
argument implies the production of a general form of subject, the subject 
who adjusts his interests through choice. This is clear in the analogies he 
sets up between the operations of philanthropy and those of psy agencies. 
He writes: 'The relation ... established ... between the family and the 
agencies of relational counselling, like the relations to the savings plan, 
was one of enticement.' Both relations were·served by a notion of.the 
freedom to choose. Just as the family is free to adopt or reject the advice 
proffered to it by philanthropy, so the family's relation to psy agencies 
can be a 'free' choice and what is offered to them in the space of consulta· 
tion is seen to be free of social judgement. Furthermore, when talking 
about philanthropic practices, he claims that they work because saving, 
marrying, etc are one term of an 'everyday alternative', the other being 
less favourable. There is a similarity between this and the mechanism 
which determines the outcome of the flotation of images, which removes 
the resistance to norms and the 'blind blockage' through choosing one's 
welfare or one's children's welfare. For Donzelot, all the procedures of 
philanthropy and psychoanalysis do indeed appear to produce a subject 
who adjusts to its interests through choice. In relation to psychoanalysis, 
at least, the postulation of such a subject appears strange. 

Donzelot might argue that this form of the subject we are dealing 
with indeed results from the effects of psychoanalysis on the sexuality of 
the·family insofar as it produces a relational space of the family through 
the part it plays in the school-family circuit. The argument might 
proceed: this is a space of communication between family members and 
when there are gaps in communication, psy intervention can resolve the 
problem. Since psychoanalysis is credited with the production of a 
communication network, it follows that psychoanalytic technique is the 
example, par excellence, of all the techniques that deal with communica
tion problems. But why should we accept that psychoanalysis has to do 
with communication? And in any case, what has happened to sexuality? 

It is true that Donzelot speaks of psy intervention in the case of the 
impotent husband, the frigid wife, the disturbed child, that is, offamily 
pathology. But if the psy technician furnishes the impotent husband with 
images of what parents should be, how is that going to help? The latter 
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might well consciously wish to be a good parent and husband and wish to 
be potent. But how does achieving an equilibrium of images help the 
problem, indeed how is it connected with the problem at all? We will see 
later how the account of sexuality collapses. 

Even if it is asserted that some forms of therapeutic intervention 
explicitly attempt to convert sexuality into a relational, communica
tional matter, that fact does not license Donzelot to subsume psycho
analysis within it. It must be remembered that psychoanalysis proper 
does not deal with the analysand's relation to real parents in the sense that 
they might be brought onto the scene to verify a relationship or be psycho
analysed themselves. The incidence of psychoanalysis is on particular 
human subjects, not on that relational space of the family. The anal
ysand is not reducible to one point of a family network. And while the 
parent's actual behaviours will undoubtedly figure in the analysand's 
fantasies, they cannot be said to determine those fantasies. Precisely what 
intervenes between what is actual and its effects is a psychical domain, the 
domain of unconscious processes, without which psychoanalysis is not 
psychoanalysis. 

It is not just a question of rehearsing well-known theses of psycho
analysis in order to protect it from the threat of Donzelot's argument. 
Rather, I want to show that The Policing of Families, although it puts 
forward an account of the management of sexuality, actually avoids the 
question of sexuality. In order to demonstrate this I will use Foucault's 
work as a contrast, for he has at least addressed the question of sexuality 
directly. Foucault and Donzelot both use the notion of police and the 
notion of bio-politics. Since the eighteenth century sexuality has come to 
be policed. It is important to note that this notion of police refers not at 
all to a coercive power armed with a truncheon but to an extension of that 
century's conception of police as the inspection and administration of 
public welfare. This involves a concern with the species body, with the 
population, the national stock, and thus with questions of propagation, 
births and mortality, the level of health, etc and the conditions which 
affect them. Public welfare thus requires the regulation of individual 
bodies, desires and pleasures at the level of the social aggregate. This 
regulation of the species body is what constitutes bio-politics. And we 
ha\!e already seen how Donzelot uses the social concern with children in 
his account of the management of sexuality. But alongside the regulation 
of bio-politics and equally important for Foucault is the notion of an 
anatamo-politics of the human body governed by disczpline. Disciplinary 
techniques centre on the body as a machine, optimising its capabilities 
and integrating it into systems of surveillance. Discipline is crucial to 
modern sexualities. Both disciplinary techniques and regulative 
methods, then, are crucial modes of modern administration. But dis
cipline does not figure in Donzelot's book. 

How does a policing of the sexuality of individuals operate for 
Foucault? This question of policing, it must be stressed, is not a question 
of damping down the burgeoning effects of a natural order. Foucault is 
precisely concerned to demonstrate the effective link between the 
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policing of sexuality and the production of the very forms ofsexuality 
which are governed by discipline. To speak of the production of forms of 
sexuality; for example, infantile masturbation, homosexuality, does not 
imply, of course, that before a certain date children did not masturbate 
or that sodomy did not exist. For Foucault, the reference is to the effects 
of a different kind of attention paid to peripheral sexualities in the course 
of the nineteenth century. Peripheral sexualities being precisely perver
sions.such as masturbation and homosexuality. In that century, sexuality 
becomes medicalised. Where previously sodomy was a category of for
bidden acts; now homosexuality became a 'species'. Foucault explains 
e~is: The nineteenth century homosexual became a personage, a past, a 
case-history, and a childhood, in addition to being a type of life, a life
form, and a morphology, with an indiscrete anatomy and possibly a 
mysterious physiology. Nothing that went into his total composition was 
unaffected by his sexuality.'. This medicalisation of sexuality operates 
fit:st on peripheral sexualities in order to deploy a whole technology of 
sexual health and pathology. These entities are no longer a classification 
of acts, they are rather, sexualities described in individuals. Through 
observation, examination and questioning which function as speGific 
forms of surveillance, these entities are isolated, intensified and solidified 
in individual bodies. The very techniques of surveillance are themselves a 
constant incitement. For the curiosity and pleasure of the questioner 
elicits the pleasure in the answer or the evasion of the answer. The 
oddities of sex are drawn out, worked upon and become productive of 
pleasure. This form of surveillance uses the physical proximity of 
psychiatrist and patient and it is these proximi ties that produce an inten
sification of the patient's sexuality through a circulation of sexuality. The 
intensification of sexualities in the family comes about in the same way: 
all the techniques of surveillance therein are mechanisms of incitement 
and intensification. The family is thus saturated with sexuality and one 
result of this is to produce a greater threat than before to the prohibition 
on incest. 

This problem of incest, heightened as it is by the effects of 
discipline .which have just been described, raises the question of how dis
ciplinary and regulatory techniques are combined in families. For 
Foucault, one way in which this was done was through the normalising 
influence of psychoanalysis. The effect of discipline has been to prolif
erate forms of sexuality which, while they enlarge the domain of 
surveillance, have the counterpart of marginalising the law and the 
juridical notion of -matrimonial alliance. The normalisation of sex
ualities, then, concerns th~ relation between sexuality as desire, the affec
tive intensification of the family space and the old system of alliance. 
Irisofar as the effects of the former threaten the latter, sexuality has to be 
recoded. Foucault accords psychoanalysis a central role in this recodifica
tion. Outside the law of the land it makes the unconscious a land of the 
law. Firstly, it conceptualises desires and their development by reference 
to the incest taboo as a law, obedience to which is the price for entering 
culture. Secondly, as a practice, it is in part a technique for relieving the 
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pathogenic effects of the subject's relation to that law, lived as sexuality. 
It should be noted that this description of the normalising effects of 
psychoanalysis, although it is constructed largely in a play on the term 
'law', could at least be said to retain a specific reference to psychoanalytic 
technique, the putting into speech of incestuous desires, to retain a 
semblance of psychoanalysis insofar as it is about sexuality, the incest 
taboo and language. 

For Foucault, then, desires of family members are produced in 
and through discipline and regulation. However, it does not follow that 
the procedures of normalisation are necessarily successful. Nor, for 
psychoanalysis, does the person who has been 'cured' and who in this 
sense may be considered to be normal by virtue of a freedom from the 
disabling effects of pathology, necessarily meet the demands of social 
norms. In Donzelot we are dealing with a problem occasioned by the use 
of the term norm which appears to cover both the inculcation of norms 
and the quite separate problem of the achievement of normality. 

Donzelot is inattentive to the production of forms of sexuality and 
appears to conflate normalisation procedures with the inculcation of 
norms. As a consequence of this he fails to address himself to anything 
that is recognisable as psychoanalytic technique. The fact that he sets up 
a technique whose success is the inculcation of norms dictates his account 
of what the problem was in the first place. Since there has been no 
elaboration of familial sexualities as they are produced in and through 
the social, failure is ascribed to a stubborn desire born out of family 
interests, interests which are themselves an obstacle to normality. For 
Donzelot, there is on the one hand, familial desire and on the other hand, 
social desire. He writes: 'The difference between the power regime of the 
family and that of society as a whole is sufficiently great that all attempts 
at a precise codification of familial behaviour are doomed ultimately to 
faiL' The idea of a 'power regime of the family' presumably means that 
the family has a certain autonomy and a certain freedom from coercion. 
Certainly, discipline and regulation, the modern forms of power do not 
work primarily through coercive techniques, through the law. But this 
autonomy cannot refer to an autonomous domain of desires outside 
discipline and regulation. 

In Donzelot, the reference to familial desire is completely ambiv
alent and it is at this point that his account of sexuality collapses. Familial 
desire refers merely to those desires of family members that mark the 
failure in normality, desires which lead to impotence, frigidity, dis· 
turbances in children. Now in Foucault it is true that the 'frigid wife', the 
'impotent husband' and the 'homosexual' are figures through which 
sexual normalisation works- they are, as he puts it, 'the combined 
figures of an alliance gone bad and an abnormal sexuality'. For Donzelot, 
however, they are actual conditions which mark a family's active 
opposition to norms. It is as though there really was a family desire which 

would explain the failure. But how can a familial desire which is itself 
unexplained, explain the production of these abnormal sexualities? 
Especially as, and contradictorily, it is in the family's interest for the 
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conjugal couple to change their images and their desires. For Donzelot 
this is achieved through psy intervention which, he says, brings about 
change through a mechanism of choice governed by interest. This term 
'family interest' is being used, then, to explain both the family's stubborn 
difference from and then its incorporation into general social norms. 

In setting up an opposition between two registers, the familial and 
the social, which he can only do by failing to account for sexuality as 
anything other than a ground for psy intervention, Donzelot has merely 
produced a version of the problem of all traditional theories of socialisa
tion,'the problem of the junction between the individual and society. The 
subject with the will to choose and the capacity to make a choice in its own 
interests reappears. It is this singular and homogeneous form of the 
subject that must be questioned. Even were philanthropy to work on a 
subject of choice, is sexuality regulated through such a subject, does 
psychoanalysis work on such a subject and has Donzelot shown that it 
does? Surely, psychoanalysis with its concept of unconscious wishes 
challenges any notion of a match between society and the individual. To 
say the least, the author of Cz'vz'lz'satz'on and z'ts Dzscontents (SE XX 1930) 
was: quite clear on this. Nor could one easily imagine the psychoanalytic 
concept of the subject being a particularly suitable vessel for the type of 
manoeuvering which Donzelot assigns to it. 

· Donzelot's reduction, then, of psychoanalytic theory and practice 
to a question of images equilibrated by choice between interests, cannot 
be accepted. This reduction involves two further misconceptions about 
the· ·effects psychoanalytic practice can achieve and these should be 
pointed out. First, for Donzelot, since images impinge on sexuality and 
are· a matter of choice, it is implied that individual sexual desires can be 
radically altered, that particular desires can be eliminated and replaced 
byothers. But if we take up the example of incestuous desires we see that 
what is at stake for Foucault is a desire embodied in individuals, drawn 
out; intensified and sustained through the effects of discipline. Neither 
discipline nor normalisation imply the disappearance of the desire. 
Neither, of course, does psychoanalysis claim to remove the injunction 
against incest. It may alleviate troubled sexualities by reorganising the 
significance and individual meanings that formed historically around the 
desire for the mother and father, but it does not claim to eliminate the 
desires. 

Secondly, in Donzelot the choice of images is governed by public 
norms. But it is clear that the outcome of psychoanalytic intervention is 
not necessarily that of a sexuality in line with juridical forms of alliance, 
still less with social norms. A homosexual is an obvious example of this. 
Furthermore, far from the intervention producing an adjustment to 
social nortns in Donzelot's sense, psychoanalysis shows precisely that 
freedom from neurosis and adjustment to social norms do not coincide; 
meeting the stringent requirements of a society's code of conduct might 

well generate neurosis. Psychoanalysis then, is neither about a radical 
substitution of desires, nor about adjustment to norms. If Donzelot is to 
talk about psychoanalytic technique and its effects he must take notice of 
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the nature of sexual desires and hence of the limits on their alteration. 
By this I do not mean that he must share psychoanalysis' view of 

sexuality. Rather, that he must have some explanation of forms of 
sexuality, given that he does not subscribe to either a biological or a 
psychoanalytic or for that matter, Foucault's account of sexuality. For he 
does claim that sexuality has become a relational matter that can be 
operated on by relational technology. What he gives is a rational 
explanation of sexuality in the sense that desires are seen as alterable at 
the level of consciousness. But does such an account meet anybody's sense 
of sexuality? Has he convinced us that family members come to live this 
relational space and live it as sexuality? Can interest and choice lead to 
alterations in the forms of lived sexuality? 

That a relational space, for example, of desire, is discursively pro
duced and can function as a space of intervention is easily understood. 
But must not the actual desire for a child or the lack of desire for a child 
itself be explained? This is not to say that one is seeking an explanation of 
individual cases; rather, the contrast is with the simple having of a child, 
or having a child as a source of support in old age. Of course, the question 
of the conditions of desire is a meaningless one for psychoanalysis. But it is 
an important one for Foucault and for Donzelot for whom a social and 
historical explanation is required . 

. That there are treatises on the relational space of the family that 
may invoke psychoanalysis, that there are psy interventions that work at a 
rational level, that there are alterations in the behaviour of parents and 
children as a result of those interventions; all that is not in doubt. But the 
existence of treatises and techniques must be demonstrated to have some 
purchase on individuals and their desires. In the question of sexuality the 
mechanism of this cannot be rationality. The experience of the politics of 
feminism demonstrates that it is simply too easy to speak of changing 
images. If our sexualities are organised in a relation to images, that 
relation is certainly no simple one of recognition and acceptance. 
Sexuality is stubborn and excessive. 

The reduction of psychoanalysis to Donzelot's account of psy 
technique is finally unacceptable, not because it fails to take psycho
analysis at its word, but because while treating of the contemporary 
management of sexuality and psychoanalysis' role in it, he reduces the 
problem of sexuality to a question of choice and psychoanalysis to a 
decision technique. This does not advance feminism's engagement with 
the question of sexuality which prompted its original concern with 
psychoanalysis. 



Political Lesbianism and Feminism-
space for a sexual politics? 

Hilary Alien 

'We demand an end to all discrimination against lesbians and the 
·right of all women to a self-defined sexuality.' 

In this demand the Women's Movement formally proclaimed both its 
support of lesbians and its recognition of the need for a new sexual 
politics. At the time, in 1974, the two issues seemed fundamentally linked 
~the politicised lesbianism that was emerging, both in America and in 
Europe, seemed to offer the first radical critique of the patriarchal 
organisation of sexuality and the first promise of an alternative to the 
contradictions that women faced in reconciling feminist commitment 
and ;heterosexual loyalties. The issue of sexuality, which in some sense 
could be seen as informing all the concerns of the Women's Movement, 
seernei:l at last to be made a central issue in its own right. The notion that 
'the'personal is political' was to be given a new forcefulness: the personal 
was to'be construed not simply as a site of the political, nor even as its 
product, but as the single most significant weapon through which 
political change was to be sought. The radical rethinking and reconstruc
tion of sexuality was to be the political strategy through which the 
Women's Movement was to be transformed from a reforming to a revolu
tionary force. 

In the years that have followed, Political Lesbians have become an 
established and powerful force within the Movement, and as a theoretical 
'issue'. sexuality has retained at least a notional centrality. Yet the 
problems of developing a revolutionary politics within the field of 
women's sexuality have not receded; the initial confidence of the 
movement in the validity of the Political Lesbian contribution, as an 
intervention in this field that could be of relevance to all women, has been 
significantly depleted. At a simple level,-the change is marked in the 
demands themselves. At the National Conference of 1978 it was agreed 
that the singular link between lesbianism and the 'self-defined sexuality', 
which had been implied in the original formulation of the sixth demand, 
should no longer be treated as either self-evident or exclusive. As an issue 
of relevance to all the demands of the movement, the 'right to a self 
defined sexuality' was inserted externally to the demands themselves, as 
an introductory 'assertion', whilst the 'end to all discrimination against 
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lesbians' remains on its own as the sixth demand. The change was slight in 
its substance but none the less eloquent in its implications. Elevated to a 
position of rhetorical priority, the right of women to a self-defined 
sexuality is no longer represented as a specific site of any political 
intervention or demands, whilst lesbianism, in so far as it remains as a 
topic for political intervention, now appears as an issue of minority dis
crimination rather than primarily an issue of sexuality at all. 

The object of this paper is to consider the significance of the 
Political Lesbian contribution to feminist theory and politics, and in 
particular its influence over the issue of sexuality. I begin by briefly 
locating Political Lesbianism in relation to the conception of lesbianism 
which it to some extent superceded, and by outlining the 'politics' on 
which the Political Lesbian position is based. The major part of the paper 
is concerned with certain difficulties inherent in these politics, and the 
consequences of these difficulties for any feminist politics of sexuality. 

Choice or fate? 

The movement within feminism that has loosely become known as 'Politi
cal' or 'Radical' Lesbianism, emerged out of, but radically displaced, 
earlier defences of lesbianism which had been organised around issues of 
natural identity and individual freedom of expression. Historically, the 
'problem' for lesbians had been to deflect attack by those who viewed 
their sexual orientation and behaviour as perversity- as a crime against 
nature or a sin against divine order. In this context, the development in 
the nineteenth century of an understanding of homosexuality as consti
tuted in an anomalous 'identity' rather than in deviant acts, had 
appeared to promise certain grounds for the defence of lesbianism. For 
the same arguments as permitted the medicalisation of homosexuality, as 
a natural disorder or affliction of the person, could also be deployed in 
the now familiar liberal defences of homosexuality, as a 'natural 
condition' of the subject, no more chosen by the subject than the colour of 
her eyes - and thus deserving no blame. 

According to this viewpoint, female homosexuality was to be 
understood as a natural anomaly of 'personal identity', expressing itself 
through the 'spontaneous' sexuality of the female subject as an orien
tation towards other females rather than males. For the most part, this 
conception of sexuality took for granted without challenge the categories 
of masculinity and femininity and the assumption of a natural and 
virtually inevitable attraction between the two. All that it seriously ques
tioned was the invariant distributions of the associated characteristics 
amongst a population of anatomically differentiated male and female 
subjects: homosexuals were simply individuals in whom anatomical 
characteristics and sexual orientation were somehow mismatched. Early 
literary and clinical representations of lesbian relationships therefore 
tended to take for granted a division into masculine and feminine 'types' 
of lesbian, mutually attracted to one another and directly reproducing 
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the conventional stereotypes of masculine and feminine behaviour, 
orientation and sensibility. This relentless division was preserved within 
much of lesbian culture (especially the lesbian bars and clubs) until well 
into the fifties and sixties, and the hutch/femme dichotomy still lingers in 
the less politicised sections of the lesbian community to the present time. 

The conception of lesbianism as a natural anomaly of the person 
irresistably given (whether by nature or by nurture is at this point 
immaterial) had important consequences for the early development of 
lesbian groups and organisations. Initially these groups (such as the 
Daughters of Bilitis in America and the Sappho organisation in Britain) 
were primarily oriented towards offering lesbians mutual support and 
social contacts, and minimising the isolation that many lesbians 
experienced. Politically their goals were modest. They wanted to help 
lesbians to survive within the existing culture and to participate in it with
out harrasment- there was little specific impetus towards any wider 
critique of the society which still widely condemned them. 

It was from this basis of assumptions and expectations that lesbian 
women initially became involved in the Women's Movement. Many chose 
not to reveal their sexual 'identity', and those who did were viewed with 
some distrust or hostility- in the early days some were even expelled from 
feminist groups. In addition to the general prejudice against homo
sexuality, the presence of known lesbians within the movement was a 
particular embarrassment as feminists were at this point anxious to 
defend themselves against the charge of lesbianism, which was in any case 
repeatedly laid at their door by those who wished to censure and discredit 
them. 

Feminist theorists, however, had generally tended to view lesbian
ism somewhat more favourably, recognising the specific relevance to 
feminism of the lesbian's exclusive commitment to women. If anything, 
these theorists (and notably of course Simone de Beauvoir) had recog
nised more clearly than clinical and literary writers the variety of 
considerations (apart from the remorseless constraint of nature) that 
might influence women to choose such a commitment. With the develop
ment by feminists of a more accepting theoretical approach towards 
lesbianism, and the liberalisation of attitudes towards homosexuality 
generally, lesbians were gradually accorded more 'tolerance' within the 
Women's Movement. It was only with the advent of the Gay Liberation 
Movement in :the late sixties and early seventies, however, that the 
oppression of homosexuals began to enter feminist politics as a serious 
issue in its own right. 

Ironically, this change arose more from the overtures of gay men 
(who were anxious to align the two movements politically) than' from the 
relatively few lesbians involved in Gay Liberation. Although there were 
certain payoffs for lesbians from the gay movement, lesbians played only 
a marginal role in the development of the movement and were generally 
treated as subsidiary or token members. Furthermore, -the radical 
political analyses of homosexual oppression which were being developed 
through the Gay Liberation Movement had relatively little influence 
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upon feminist thought until several years later. In the meantime, lesbian
ism continued to be treated as an issue of minority rights rather than as an 
issue around which any serious challenge to the existing order could be 
organised. Lesbians were rarely regarded as having any specific contri
bution to make to the Women's Movement, and if anything were viewed 
as less qualified than most women to contribute to the heterosexually
oriented issues (such as abortion, contraception, battered wives and so 
forth) in which the Movement was primarily involved. There seemed 
little opportunity in all this for any prioritisation of lesbian issues
indeed, even at the point when the sixth demand was passed, there 
remained groups within the Movement who insisted that lesbianism 
represented a bourgeois aberration which was destined to a welcome dis
appearance along with capitalism. 

Against this background it is at first difficult to see how the issue of 
lesbian politics ever achieved such major importance for feminism. It is 
particularly difficult to understand the emergence of a radical lesbian 
politics which presented lesbianism not as a condition to be suffered but as 
a conscious choice to be made. The liberal defences which had bolstered 
the feminist acceptance of lesbianism were abruptly turned on their 
heads. Lesbianism was no affliction, no biological or psychological con
straint, no aberration of identity to be slotted in somehow to the existing 
order. Instead it was presented as a political imperative without which 
the Women's Movement was destined to stagnation. 

The new lesbians no longer sought the tolerance of the movement 
-on the contrary, they claimed its hegemony. Instead of offering modest 
and self-effacing support for feminist campaigns which took hetero
sexuality for granted as the natural condition of the majority of women, 
they challenged the institution of heterosexuality itself and the assump
tion of a 'natural' sexuality independent of social relations. Earlier 
lesbians had tended either to claim indifference to men, or openly to 
emulate them, and heterosexuaf'feminists had attempted to reform and 
educate them. The new lesbians proclaimed men the enemy and 
demanded that feminists declare war. It was a war, they maintained, that 
could only be fought from a lesbian position. Lesbianism was presented 
not simply as a feminist choice, but as the only feminist choice to have any 
validity. In a sense, they were claiming that all feminist politics were 
sexual politics. To understand the significance and the implications of 
this claim it is necessary to ,iook more closely at the political theory on 
which this new lesbianism ~as founded. 

A political choice 

The Political Lesbian 'position' was already loosely outlined in the 1970 
paper Woman-Identified Woman, published as a broadsheet by New 
York Radicalesbians, and probably the first and most widely acknow
ledged statement of the Political Lesbian 'movement'. The issues are 
taken up more fully, however, in a series of papers published over the next 
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few years by .the ·Furies Collective in Washington DC. In Britain, the 
issues have been taken up more recently by a variety of groups, including,· 
particularly, ·the Revolutionary Feminists ·and Radical . Feminists. 
Relatively little, however, has been added to the central theses of: the early 
papers. There are a number ofstrands to the theoretical analysis involved 
in what I will refer to in general as 'Political Lesbianism'. However the 
arguments are expressed rather diffusely through a variety of papers and 
articles and no single passage, or group of quotations, would "Suffice to 
present the arguments on which Political Lesbianism is founded. Instead 
the following summary is intended to outline what I take to be the basic 
points of this position. 

The theoretical origin of Political Lesbian analyses is a selective 
re-reading of Engels' Origin of the Family (a debt which is explicitly 
acknowledged at several points in Political Lesbian writings, eg Small 
1975). First, the economic exploitation of women by men is held to be the 
origin of.all economic exploitation: women create the first surplus and 
men expropriate it. All other forms of exploitation are built upon this 
original foundation of 'male supremacy' without superceding it: male 

. supremacy permeates all races and classes and is the necessary condition 
of the 'secondary' exploitations of race and class. It must therefore follow, 
Political Lesbians argue, that to overthrow sexist exploitation would 
automatically undermine all other exploitation. 

Second, under the system of 'male supremacy', all power is in the 
hands of men. Through the rubric of'male supremacy' Political Lesbians 
thus achieve an apparently effortless.elision of economic exploitation and 
allotherforms of women's oppression. Under 'male supremacy' women of 
whatever class and race are only accorded privileges, contingent ·upon 
their enslavement to particular men. These privileges 'bind' women to 
particular men, isolate women and divide them against each other along 
lines of race and class, and obscure the true nature of women's common 
conditions of exploitation. It must therefore follow, Political Lesbians 
argue, that in order for women to overcome male supremacy they must 
first withdraw from the system of privileges derived from men. To this 
end, Political Lesbians advocate the cessation of all commitments to 
men, and as far as possible a withdrawal from the economy of male power 
and privilege, enacted both materially and psychologically. 

Third, the engine of male supremacy is fuelled by-the ideology of 
heterosexuality. The natural fact of women's role in reproduction is a 
necessary but not sufficient condition for the original exploitation of 
women. This exploitation is rendered possible only by an ideological 
elaboration which presents as equally 'natural', and indeed inevitable, 
the· subordination of women through the particular relations of mother
hood, marriage and domestic labour. The 'natural' status of this subordi
nation cannot. be posited on the basis .of reproduction alone, but is 
dependent upon the ideological assumption of a 'natural' hetero
sexuality. 

The fundamental ideological support for women's subordination 
is thus the assumption that women are 'naturally' dependent )lpon men, 
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'naturally' oriented towards them, and 'naturally' incomplete without 
them. This 'natural' dependency is both specified and symbolised in the 
'institution' of heterosexuality. Only through 'false consciousness' are 
women prepared to accept this definition of themselves, and thereby to 
accept privileges instead of power, subordination instead of autonomy. It 
must therefore follow, Political Lesbians argue, that in order to over
throw the oppression of male supremacy, women must first reject its 
primary ideological form, that of 'natural' heterosexuality. Women who 
refused to reject male supremacy at this level cannot work towards its dis
solution. Even as they work 'to improve the conditions of women', they 
remain collaborators with the enemy, unable to make a full commitment 
to women because of their failure to overcome dependence upon men. As 
collaborators with the enemy, they are able to engage only in revisionist 
projects, aimed at improving the conditions of women in relation to men, 
without ever challenging the basic terms of that relationship. In the event 
of any such fundamental challenge they would be obliged to betray 
women's int~rests in order to maintain their 'primary' commitment to 
men. Heterosexuality is not to be read, in this analysis, in terms of sexual 
pleasure (which is assumed to be dependent upon false consciousness) but 
in terms of the maintenance of power: symbolically and materially the 
penis colonises the female body. 

Finally, the definition of women by sole reference to a 'natural' 
sexuality underlies not only the exploitation of heterosexual women but 
also the oppression of lesbians. Men consciously or unconsciously 
recognise the threat to male supremacy that lesbians pose, and attempt to 
neutralise this threat by defining lesbians solely in terms of a disordered 
but equally totalising sexuality- presenting lesbianism as merely a dis
ordered sexual identity and not a matter of political relations. It must 
therefore follow, Political Lesbians argue, that in order to challenge male 
supremacy, lesbians must resist any recuperation of their political 
position to a matter of sexual preference alone. 

One can read these arguments fairly straightforwardly as support
ing a call for feminist separatism. There are more difficulties, however, 
in reading them as arguments for a politics of sexuality, since it would 
appear, at least from the theoretical argument, that lesbianism is not 
proposed as a sexual choice, but as a counter-sexual choice. At the very 
least, the Political Lesbian argument entails an emphatic rejection of the 
terms in which sexuality had previously been thought. Sexuality, in this 
analysis, appears not as a natural, biological or psychical 'fact', but as a 
fundamental institution of society, through which women's oppression 
has been organised and sustained. The power of Political Lesbians to 
disrupt and transform the existing order is presented as lying in their 
radical withdrawal from the relations of power and powerlessness which 
characterise heterosexuality, and there appears no inherent reason why 
any other sexuality should be invoked in its place. Lesbians are to be seen 
as politically strong precisely to the extent that in their material, 
economic and sexual relations, they are not as other women are. 

It is unsurprising that this conception of lesbianism should have 
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met with some resistance from the 'old guard' of lesbian feminists, rela
tively few of whom were involved in the inception of 'Political' Lesbian
ism. These women had premissed their claims for acceptance by the 
Women's Movement precisely on the grounds that in their oppression 
and in their interests and in their political goals they were as other 
women, that lesbianism was inherently and essentially a private matter of 
sexuality, and that it was not a choice. By contrast, the 'new' lesbianism 
appeared to be threatening a return to the notion of perverse choice and 
to the necessity of exile from 'normal society' (including that of hetero
sexual feminists) both of which they had struggled so painfully to over
come. Politically, the lesbians were therefore viewed with some distrust 
by the 'old guard', whilst as sexual partners and even as lesbians at all the 
authenticity of their responses and affections was regarded as suspect. 
Political Lesbianism seemed to many to belong to a level of political 
manoeuvring in which the 'original' lesbian feminists had little to gain 
and much tolose. 

What they had to gain from the new analysis was a new political 
and ideological status within the Women's Movement. Existing lesbians, 
as women who had always avoided the lure of male privilege, were 
accorded a status equivalent to apre-fall purity: 

What sort of woman did feminist theory envisage? A worn.~n who 
was autonomous, having control over her own mind and body, 
freed from the awful constraints of gender role, a person in her 
own right, and not defined simply by her relationships to men. 
Well there was already such a woman. She had a name. She was 
called a Lesbian. (Young 1974) 

The rhetoric of ideological purity and political hegemony not only served 
to neutralise the resistance of more traditional lesbians but also to distract 
attention from the genuine differences in what was implz"ed by the notion 
of 'lesbianism' by the two groups. Certainly, a large proportion of existing 
lesbian feminists were absorbed, at least nominally, into the 'political' 
lesbian movement, although the underlying differences remain 
unresolved (qv Campbell 1980). 

The reduction of heterosexuality to false consciousness and male 
oppression, together with the programmatic extension of this analysis to a 
politics of sexual withdrawal, posed. rather different difficulties for 
heteros~xual feminists. Quite apart from the profound involvement of 
feminists in political causes (now defined as '.revisionist') that implicitly 
took heterosexuality for granted, female sexuality had itself by this time 
become an explicit issue of femini.st concern. The 'discovery', pop1.tlarised 
in the early seventies, that few women achieved orgasm as a result of 
vaginal penetration and that female sexual pleasure was thus in no simple 
sense a by-product of reproductive activity' had led initially only to a kind 
of 'reformism' in the sphere of the sexual, such that men were called upon 
to modify their sexual behaviour in order to satisfy women's sexual 'needs' 
as well as their own. More radically, however, feminists had begun to 
question the signific-ance of the 'silencing' of female sexuality under the 
patriarchal order, through practices and assumptions that denied 
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women's sexuality, and treated women (and also children) as an asexual 
class, equivalent to eunuchs. Of this expropriation of sexuality, the frigid 
or the anorgasmic woman was regarded as merely the most obvious 
example: at some level, all women were implicated. Feminists therefore 
called for the development of a new sexual politics which would summon 
women's sexuality from its 'unnatural' silence. Political Lesbians 
appeared to be depicting the insertion of women into the institution of 
heterosexuality as the critical moment of women's oppression- but at the 
same time other feminists were treating the exclusion of women from the 
sexual (including, uncritically enough, heterosexuality- for example, 
Germaine Greer in The Female Eunuch) in much the same way. Against 
such a background the sexual implications of a call for separatism could 
not be treated unproblematically. The advocation offemale celibacy
which had been made repeatedly during the early history of the move
ment, and had subsequently been revived at several points (eg Dana 
Densmore's paper of 1973)- seemed to represent a flight from the very 
ground that feminists now sought to 'reclaim'. The name 'Political 
Lesbianism' was redolent of women's claim to an autonomous sexuality, 
but beyond the name there was little in its theory to make clear in what 
terms this claim was to be made, or in what way Political Lesbianism was 
to bring anything more positive to the battleground of sexuality than the 
demand for celibacy had done. 

A personal choice? 

What does at first seem clear, however, is the depth of the Political 
Lesbians' commitment to women. For surely, whatever else may be en
tailed, Political Lesbianism is centrally concerned with a commitment to 
loving other women. Political Lesbians describe their crusade against 
male supremacy in terms of a passionate battle on behalf of women 
against conditions of oppression which enslave women's bodies and muti
late their consciousness. In the context of this revolutionary struggle, the 
lesbian's love for other women is to be understood as the most fundamen
tal conjunction of the personal and the political. However uncertainly 
eroticised, it is this exclusive and total commitment to women' that is to set 
Political Lesbians apart from heterosexual feminists- whose commit
ment to women is treated as being irreparably marred by their' contradic
tory' loyalties to men. This concern with and for women seems straight
forward enough until one attempts to grasp this concept 'woman' (that 
appears to extend so unproblematically through the analysis) and 
question for a moment what this creature is for whom Political Lesbians 
express such passionate concern. 

For in this questioning it becomes clear that this 'woman' cannot 
be thought as a unitary concept at all, since in their analysis Political 
Lesbians insist (and this self-consciously) upon a series of disjunctions 
within the category itself. The notion of 'woman' is inserted into the argu
ment in a number of conceptually discrete senses. At the very basis of the 
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argument, and central to it, is the apparently unproblematic anatomical 
woman, naturally given along with certain biological capacities and 
characteristics, notably reproduction and sensuality. Being naturally 
given and inalienable, these capacities and characteristics can safely be 
treated in a more or less cavalier fashion, and invoked according to the 
needs of the argument. This anatomical woman is transhistorical, and 
her natural properties reappear, in various combinations, as explanatory 
elements within each of the epochs of a quasi -mythical history of woman. 
In prehistory, for example, women's reproductive capacity plays some 
part in the inception of their oppression; within history ma:e supremacy is 
reinforced through the material and symbolic 'colonisation' of women's 
natural bodies by the (equally natural and, it appears, naturally 
oppressive) bodies of men; whilst part of the future 'realisation' of 
women's rightful freedom is assumed to lie in the recapturing by women 
of their natural bodies, and the regaining of control over their reproduc· 
tion and sensuality. 

Anatomical women, therefore, are always at the heart of the argu· 
ment, but they will not suffice for the whole argument, for the analysis 
which Political Lesbians develop is dependent upon the disruption of this 
apparently unifying.category. The first disruption is the most striking. 
Woman is not, after all, to be defined in relation to anatomy, but in 
relation to certain conditions of exploitation and bondage. 'Woman' is 
defined simply as an effect of male supremacy: 'When you strip off all the 
packaging you must finally realise that the essence of being a woman is to 
get fucked by men.' (Woman-Identified Woman) This category of 
woman is clearly not co-extensive with that defined by anatomy, since 
lesbians (and this is crucial to the argument) fall within the category of 
anatomical females yet outside this category of social women. In this 
sense, lesbians simply are not women. This notion, which appears tenta· 
tively in even the earliest documents of Political Lesbianism, is developed 
more extensively in later writings. Monique Wittig, for example, writes: 

To destroy woman does not mean that we aim, short of physical 
destruction, to destroy lesbianism simultaneously with the cate
gories of sex ... Lesbian is the only concept I know of which is · 
beyond the categories of sex (woman and man) because the 
designated subject (lesbian) is not a woman, either economically, 
or politically, or ideologically. For what makes a woman is a 
specific social relation to a man, a relation which we have 
previously called servitude, a relation which implies personal and 
physical obligation as well as economic obligation ('forced 
residence', domestic corvee, conjugal duties, unlimited produc
tion of children etc) a relationship which lesbians escape by 
refusing to become or to stay heterosexmil. We are escapees from 
our class in the same way as the American runaway slaves were 
escaping slavery and becoming free. For us this is an absolute 
necessity; our survival .demands that we contribute all our 
strengths to the destruction of the class of women within which 
men appropriate women. This can be accomplished only by the 
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destruction of heterosexuality as a social system which is based on 
the oppression of women by men, and which produces the doc
trine of difference between the sexes to justify this oppression. 
(Wittig 1981 p 53) 

Already the commitment of Political Lesbians becomes more evidently 
problematic. They hold up to feminists a commitment to women, but 
even as they do so they break the concept of 'woman' apart. For lesbians 
(who are 'not women') seek 'to destroy woman', since 'woman' is merely an 
effect of male supremacy. At the same time as insisting upon the signifi
cance of their struggle as a struggle for the liberation of women (as an 
anatomical class?) they depict 'women' (the social class, consisting of 
'straight' women) as part of the very forces which impede that liberation. 
Straight women are presented repeatedly as traitors who (in resisting the 
liberation that Political Lesbians are attempting to bring them) are 
scarcely less oppressive than men themselves. The most vitriolic 
expression of this sentiment is probably the notorious 'Ciit' statement, 
which was serialised in the Women's Liberation Newsletters of 1974, in 
which it was declared that 

straight women think, talk, cross their legs, dress, come on like 
male transvestite drag queens ... the danger of straight women is 
their disguise. They look like women ... they are men in disguise. 
(Quoted in Campbell 1980) 

Whilst most of the Political Lesbian literature is less overtly damning 
towards straight women, it is widely accepted in this literature that 
because of their allegiance to men, these women cannot be trusted as eo
workers in the revolutionary struggle against male supremacy, for their 
privileges and commitments to men give them too great a stake in the 
existing system. Political Lesbians always resist any charge of making 
straight women the enemy, but it is clear that they cannot view straight 
women as allies either. 

What then is this 'woman' whom Political Lesbians are attempt
ing to redeem in their struggle for the liberation of women? What is it that 
is enslaved and awaits liberation? There are moments in Political Lesbian 
writing when it appears that what is to be redeemed is an underlying 
humanity, which would be indifferent to the distinctions of anatomy 
around which the oppression of 'women' has thus far been organised. At 
some level the position thus entails a refusal of sexual difference, and 
implies that, in principle and under some very different social order, 
there would exist the possibility of non-oppressive relations between 
anatomical women and men. In these terms, the destruction of the class 
of women should imply the dissolution of the class 'man' and co
incidentally the classes 'lesbian' and 'male homosexual', leaving only a 
neutral 'human being': 

It should first be understood that lesbianism, like male homo
sexuality, is a category of behaviour possible only in a sexist society 
characterised by rigid sex-roles and dominated by male su
premacy. These sex-roles dehumanise women ... and emotion
ally cripple men ... Homosexuality is a by-product of a particular 
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way of setting up roles ... on the basis of sex, and as such it is an 
inauthentic (not consonant with 'reality') category. (Woman
Identified Woman) 

Yet Political Lesbians will not in practice so easily relinquish their notion 
of a commitment to women (however ambiguously conceived) in ex
change for a more general commitment to 'humans'. For although such a 
commitment might be logically entailed by certain of their theoretical 
statements, politically it would weaken their ground in a struggle stra
tegically organised around resistance towards men, as an existing (even if 

. not necessary and eternal) oppressor. The arguments of heterosexual 
feminists that 'men are people too', and also oppressed by the 'system' of 
male supremacy, are precisely the arguments that threatened to under
mine the ·Political Lesbian position- and in terms of the Political Les
bian analysis, to bolster the status quo of male supremacy. Strategically, 
it remains necessary for Political Lesbians to insist upon an exclusive 
commitment to 'women', for in women alone, they insist, lies the rev
olutionary capacity for the overthrow of male supremacy. 

There still remains the problem of how this 'woman' is to be con
ceived. Unquestionably, the class of 'women' in whom Political Lesbians 
invest this revolutionary potential is conceived as co-extensive with the 
class of anatomical women, and as thus including both the 'not women' 
who are lesbians and the straight women submitting to male supremacy 
who musi: be converted to Political Lesbianism to allow their revolution
ary power to be realised. Yet this class of revolutionary women cannot be 
specified by its anatomical distinctness alone, any more than by its social 
conditions alone. For whilst a specification of 'women' by social con
ditions resulted in the disruption of the anatomical category and the ex
clusion of lesbians, the specification of 'woman' by reference to biology 
alone is censured as one of the means by which the oppression of women 
as a class is sustained. It might have been possible at this point to abandon 
the notion of redemption altogether, and to treat the revolutionary 
struggle as one of simple emergence, the construction of a 'new' class of 
women around the neutral matter of anatomical bodies. Political 
Lesbians remain wedded, however, to the notion of 'liberation'. What 
they are claiming for women (or more precisely, given the terms of their 
argument, reclaiming) is conceived as a naturally free existence of 
women, which (behind and beyond aH expropriation by men) has always 
belonged to women as a right. Furthermore, they work within a theory of 
ideology and false consciousness in which it is assumed that the dominant 
ideology serves as a mask or distorting glass, disguising the 'real' or 
'authentic' conditions that exist beyond the blinkered gaze of false con
sciousness. It is therefore unsurprising that the contradictions posed with
in the category of'woman' should be resolved by appeal to a transcendant 
'woman's nature', an unrealised but essential presence which may be both 
revealed and made concrete through the revolutionary practice of exist
ing women. The potency (and also the expedience) of this formulation is 
obvious. Through this formulation, the Political Lesbian position can 
be understood as a kind of 'funnel' between the present existence of 
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women, as an oppressed and mutilated class of creatures, who literally do 
not know themselves, and the realisation of an essen~ial female nature in 
which they will be redeemed. The commitment to Political Lesbianism is 
thus presented not only as the necessary pre-requisite of the transforma· 
tion of women's economic and material conditions, but also as the pre· 
requisite for women's discovery of themselves. Rita-Mae Brown, a 
leading member of the original Furies collective, adopts the term 
'woman-identified woman' to describe the 'natural' self that is thereby re· 
captured: 

Only you can identify yourself; only you know who you are. As 
long as you accept male values, you cannot accept yourself ... A 
woman can best find out who she is with other women, not just 
with one other woman but with other women, who are also 
struggling to free themselves from an alien and destructive culture 
... It is this new concept, that of woman-identified woman, that 

sounds the death knell for the male culture and calls for a new 
culture where co-operation, life and love are the guiding forces of 
organisation rather than competition, power and bloodshed ... 
Together we can go through the pain and the liberation of curing 
the diseases we have all contracted in the world of male domi· 
nance, imperialism and death ... Lesbianism also offers you the 
freedom to be yourself. You will change yourself by discovering 
your woman-identified self, by discovering other women ... You 
will become a fighter. You will find love and that you are beauti· 
ful, strong and that you care. That is what Lesbianism offers you. 
(Brown 1975 p 66f & 72) 

It is not clear precisely what form this new woman-identified woman will 
take, but certainly she will be whole, strong and beautiful, and free of the 
'male' vices of 'competition, power and bloodshed'. This vagueness, (jus· 
tified by the impossibility of specifying in advance a 'reality' that has, pre· 
cisely, always been hidden), has a certain tactical significance in that it 
allows fairly radical differences in the conception of what might be en· 
tailed in 'essential womanhood' to be somewhat obscured. The issue of 
motherhood, for example, may give some idea of the diversity of ideas 
about woman's nature that are embraced within this apparently unifying 
concept. 

At one end of the spectrum are Political Lesbians who view the 
elaboration of'motherhood' as the myth through which women were first 
manipulated into becoming docile, self-denying and servile. 'Men have 
taken this biological fact and turned it into an ideology about women's 
place' (Reid 1975 p lOO). This 'ideology' involves the depiction of women 
as essentially nurturing, selfless, fulfilled through the biological 
'creativity' of reproduction, and possessing a unique and sacred bond 
with their children- all of which are asserted by men in order to justify 
the maintenance of the existing system. The rejection of male supremacy 
therefore entails the rejection of motherhood and its associated 'myths': 
'Straight women serve this system by serving their men. Lesbians reject it 
by saying we won't fuck, we won't marry, we won't breed and we'll damn 
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well do as we ·please.' (Solomon~ 1972). Yet at the other end of the 
spectrum are Political Lesbians who take precisely the same series of 
qualities and deploy them in the valorisation of motherhood, presenting 
them as the very qualities of essential woman.which would redeem the 
future: 'the future is the Lesbian mother as a creative, independent and 
unique woman.' (Goodman 1977) Only by avoiding any confrontation 
over differences such as those arising in relation to motherhood can 
Political Lesbians appeal to the recovery of an essential womanhood as 
the crucial process which will'sound the death knell for male culture'. For 
the process of recovering this nature is presumed to involve a dual blow to 
male supremacy: in seeking to recover their lost nature, women must 
withdraw all support from men, thus materially weakening men's 
position, and in withdrawing from men, women must discover an essen
tial unity .with each other which will provide the basis of their new 
strength. 

There is a delicate symmetry to the arguments whereby lesbianism 
is claimed as the spe_cific form through which this process is to take place. 
The mutilation of woman's nature under male supremacy is not sustained 
solely by the material and economic domination of women, but.also by 
the false consciousness which obliges women to despise and hate their own 
kind, and thereby to despise and hate themselves. The 'healing' of women 
from-the wounds of male supremacy must therefore be achieved not solely 
through withdrawal from material and economic exploitation but also by 
learning to love and accept themselves and other women, thereby over
throwing false consciousness. The argument assumes an essential identity 
of all women to each other within the transcendent class of woman. 
Repeatedly the equation is made between the ability to love other women 
and the ability to love oneself. To 'find' other womenis to find oneself. To 
put oneselffirst and to put women first can thus be assumed, unproblem
atically to be same. Women regain their true and lost identity through a 
gesture which asserts their assimilation to a homogeneous category of 
essential womanhood. 

A woman who loves women defies the basic building block of male 
supremacy: woman hatred ... [lesbianism J is a life determined by 
a woman for her own benefit and the benefit of other women. It is 
a life that draws its strength and support and direction from other 
women. How can men remain supreme, how can they oppress 
women, if women reject them and fight the whole world men have 
built to contain us? The beginning of rejection is to put women 
first in your life, put yourselffirst. (Brown 1976 p 1 09) 

Uncritically, it seems, these arguments construe Political Lesbianism as 
the unique form of loving and prioritising women, and dismiss whatever 
ties of love and loyalty may be developed by heterosexual-feminists. 
Because heterosexual women sleep with men, they cannot 'put women 
first' and must thus remain locked in the false consciousness of male 
supremacy. They are excluded from the 'truth' of other women and of 
themselves. Political Lebians can thus retain the notion that 'the personal 
is political' whilst denying the validity of any arguments that heterosexual 
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women might derive from 'personal experience', including their experi
ence of the sexual. For Political Lesbians have set up the argument in 
such a way that they alone can claim access to the 'truth' of .vomen's 
experience. They alone, poised in a transitional space between the his
torical denial of woman's nature and its revolutionary realisation, can 
truly speak for the personal experience of women and recognise its politi
cal significance. 

A sexual choice? 

Sexuality rests uneasily in this complex equation. For the analysis 
requires both the affirmation of sexuality and its derogation. Through
out there are therefore points of tension and contradiction, since the 
Political Lesbian position requires two notions of sexuality, mutually 
incompatible but both necessary for the argument. 

First there is the political analysis, which is thought in terms of 
sexual relations. The argument is sociological in form and concerned 
with the way in which sexual relations are implicated in the maintenance 
of the existing order. In this analysis, sexual relations are treated as 
ultimately reducible to relations of power. Neither sexual pleasure nor 
sexual desire can be introduced as primary terms, for the argument is 
precisely concerned with demonstrating that whatever desire and 
pleasure women experience within heterosexuality are entirely secondary 
to the social conditions of women under patriarchy. Sexual pleasure is 
simply an ideological excrescence of social relations of subordination and 
domination: 

If you engage in any form of sexual activity with a man you are 
reinforcing his class power ... There is no such thing as 'pure' 
sexual pleasure. Such 'pleasure' is created by fantasy, memory 
and experience. Sexual 'pleasure' cannot be separated from the 
emotions that accompany the exercise of power and the experi
ence of powerlessness. (Leeds Revolutionary Feminist Group 1981 
p 7) 

Sexual desire is treated in a comparable fashion. That women 'desire' 
men is treated simply as a token of their internalisation of relations of 
oppression. From this perspective there is no reason to deny the existence 
of heterosexual desires, but only to interdict their enactment: 

Giving up fucking for feminists is about taking your politics 
seriously ... Most of us know from personal experience how prac
tically difficult it is to decide not to fuck again and get out from 
the man we live with and/or love. It is usually only done with the 
love and strength of other women who have made that break and 
whose criticism and straight talking spurred us on. (ibid p 8-9) 

The call for a positive sexual commitment to women cannot easily be 
made from the basis of this treatment of sexuality, since the terms within 
which sexuality might be thought as a positive force for liberation have 
been radically displaced. If sexual pleasure and desire are necessarily 
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secondary to relations of power and powerlessness, then it would appear 
that the dissolution of such relations by the overthrow of male supremacy 
must entail the dissolution of sexual pleasures also, at least insofar as 
these are known to us at present. Further, if such pleasures are condition
al upon heterosexuality in this way, if it 'cannot be separated from the 
emotions that accompany the exercise of power and the experience of 
powerlessness' (op cit) then any (re)generation of sexual pleasure in 
relationships between women will require and hence reduplicate the very 
relations which women are se_eking to destroy. 

One alternative which would be consistent with an analysis of 
sexual pleasure in terms of sexual relations would be to argue that with 
the transformation of social relations sexual pleasures will not disappear, 
but be transformed accordingly. From new relations of equality and free
dom there will emerge new sexual pleasures and desires. Political 
Lesbians may appeal to such arguments, but they cannot develop them 
without undermining the very ground they wish to stand on. Two major 
problems, emerge. First, such an argument is indifferent to gender, since 
it derives the form of sexuality from mutable social relations and not from 
pre-given anatomies or essences. As such, to develop the argument would 
once again be to pave the way for the recuperation of heterosexual 
relations and thus to undercut the specificity of the lesbian position. 
Second, an argument which invokes the transformation of social relations 
as the pre-requisite for the emergence of a po~itive female sexuality, 
independent of relations of oppression, forbids any subsequent appeal to 
a pre-given sexuality as the force by which that transformation is to be 
brought about. Yet it is precisely this notion which distinguishes Political 
Lesbianism from an unadorned feminist separatism. 

It is at this point that the analysis requires a second understanding 
of sexuality. Whereas the first derived Women's sexual pleasures and 
desires from social relations of power and powerlessness, the second insists 
upon an innate sexuality, previously suppressed and distorted, but 
available for the mutual valorisation of women and as a potent energy in 
thestruggle against women's oppression. If this notion, however tenuous 
and untheorised, is subtracted from the analysis, the position collapses 

, back into a simple separatism, in which neither the decision of celibacy 
nor the choice of a woman lover would have more than a peripheral and 
individu_al significance. To the extent that Political Lesbianism implies 
the revolutionary potential of a sexual commitment- in excess of a com
tp.itment to separatism- it demands a conception of sexuality which its 
poli~ical theory can scarcely sustain._ 

These theoretical tensions within the conception of sexuality are 
'managed' through a series of displacements and omissions which serve in 
fact to. suppress the problematic of women's sexuality. The choice of 
Political Lesbianism is in some sense to be understood as hinging upon 
sexuality, yet its sexual component is to be radically circumscribed. It is 
much easier, in fact, to outline what is not crucial to this conception of 
sexuality than to determine .what is. Sexual orientation, sexual desire, 
sexual pleasure, genitality and sexual activity, which together might 
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possess a certain centralitv within many conceptions of sexuality are 
treated as somehow incidental to the sexuality at issue here. 

Neither sexual orientation nor sexual desire can be held as consti
tutive elements of Political Lesbianism, since to 'be' a Political Lesbian is 
dependent upon a political commitment which can be characterised as 
requiring the suppression of existing orientation and desire. Nor is the 
sexuality of Political Lesbianism to be defined by reference to sexual acts, 
since although Political Lesbianism may be characterised by certain 
forms of approved sexual activity, there is an explicit rejection of any 
suggestion that it is constituted as such in these activities: 'A Political 
Lesbian is a woman -identified woman who does not fuck men. It does not 
mean compulsory sexual activity with women.' No doubt, the refusal to 
locate Political Lesbianism in sexual acts has a certain strategic 
advantage, since any suggestion of' compulsory sexual activity' might well 
prove counter-productive to Political Lesbians' efforts to convert 
'straight' feminists to their cause. Women who are anxious to leave 
behind the obligation to justify their existence by reference to sexual 
relationships with men are unlikely to welcome comparable demands 
even from women. In this sense the attenuation of the overtly sexual 
implications of lesbianism can be portrayed as a rejection of the 'male 
supremacist' tendency to objectify women's sexuality within sexual acts: 
'Male society defines lesbianism as a sexual act, which reflects man's 
limited view of women; they think of us only in terms of sex'. (Bunch 1972 
p 8) 

Finally, the understanding of sexual pleasure (and of genitality in 
particular) as the internalisation of relations of oppression, makes it diffi
cult for sexual pleasure to be unambiguously addressed as a constitutive 
element of lesbian sexuality- quite apart from any pragmatic objections 
to addressing sexual pleasure independently of orientation or activity. 
Certainly, the possibility of such pleasures is not denied by Political 
Lesbians. Indeed, they specifically insist upon the viability of lesbian 
sexual activity for both sexual pleasure and orgasm. Yet even while 
insisting upon the viability of such pleasures, Political Lesbians remain 
reluctant to make them central to their conception of lesbian sexuality 
and in much of the literature, definitions of lesbianism prevail which 
divorce the notion from even a semantic association with genital 
pleasures. Adrienne Rich, for example, suggests the use of the term 
'lesbian continuum' to describe 

A range ... of woman-identified experience, not simply the fact 
that a woman has had or consciously desired genital sexual experi
ence with another woman. If we expand it to embrace many more 
forms of primary intensity between and among women, including 
the sharing of a rich inner life, the bonding against male tyranny, 
the giving and receiving of practical and political support ... we 
begin to grasp breadths of female history and psychology which 
have lain out of reach as a consequence of limited, mostly clinical, 
definitions of 'Lesbianism.' (Rich 1981 p 21) 

In conventional terms, whatever is 'sexual' about Political Lesbianism 
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appears to be systematically attenuated: genitality will yield to an un
specified eroticism, eroticism to sensuality, sensuality to 'primary 
emotional intensity', and emotional intensity to 'practical and political 
support'. In this progression, the problematic of women's sexuality seems 
to disappear from the analysis. 

In a sense, it is unremarkable that Political Lesbianism does not 
directly prioritise sexuality. Within the terms of its analysis it has no need 
to do so, since the transformation of the sexual can be assumed to follow, 
without any particular intervention, as an inevitable consequence of the 
overthrow of the patriarchal order. The disruption of heterosexuality 
which is implied by the current adoption of Political Lesbianism, and the 
effects of this adoption for women's consciousness and experience, can be 
seen in terms of a strategic rather than a utopian significance. Political 
Lesbians never suggest that under present conditions the adoption of 
Political Lesbianism can alone resolve the problems of women's identity 
and sexuality. They acknowledge straightforwardly that 'Personal per
fection in relationships is not a realistic goal under male supremacy' 
(Leeds Revolutionary Feminists 1981 p 8). We are left to assume, 
however, that such personal perfection in relationships (and we must 
merely assume that this will include the sexual) will arise unproblemati
ca:Ily if only male supremacy can be overcome- or at least that it will then 
become a realistic goal. In the meantime, whatever vicissitudes of 
sexuality may arise, sexuality is not treated as a 'problem' for Political 
Lesbianism. It is not transparent that it is even an issue. 

The analysis of the future 

Given that the argument is organised in this way, however, it is ironical 
that it should also evade any serious consideration of the terms of this 
post-revolutionary future to which it implicitly defers. Most conspicu
ously, there is little discussion of the future of sexual distinctions, of forms 
of sexuality, and of the relations between women and men. Political 
Lesbianism emerges in a matrix of relations between existing men and 
women, and if it is to represent more than a feminist guerrilla tactic of 
only ephemeral significance, it cannot claim a space for the development 
of even a separatist politics without considering the future of these 
relations. In this respect, it is only the slogans that are straightforward. It 
is easy to say that 'The Future is Female', but rather harder to make any 
sense from Political Lesbian theory, of a future which is likely to include 
anatomiCal males. Such possibilities as are suggested in Political Lesbian 
writings ate left vague, speculative and undeveloped. 

At one extreme, certain Political Lesbians view the resolution of 
all problems as resting in the development of artifical methods of repro
duction, which will permit anatomical males to be either perfunctorily 

. exterminated or at least phased out. It seems unlikely, however, that the 
majority of even the most radical feminists could be persuaded to take 
such a possibility seriously. At the same time, as I suggested earlier, there 
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is an undercurrent of argument within Political Lesbian writings which 
implies that the ultimate revolution will involve the dissolution of the 
classes of men and women- yet as I outlined, there are strategic con
siderations which prevent the development of such arguments by 
Political Lesbians. Another quite separate undercurrent suggests the 
extention of separatism into a self-foreclosing 'separate development' at a 
macro-social level- a kind of sexual apartheid. Neither of these possi
bilities can be thought without raising a whole series of other questions 
about the future nature of biological, psychological and economic 
relations between anatomical males and females. These questions how
ever are simply not confronted. 

Instead, the theory of Political Lesbianism conflates ends and 
means in a way that deflects any serious consideration of 'ends'. The 
'means'- the withdrawal of women and the realisation of women's con
sciousness in practices of resistance towards men and commitment to 
women- have to suffice also as 'ends'. It is not clear what other content 
Political Lesbians would build in any post-revolutionary future. It is in 
this sense that Political Lesbianism can be read simply as a stance: it is a 
posture that intends to be noticed, that intends to challenge, that will 
inevitably have certain effects both for those who adopt it and for those 
who attempt to work 'around' it, but its ultimate intention and mode of 
effecting that intention remains opaque. 

Certainly, the feminist movement cannot ignore the Political 
Lesbian stance. Individually and collectively Political Lesbians represent 
a powerful a~d important force within the movement. The status of their 
political and theoretical contribution, however, must remain open to 
challenge. In particular, it is necessary to challenge their pre-emption of 
'sexual politics', since by this pre-emption they may obstruct rather than 
facilitate the development of feminist analyses of sexuality. For many 
questions remain which are of pertinence to women's sexuality which 
cannot be resolved within the terms of their analysis. Of itself this is un
important, since no analysis can resolve all the questions that converge 
upon its field of reference. What is alarming about the Political Lesbian 
position is not that it cannot answer certain questions, but that it 
attempts to foreclose the ground within which such questions may legiti
mately be asked. In conclusion therefore, I should like to suggest a series 
of such questions which arise, directly and indirectly, from the issues 
discussed above. As theoretical questions they remain insistent, despite 
any attempts to suppress them. 

l In an analysis which condemns the sexual identifications of the 
majority of women as part of the mechanism of women's oppression, 
what can be understood by 'a right to a self-defined! sexuality'? In an 
analysis which proposes that women's consciousness is obscured by 
their conditions of oppression, who is to determine the validity of 
their perceived desires? 

2 Can women's sexuality be thought in terms of choice? To what 
extent can women be free to choose their places within an order of 
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sexuality, and ·in what senses can such choices be indifferent either to 
desire, to pleasure, to political principle, to personal biography or to 

, ,the conflicts between them?- · · 
3 What is the specific importance for feminist practice and feminist 

commitment of the lesbian's erotic affirmation of women? What are 
the implications for lesbians of an analysis which defines lesbianism 
without reference to a specific organisation of sexual desire? 

4 In what terms can feminists conceive the future of relations between 
women and men? What, if any would be the grounds for a feminist 
politics of heterosexuality? 

5 If sexual pleasure is to be more than an illusion of false consciousness 
and less than the total sum of women's positive experience, what is its 
importance for a politics of sexuality? Can feminists be content with 
a politics of sexual relations which is not also a politics of pleasures 
and of desires? 

The women's movement 'asserts the right of all women to a self-defined 
sexuality'. Such questions as these (though they are old and resistant to 
easy answers) must insistently be asked if feminists are to defend a space in 
which that self-definition can take place. 

I should like to thank]aqui Devereux for her interest in the preparation of 
thz's article, and for her incisive and thoughtful criticz'sms of earlier drafts. 
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Women: A Reserve Army of Labour? 

Jenny Somerville 

Introduction 

This article has a specific objective. It examines the Marxist concept of 
the industrial reserve army of labour and attempts to assess its usefulness 
as a key concept in explaining the position of women in the economy and 
as a guide to political calculation in feminist struggles. 

Of the Eight Demands of the Women's Movement, the first two 
directly relate to women's employment opportunities. The demands for 
'equal pay for equal work' and for 'equal opportunities and equal educa
tion' are pivots for a number of issues which have been the subject of 
much research and political debate. These include the issues of low pay, 
unemployment, ghettoisation of women's work, part-time employment, 
training provisions, promotional prospects, employment protection, 
working conditions, and trade union organisation. Of these, low pay and 
irregular employment seem to dominate the discussion as the main 
defining characteristics of 'women's work' and thus constitute the chief 
areas of women's struggles on the employment front. 

These demands are often countered by the argument that women 
are primarily housewives and only secondarily workers. This estimation 
of women's economic position is reflected in a whole number of categori
sations, calculations and practices in both the public and private sectors. 
In fiscal and social policy formation, in the classification and administra
tion of state welfare benefits, superannuation schemes and credit facili
ties, in the operation of law and in trade union organisation and strategic 
priorities, it is generally assumed that women are supplementary to the 
main, male, labour force. 

It is this conception of the role of women in the economy, often 
held by women themselves, that feminists have been at pains to under
mine. Historical studies1 have revealed the extent of women's employ
ment in industry and domestic service during the nineteenth century, 
while anthropological research2 has emphasised the integral role of 
women in pre-industrial economies. In the face of such material, it is 
difficult to sustain the dating of women's entry into production from the 
Second World War, as it is generally represented. Contemporary analysis 
points to the increasing numbers of women actively engaged for most of 
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their adult lives as part of the nation's workforce. Contrary to popular 
belief it appears that going out to work is the norm in women's lives not 
the exception. As 40% of the total workforce, women constitute an in
tegral and essential part of the national economy. Feminist demands are 
that they should be treated as such; all discrimination against women 
should be ended. 

While accepting the large numbers of women at work, the 
popular and journalistic response to such demands has been to point to 
particular features of women's employment patterns such as part-time 
working, lower skill levels and casual labour, and to argue that these 
make them an auxiliary rather than an established core workforce. As 
such, women cannot expect the same rights to employment, pay-levels 
and conditions as male-workers. It is argued that it is women's 'natural' 
prior commitment to family and domestic responsibilities which accounts 
for their marginal economic role. These arguments are as fully 
represented in the 'family wage' strategy of many trade unions as in the 
hiring practices of management. 

Of course, feminists retort that such characteristics of women's 
work are the result of discrimination in the labour-market and of the 
familial ideology which locates women primarily in the home. It is with 
the objective of breaking these two axes of women's subordination and 
peripheralisation that feminists insist on the centrality of women to the 
economy, l. as workers themselves and 2. as reproducers of the labour 
force. It is this insistence which has led to an awakening of interest in the 
Marxist concept of 'the industrial reserve army'. 

With the resurgence of Marxism in the late 1960s, came the 
development of Marxist concepts and their application to a number of 
social phenomena and contexts previously outside its parameters. One 
such concept was the industrial reserve army. The notion of a pool of 
cheap and dispensable labour created by the accumulation of capital and 
at the same time constituting an essential condition for its continuation, 
seemed to have an immediate relevance for women's position in the 
economy. Clearly, if it could be shown that women increasingly form an 
important part of that army, it would remove them from the place in 
which they have been traditionally located at the periphery of economic 
activity, and place them at the very centre. 

Further, if women's membership of the reserve army can be shown 
to be pre-determined by the division between the sexes, then the concept 
gains a greater explanatory value for it can then integrate the sexual 
relations which subordinate women, with the social relations of a capital
ist economy. The centrality of women to the economy would be thus 
guaranteed by a general theory of the economy on the one hand and by a 
general theory of sexual difference on the other. The political pertinence 
of a theoretical enterprise which can synthesise the organisational princi
ples of capitalism and those of patriarchy has not been missed by those 
who wish to marry Marxism and feminism. The call to produce a theor
etical merger and a political alliance has led precisely to the elaboration 
of women as the reserve army of labour. 
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The rediscovery by feminists of the Marxist concept of the indus
trial reserve army of labour, therefore, has not been inspired by purely 
academic interest. Rather, it has derived from conditions of political 
struggle in the Women's Movement. The aim of this article is to assess the 
usefulness of the appropriation of the reserve army concept by feminists 
as an aid to political calculation. To this end, the place of that concept in 
Marx's analysis of capitalist economic organisation is examined and corn
pared to its interpretation i.n the work of probably its most popular expo
nent, the American Marxist, Harry Braverman. It is argued that neither 
conceptualisation is free from certain difficulties and that these remain 
unresolved in the texts. Some of these problems are explored, and an esti
mation is attempted of their consequences for the application of the 
reserve army concept to women's position in the economy and the politi
cal effectivity of doing so. 

Marx's Concept of the Industrial Reserve Army 

The starting point for Marx in Capital Voll is that labour is the source of 
all value. Under capitalist social relations in which the mass of producers 
are radically divorced from the means of production which are possessed 
by a capitalist class, it is living labour working upon the means of produc
tion:- dead labour- which produces new values in the form of commodi
ties. Since the owners of labour-power- the capacity to labour- receive 
less value in the form of wages than they create in the form of commodi
ties, they are considered to be the source of that surplus-value and, 
ultimately, of profit. It is living labour that is the crucial factor in the 
determination of profit. 

It would seem to follow from this that the growth of capital would 
necessitate the growth of wage-labour and this is so under certain con
~itions. For example, where new markets are opened up or n·ew fields for 
investment emerge, the expansion of capital requires a similar expansion 
of the demand for labour and the fund for itsremuneration. Where this 
expansion outstrips the supply of labour-power wages may rise and new 
sources of labour may be tapped. However, this situation can continue 
only so long as the r.ate of surplus value and profits is maintained. When 
the price oflabour power reduces surplus value to a point where it inter
feres with profit, it lessens accumulation including that proportion to be 
re-invested in wages. The price oflabour then falls until it reaches a level 
where it is once again commensurate with the valorisation of capitaL 

What we see here is that, for Marx, it is the price of labour power 
-wages- which is the mechanism by which the process of accumulation 
is adjusted. Marx refers to that part of capital embodied in the value of 
labour-power as variable capital and that part embodied in the value of 
means of production as constant capital. The accumulation of capital, 
then, depends upon the rate of constant to variable capital. 

Since surplus-value is the key to accumulation there is an inbuilt 
incentive to increase it. One method of doing so is to extend working time 
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as far as possible so as to extract surplus-value for as long as possible. 
Marx called this method, 'the production of absolute surplus value'. 
However, it comes up against the physiological limits of the human body, 
the psychological resistance of workers to work un-social hours and the 
political-legal struggle by a variety of social forces to restrict the working 
day. It therefore becomes increasingly supplemented by another method 
-'the production of relative surplus value'. Instead of trying to extend 
that part of the day in which the worker produces surplus value, the effect 
here is to shorten that part of the day in which the worker produces value 
equivalent to his own reproduction. This is done by reducing the costs of 
means of subsistence, since the value of labour-power like every other 
commodity, is determined by the labour-time necessary to produce it. In 
other words, commodities are produced in less time than formerly and 
this includes the means of production as well as the means of subsistence. 
This can be achieved only by raising the productivity of labour. 

In Part IV of Capital Vol1 Marx argues that such an increase in 
the productivity of labour presupposes co-operation on a large scale and 
outlines the variety of forms this co-operation may take: the concentra
tion of the means of production; the common use of systems of machin
ery, the harnessing of natural resources, the application of scientific 
knowledge to the process of production, changes in the organisation of 
work methods. Of course these changes have the result of cheapening 
commodities only when they become general and this is guaranteed by 
the competition between individual capitals. New methods of production 
may gain the individual capitalist an advantage in the market for some 
time, but his competitors soon are forced to adopt similar practices so as 
not to be undersold and driven out of business. 'Capital, therefore, has an 
immanent drive, and a constant tendency toward increasing the produc
tivity of labour, in order to cheapen commodities and by cheapening 
commodities, to cheapen the worker himself. (Capital Vol 1 p 437; all 
page references are to the Penguin edition 1976) This process has as its 
effect the constant revolutionising of the means of production, above all, 
by technological innovation. This increasing investment in means of pro
duction leads to an increase in constant capital relative to variable, thus 
diminishing the relative demand for labour. It is only at this point when 
the extension of capital accumulation is accompanied by a qualitative 
change in its composition that the capitalist mode of production is finally 
established, according to Marx. 

While this radically accelerates the rate of accumulation, the 
growth of social capital, and the opportunities for new individual capitals 
to emerge, it also produces a contradictory movement towards the con
centration of capital into fewer and fewer hands. Those companies whose 
scale of production or access to credit is such that they cannot compete in 
the battle to cheapen commodities, become swallowed up by those who 
can, by means of take-overs, amalgamations and by bankruptcies. Pro
duction,_ distribution and circulation- the whole cycle of capital
becomes dominated by a few large-scale, complex, capital-intensive 
enterprises. In this phase of 'the centralisation of capital' as Marx called it 
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(more .commonly referred to nowadays as 'monopoly capitalism'), the 
change in the composition of capital brought about by accumulation is 
intensified. While additional capital requires fewer workers, old capital 
~ow reproduced with a new composition sheds workers previously em
ployed by it. Marx shows that rather than employment increasing in pro
portionto social wealth, under capitalist relations, it actually diminishes. 

. It is capitalist accumulation itself that constantly produces and 
produces indeed in direct relation with its own energy and extent, 
a relatively redundant working population, ie a population which 
is superfluous to capital's average requirements for its own valor
isation and is, therefore, a surplus population. (ibid p 782) 

However, this attempt to cut the costs of production by shedding labour 
and increasing the exploitation of that remaining in order to realise a 
greater-than-average rate of profit has its own come-back, ironically, in 
the form of a declining rate of profit. While the wage-costs may fall and 
the mass of surplus value increase, the amount of capital needed to 
invest in the means of production in order to do so increases to such an 
extent that the ratio of surplus-value to the total capital advanced (con
stant and variable) decreases. In other words, though profits may rise the 
rate of profit tends to fall and with it, consequently, further investment. 
The impetus to unemployment given by the increasing organic compo
sition of capital (ie the ratio of constant to variable) is thus reinforced by 
falling profits. The conclusion to be drawn from this aspect of Marx's 
arguments, therefore, is that a progressive decline in the level of employ
ment ie a progressive creation of a reserve army of industrial labour, is a 
crucial characteristic of capitalist accumulation. 

However, this industrial reserve army is not a purely negative 
effect of the development of capitalist production. It has a positive role to 
play in further capitalist expansion. The process of the restructuring of 
C(lpital develops unevenly in different spheres of the economy at different 
times and at different rates. The immense potential of the revolutionised 
means of production unleashes capital into the re-development of old 
branches of production as well as creating new ones. This creates a 
renewed demand for labour in these a·reas, labour available because it 
has been expelled from others in the same process of capitalist accumula
tion. Similarly, the cyclical movement of expansion and contraction.of 
capitalist economy simultaneously creates and is determined by its ability 
to produce a quantity of disposable labour-power independent of the 
'natural' rate of population. 

This vulnerability of workers to the ebb and 'flow of the demand 
for labour creates competition between them. The constant threat of dis
placement is such as to pressure employed workers to accept 'overwork', 
which in turn swells the number of the reserve army, and to curtail their 
ambitions in respect of wage-rises. The industrial reserve army acts as a 
curb on wages and in doing so, depresses the value of labour-power 
generally. 

For Marx, then, the industrial reserve army refers to a permanent 
pool of unemployed workers expelled from production. The fact that 
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there is a constant movement of individual workers from the reserve army 
into employment does not negate the existence of a permanent reservoir 
of available labour-power, since the functioning of capital ensures that 
others will take their place. The industrial reserve army is created syste
matically by the restructuring of capital across branches of industry and 
is enlarged periodically by the inevitable recurring crises of capital 
accumulation resulting in economic recession and mass unemployment. 
It is central to the operation of capital for it provides a flexibility of 
response both to declining rates of profit and to new opportunities for 
accumulation. It is also politically indispensable to the capitalist class for 
it provides a very effective weapon by which to divide and control the 
working classes. 

Modern Capitalism and the Reserve Army: Braverinan's 
Thesis 

It is this capacity of the reserve army as a means of controlling the work 
force which is taken up by Harry Braverman and examined in his book 
Labour and Monopoly Capitalism (1974) in relation to changes in the 
labour process in the United States of America in the twentieth century_ 
In opposition to the technological determinism of Western scholars like 
Galbraith (1967), Kerr (1973) and Bell (1974), Braverman argues that 
the dominance of the capitalist form of the division of labour in industrial 
societies is not derived from its technological superiority, but from its 
function in securing control over the production process for the capitalist 
class. 

The division of labour is seen as the means by which the entre
preneur is able to insert himself in the work process between the direct 
producer and the market so as to create an essential role for himself as 
integrator and co-ordinator of all factors of production into a marketable 
product. In this way the workers' control of the organisation of labour, 
the form of product and the quantity and quality of output is replaced by 
that of the capitalist. Historically this proceeded first, through the 
'putting-out' system where the capitalist through his possession of capital 
gained control over the raw material and end-product and secondly, 
through the establishment of the factory as the site of production by 
which he acquired power over the labour process itself. The capitalist 
thus was able to break down traditional labour organisation, work prac
tices, crafts and skills and subdivide them into detailed, specialised 
components of the total process under his direction, supervision and 
discipline. By reconstituting the production process in this way the 
capitalist was able to achieve two main objectives: higher productivity 
levels and consolidation of control over wage labour, both essential to 
capital accumulation. 

Machines and technology, then, Braverman insists, were not the 
origin of this development but, on the contrary, were effects of it. They 
facilitated and accelerated the process in the twentieth century. The 
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movement reached its apotheosis in,. 1. the application of scientific 
management- 'Taylorism'- to the organisation of labour and manage
ment control over it, and 2. the incorporation of science itself into the 
service of capital, in what he calls 'the scientific-technical revolution'. 

The primary effect of this reorganisation and mechanisation, 
according to Braverman, is 'the separation of hand and brain'. Manual 
work, divested of conceptual activity, becomes 'deskilled' and reduced to 
routine detail operations. Less men are able to produce more. As a result 
there has been a relative decline in manual occupations, taking the form 
of redundancies in the present labour force and lack of traditional oppor
tunities for industrial employment for those of the future. Workers 
released from advanced sectors of industry form a major component of 
the industrial reserve army of the twentieth century. 

At the same time, however, mental work proliferates as 'the pro
cess of production is replicated in paper form'. White collar occupations 
expand or are created as a result of the growing tasks of supervision, 
regulation, co-ordination and control of the whole cycle of production, 
distribution and sale necessitated by the ever-increasing scale and com
plexity of capitalist organisation. However, unlike Bell, Galbraith and 
others, who see this development of the 'service sector' as synonymous 
with an expansion of the middle classes and·a new post-capitalist society, 
Braverman regards it as 'the creation of a large proletariat in a new form'. 
He points out that large sections of these 'new' mass industries and occu
pations, particularly service sales, marketing and clerical work, are 
characterised by low wages because they recruit from the ranks of the 
industrial reserve army, the continuous availability of which holds wage 
rates down. This guarantee of cheap labour has encouraged the invest
ment of capital in those labour-intensive industries and trades least 
affected by technological innovation and explains in large part their 
spectacular post-war growth rates. 

Braverman, then, takes up Marx's argument that unemployment 
is not an occasional and abnormal side effect of capitalist production, but 
a necessary condition for its continued expansion. Marx expounds the 
iaw of modern industry to be 

the law of the regulation of the demand and supply of labour by 
the alternate expansion and contraction of capital, ie by the level 
of capital's valorisation requirements at the relevant moment, the 
labour-market sometimes appearing relatively under-supplied 
because it is expanding and sometimes relatively oversupplied 
because capital is contracting. (Capital Vol 1 p790) 

The operation of this 'law' in twentieth century American capitalism, 
Braverman claims has brought about a new and vastly expanded working 
class. His argument carries certain implications for socialist organisation 
in the United States as well as elsewhere in the West, and, as we shall see, 
for feminist analysis. 

What both Marx and Braverman problematise is the notion of 
what is to count as a 'population'. In their analysis, for example, surplus 
population has nothing to do with the biological reproduction of a given 
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population. What counts as a working population is determined by capi
talist accumulation. In this respect Braverman's criticisms of thecate
gories and indicators used in official statistics to produce a population 
described as 'the unemployed', are of interest. 

In the compilation of government estimates of unemployment, 
the total population over 16 years of age is differentiated into three cate
gories: 1. those in work, 2. those registered as unemployed and 3. those 
who, for one reason or another are not seeking work. The latter do not 
count as part of the labour force. Braverman regards this categorisation 
as inadequate for it does not take into account those who do not register as 
unemployed because they do not qualify for unemployment benefit, or 
because they believe there is no work to be obtained. The extent of un
employment, therefore, is under-represented in official statistics. 

Braverman wishes to replace the government indicators with 
another- 'the labour force participation rate'. To this effect, he suggests 
a four-fold division of the population: 1. the actually employed 2. the 
officially unemployed 3.the unemployed in practice and 4.the unemploy
able. Whereas government statisticians set the boundary of the working 
population between 2.and 3., Braverman sets it·between 3.and 4. By this 
recategorisation Braverman vastly expands the working population 
beyond its traditional limits and argues that much of that expansion can 
be explained by the inclusion of women into those calculations. 

From analysis of labour force participation rates, Braverman has 
noted significant differences between those of men and women. Whereas 
the male labour participation rate had declined by 7% in the period dis
cussed, that of women had risen by 11.6%. While this implies that the 
absolute size of the working population had expanded, it also suggests 
that so had the pool of potential unemployed labour. Braverman argues 
that 'These two opposing statistical movements of male and female 
workers ... in essence, represent two sides of the same phenomenon, the 
increase in the relative mass of the industrial reserve army'. (Labour and 
Monopoly Capital p 391). He justifies this conclusion by using Marx's 
categorisation of the forms of the reserve army to analyse these shifts. 
Marx identified a.the 'floating form' which refers to workers who are only 
intermittently unemployed, b. the 'latent' form which refers to those 
potential wage-labourers not yet fully brought into the capitalist labour 
market and c. the 'stagnant' form which includes the long-term un
employed. Braverman locates unemployed male workers displaced by the 
new developments in modern industry in the 'stagnant' section of the 
reserve army, while the 'floating form' absorbs the growing body of 
female labour drawn from the mass of women who previously did not go 
out to work. Hence, 'the available pool of unemployed labour is 
expanded among men by their relative repulsion from industry and trade 
(ie a shift from Braverman's category 1. to categories 2. and 3. and 'it is 
expanded even more among women by their increasing attraction into 
industry and trade (ibid p 392) (ie a shift from Braverman's category 4.to 
l, 2. and 3.). 

Braverman's recategorisation on the basis of labour force partici
pation rate thus reveals a level of unemployment, or in Marxist terms, 
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a reserve army oflabour, normally hidden by official categories. Further
mqre, 'given the role that the reserve army is said to play in capitalist 
accumulation, the fact that in Braverman's analysis it is constituted in the 
main by women, provides the theoretical grounds for asserting the cen
trality of women to the capitalist economy. However, it is not without its 
difficulties. 

'' ·A primary problem is which categories of women Braverman does 
wa'rtt to include in the reserve army: women in work, women who are un·
erriploye'd, or women at home who might or might not work if there were 
opportunity to do so? He appears to identify women most clearly as the 
'floating form' which he defines as workers 'who move from job to job 
att'nicted and repelled ... by the movements of technology and capital 
and suffering a certain amount of unemployment in the course of this 
motion' (ibid p 386). Certainly the quick hire-and-fire practices and part
timena:ture of much women's work brought about by the lack of employ
ment protection, low unionisation levels and the familial ideology which 
forms the framework for women's employment would appear to support 
such a categorisation. Yet this does not concur with Braverman's own 
explanation of that location. 'Among female workers it (the increase in 
the reserve army) takes the form of a growing body of female labour 
which'is drawn from the mass of women who previously did not work and 
hence represents an enlargement of the 'floating' and 'stagnant' reserve 
army oflabour' (ibid p 391). From this statement one might be forgiven 
for thinking that the 'latent' form is more appropriate, ie a drawing into 
the economy of a sector of the population previously outside it. Certainly 
in this context women appear to share some characteristics with Marx's 
'rural population' and Braverman's 'neo-coloniallabour-power'. What is 
more, Braverman· himself explicitly uses the abundance of latent labour
power in women in the home at the start of 'the era of monopoly capital
ism' ·to explain women's lower wage-levels. 

These ambiguities are compounded by the fact that Bravermah 
appears to use two contradictory criteria for recruitment to the reserve 
army: whereas for men, it is increasing unemployment that qualifies 
them, for women it is increasing employment. The main effect of the shift 
in' occupational structure from the predominance of industry to that of 
the administrative, service and clerical sectors is 'the consolidation of an 
increasing mass of relative surplus population which takes place by way of 
a:ffia:rket repulsion of male labour and an attraction of female labour, 
both on a very great scale' (my italic.s; ibid p 392). This suggests that 
Braverman does intend to include employed women as part of the reserve 
aimy. Maybe a reason can be found in Braverman's diagnosis and prog
nosis of the new mass occupations. 

Bravermah suggests that many of the new service, administrative 
and clerical jobs are vulnerable to the same processes of reorganisation, 
rationalisation, simplification and mechanisation that transformed 
industrial production. He points out that some 'deskilling' and ~down
grading' is already underway, reducing office employees and certain sec
tions of service workers to a mass of subdivided detail workers, employed 
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to perform routine, standardised tasks. This renders them more easily 
subordinated and controlled and increasingly dispensable. The logic of 
Braverman's analysis would suggest a gradual reduction in the size of the 
labour-force in these occupations as they are reorganised alongTaylorist 
lines and certain repetitious, mechanical tasks are taken over by 
machines, electronic calculations and communications systems. It would 
follow that many present women workers would fall into the industrial 
reserve army as a consequence of such redundancies. By reading a specu
lative future into present conditions in this way, Braverman is able to re
define increased employment opportunities as unemployment and, thus, 
massively expand the reserve army of labour. 

However, the conceptual athletics that Braverman goes through 
in order to do so ultimately transgress the very limits of the reserve army of 
labour set by Marx's 'law' of capitalist industry. It is quite clear in Marx's 
discussion that the law refers to the tendency within the capitalist mode of 
production for a surplus population to be generated as variable capital 
decreases relative to constant in some sectors of production. This, 
together with the related tendency of recurrent crises of overproduction, 
forms the determinant of the industrial reserve army. Its function, once 
created, is to make available labour for other sectors which are rapidly 
expanding without disrupting the overall supply of labour. This 'law', 
then, acts on a hypothetical working population and this forms the limits 
of its operation. It does not apply to biological populations outside the 
limits of that given population. 

This would appear to rule out the inclusion of the reserve army of 
women at home who may or may not wish to work were employment 
opportunities available. Until such times as they do become part of the 
work-force and are subsequently made redundant, they cannot be 
regarded as part of the reserve army. Similarly, Marx's specifications also 
rule out the inclusion of employed women whose jobs may be considered 
to be 'at risk' either in the short or in the long term. For Marx, the 
industrial reserve army is generated by the shedding of labour-power as a 
result of the re-structuring of capital; for Braverman, it is generated 
primarily by the increased participation of female labour-power. 

It may be objected that it was Marx himself who formulated the 
categories of the reserve army which Braverman uses in his analysis. This, 
of course would be quite correct. Indeed I would argue that the root of 
the many ambiguities and contradictions attendant on the reserve army 
of labour concept, some of which have become apparent in Braverman's 
work, is to be found in Marx's discussion of that concept. Nevertheless, 
the most coherent argument for the reserve army depends on 
distinguishing between Marx's abstract analysis of the motion of capital 
which brings about the reserve army, and his specifications of the 
different sources ('latent', 'floating', etc) of that surplus population in a 
definite historical period. In other words, Marx's analysis at the level of 
the capitalist mode of production should not be confused or conflated 
with his analysis of conditions prevailing in a particular capitalist society. 
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This, however, is made extremely difficult because Marx con
flates his abstract analysis of the movement of capital not only with the 
historical sources of the reserve arrriy but also with his analysis of 
capitalist calculation in relation to the reserve army at the level of 
individual capitals. It is only this which brings into play the notion of 
cheapness as a criterion for the reserve army, a notion which, as we shall 
see: is absolutely central to Braverman's analysis of women as ·a reserve 
aFmy:· Marx· conceives of the reserve army both as the effect of the 
tendency f6r the organic composition of capital to rise and as an obstacle 
to the realisation of that tendency. 3 With regards to the former outlined 
in Capital Vol 1 eh 32; the analysis as we have seen is conducted at the 
level of total social capital and is calculated in value terms. The latter, 
h'owever, presented in Vol 3, eh 14, is discussed in terms of individual 
capit~ls which, according to Marx, calculate on a 'factor-price' basis. 

What this means is that the ratio of means of production to labour 
in any particular enterprise will depend largely on their prices relative to 
one another. Capitalists will substitute machinery for workers only if the 
cost of that machinery amounts to less than the cost of the wages bill for 
the wor,kers to be displaced by it. Clearly that will be affected not only by 
the level'of wages of the workers immediately concerned but also by those 
of the workers who produce the machines. 

Now·, Marx is quite clear that money-wages cannot be assumed to 
be identical to the value of labour-power. He provides numerous 
examples of how wages can rise above or sink below the value of labour
power. Trade union organisation, labour legislation, acquisition of skills 
and knowledge are among the non-economic factors which Marx cites as 
affecting the supply and, therefore, the price of labour-power. It should 
be noted that these are entirely determined by the particular conditions 
pertaining in individual companies and individual industries within 
specific national economies. 

· However, Marx also provides for another factor affecting the level 
of ·wages but this is determined not by the contingencies of individual 
capitalist enterprises and labour markets, but by the general tendencies 
operating in accordance with the laws of motion of capital at the level of 
th~ capitalist mode of production. That factor, of course, is the creation 
of a surplus working population as a result of the restructuring of capital: 
This over-supply of labour power l. produces very cheap labour for new 
lines of production and 2.depresses the general level of wages. Now while 
this creates the opportunities for capitalists to increase surplus-value 
generally, more importantly for this discussion, it acts as a disincentive to 
mechanise. 

As we have seen, if the labour costs for a particular company drop 
below the costs of acquiring new technology, it is unlikely that manage
ment, operating on the basis of cost-effectiveness, would decide to dis
place labour. One obvious consequence would be the halting or slowing 
down of the rate of redundancies among workers, ie a decrease in the size 
of the reserve 'army. It appears that Marx has allowed his conceptuali
sation of capitalist calculation at the level of the enterprise to subvert his 
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conceptualisation of the operation of the abstract laws and tendencies of 
the capitalist mode of production. Marx himself notes the paradox of his 
own creation but has no means of reconciling the two except by positing 
them as antagonistic tendencies: 

Since the general rate of profit is formed by levelling the rates of 
profit in the individual branches of production, however, the 
same factor which brings about the tendency in the rate of profit 
to fall, again produces a counterbalance to this tendency and 
more or less paralyses its effects.(my italics; Capital Vol 3 p 237) 

It is this contradiction between the operation of the general laws of 
capitalist accumulation and the operation of factor-price calculation at 
the level of individual capitalist enterprises which gives rise to confusion 
over the constitution of the reserve army. From the operation of the 
former it would appear that it is unemployed labour-power which forms 
the industrial reserve army; from the latter it is cheap labour-power. 

This confusion appears in Braverman's discussion when he uses 
unemployment as the criterion for men's membership but the cheapness 
of female labour-power as qualification for women. Thus, in answer to 
the question why the expansion of the service sector did not simply mop 
up the male labour-power shed from industry, Braverman argues that 
women offered cheaper labour-power and, therefore, higher profits to 
employers. However, the reserve army in Marx's analysis can only func
tion to lower the general wage-rate; it cannot account for wage-differen
tials. It is the very existence of the reserve army as a result of the capital
ists' ability to increase the productivity of labour by rationalising and 
mechanising the labour process which functions to lower wages in 
general, not the importation of cheap labour into it, as Braverman 
suggests. The sexual composition of the industrial reserve army does not 
alter its function. 

Braverman implicitly recognises this when he fails to explain why 
women's labour-power is cheaper than men's. In one place he merely 
resorts to referring to 'the well-established fact that women are generally 
paid on a substantially lower scale than men' (p 392), while in another, he 
writes that women form the ideal reservoir of labour because of 'the 
barrier which confines women to much lower pay scales' (p 385), 
reinforced by their availability to capital in large numbers. This 'barrier', 
unfortunately, does not receive further elaboration. In other words, he 
does not explain why women are low-paid workers or, to turn the question 
around, why women go into low-paid jobs. Thus, by using the criterion of 
low labour-costs Braverman can include women in the reserve army of 
labour, thus bolstering his claim of a vast expansion of the working class 
in contemporary capitalism. However, that army does not in itself 
explain women's participation in it, nor does it explain differences in men 
and women's pay. Ultimately, Braverman's position is contradictory 
since the determinant of women's membership of the reserve army has to 
be located somewhere outside the sphere of capitalist production. That 
somewhere is nowhere discussed in Braverman's book. 
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Fe:rp~_nist Analyses 
·.td <, 

Jh!;~e problems are carried over into the discussion among feminists of 
the applicability of the reserve army of labour concept to women's 
po~i~ion in the economy, Here the confusions over the constituency of the 
reserve army, which have been already discussed, take the form of a 
c!.el;>att:, between what is called a 'dispensability' model and a 'low pay' 
model. 
; c" In the dispensability model women function as a reser\le army of 

Jabour because they are drawn into the work-force in periods of economic;: 
expa_p.sion and expelled in periods of contraction. The reason for their 
vu!11erability in this respect is said to lie in the culturally prescribed sexual 
divis~on _of labour which defines women primarily as wives and mothers. 
This familial ideology operates on women's consciousness so as to render 
them compliant with changing demands for their labour. 

This has been a recurrent theme in writings on women's paid 
employment. In the late 1960s Margaret Benston (1969) summarised the 
position in this way: 

When there is less demand for labour ... women become a sur: 
. plus labour force ... The 'cult of the house' makes its re~ppear
ance during times of labour surplus and is used to channel women 
out of the market economy. This is relatively easy since the per
vading ideology ensures that no one, man or woman, takes 
woman's participation in the labour force very seriously. (The 
Political Economy of Women's Liberation in Monthly Review, 2~ 

.1969) 
In the same period this view appeared convincing enough to form 

the basis of Juliet Mitchell's rejection of the classical Marxist position. tha't 
full entry into social production was a necessary and sufficient condition 
for women's emancipation. Mitchell argues to the contrary, that examin
ation of women's position in production eith~r in the West or in the East 
throws serious doubt on the optimism of the early socialists. She con
ch.Ides:that, The simple entry of women into the labour force in massive 
numbers, whether under socialism or capitalism, cannot substantially 
alter the position' (Women's Estate p 181 1971). 

It is a view which has gathered strength during the subsequent 
y~-ars and, indeed, in the present economic recession has become part of 
the common-sense of the Women's Movement. The latest CIS report 
(1981) on women in the 1980s asserts that 

women have been shunted in and out of the workforce to a greater 
degree than men: employers treat women as a more disposable 
part of the work force .... The fact that women redefine them
selves as housewives when they are forced back into the home 
makes them an ideal reserve of labour. They just melt out of the 
job market when work is scarce. (Women In The 80s CIS Report 
pp 19-20) 

It would be ~mistake, however, to suggest that the disposability model 
ignores the question of the cheapness of women's labour-power. On the 
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contrary it is regarded as a key characteristic of women's work, along with 
the concentration of women at the lowest grades of white and blue collar 
jobs and in particular spheres of employment. Strictly speaking, how
ever, these features are seen as effects of women's position as a major con
stituent of a reserve army of disposable workers, rather than as criteria for 
locating them there. 

The dispensability model, however, has not gone uncriticised. 
Ruth Milkman has argued that serious historical study casts doubts on its 
simple pull -push model of women's labour-force participation rates as a 
reflection of economic expansion and contraction. In an examination of 
the impact of the Great Depression in the United States on women's paid 
and unpaid labour, Milkman discovered that, contrary to the expec
tations of the reserve army of labour thesis, women were less affected by 
the recession in terms of unemployment than men ('Women's Work and 
Economic Crisis' in Review of Radical Political Economy Vol 8 No 1 
1976). She then explored the possibility that male labour had been re
placed by female labour since the latter was cheaper. She found this not 
to be the case. What had occurred was that the occupations worst hit by 
contraction were those dominated by men, while those occupations in 
which women were concentrated were those least affected. Further, there 
was some evidence to suggest that unemployment among men may have 
precipitated the increased participation of women in the labour-market 
in order to lessen the effect of falling family incomes. Milkman concludes 
that it was the sexual segregation of occupations which had protected 
women from the redundancy rate suffered by men. This segmentation of 
occupations by sex, she believes, is as much the result of ideological 
factors as it is the result of women's lower-wage rates. In particular, she 
identified the ideological construction of certain types of work as 
'women's work' ie those which most closely resemble women's role within 
the family and which, therefore, prevent any contradiction with the cul
tural definition of 'woman', as being the single most significant factor. 
This sex-typing, creating a caste of women-workers acts as an obstacle to 
women being used as a disposable part of the work-force. Milkman 
believes this is what accounts for the relative protection of women's jobs 
during the 1920s and '30s and from her investigations of women's situ
ation in the economic recession of the 1970s, Milkman suggests that the 
same forces are in operation. On the basis of her research, Milkman is 
doubtful about the usefulness of the reserve army of labour thesis in 
understanding women's role in the economy. 

Milkman's criticisms have been underlined by research in Britain 
in the 1970s.Jean Gardiner (1975) and Irene Brueghel (1979) summar
ising this research suggest that it questions whether the female labour 
force is affected by recession in the uniform way assumed by the absorp
tion-rejection thesis. Gardiner and Brueghel accept that where women 
were working in the same sectors of industry as men, they do appear to 
have borne the brunt of the lay-offs. This, they suggest, is because women 
are less organised, less protected and less skilled than men. However, in as 
much as the expanding sectors of the economy have been those in which 
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women are concentrated, women's jobs have been less vulnerable to re
dundancy. Indeed, looking at the labour-market as a whole, there 
appears to be some justification for arguing. that during the 1970s female 
labour was substituted for male. Thus, while across the board women 
have suffered higher rates of job-loss than men, as a category of labour 
their employment opportunities expanded in certain sectors. The re
structuring of the capitalist economy and the attendant shift in occu
pational structure away from blue-collar to white-collar work therefore 
cushioned women as a group of workers from the worst effects of the 
recessiOn. 

Unlike Milkman, however, this analysis does not lead Gardiner 
and Brueghel to abandon the reserve army of labour concept, only the 
'dispensability' version of it. Brueghel argues that it is the low wage rates 
attached to 'women's work' that prevent it from being swamped by men. 
The low price offemale labour is an effect of women's domestic responsi
bilities and not of unemployment. Redefining the reserve army as consis
ting of in the case of women, cheap rather than unemployed labour, 
Brueghel retains the concept as a useful tool in feminist analysis. 

We are returned, then, straight back to the problems discussed in 
relation to Marx and Braverman. The whole question of the determi
nants of women's participation in the reserve army is further complicated 
because both the dispensability model and the low-wage model locate 
them outside the sphere of production altogether in ideological defi
nitions of and domestic practices within the family. Thus, rather than the 
reserve army oflabour referring to a 'population' generated by capitalist 
economic relations as theorised by Marx, in these texts it appears to be 
generated, in the case of women, by ideological relations of reproduc
tion. I shall return to this point later. 

These discussions, however, have been carried on for the most 
part at the level of empirical adequacy. While they have raised problems 
about what defines the reserve army and about the applicability of the 
concept to women's economic position, none of the writers tackle the 
problems conceptually. This leaves them open to the charge that their 
specific illustrations concerning areas where women are less vulnerable to 
redundancy are historical exceptions to the general tendency; a charge 
which has gained force as unemployment amongst women has increased 
dramatically in the 1980s because of changes in government economic 
policy, particularly in relation to the public sector. Indeed, Brueghel her
self believes, like Braverman, that with the advent of micro-electronic 
technology, the increasing penetration of rationalising and deskilling 
processes into office and service work will break down what protection 
sex-typing of occupations has given women in the past. Thus, implicitly, 
she is returning to a 'dispensability' argument. 

An attempt to theorise both dispensability and cheap labour in 
relation to women's familial role so that all three-may be seen as effects of 
capitalist social relations is undertaken by Adamson et al (1976). We have 
seen that the feminist texts already examined explain the main character
istics of 'women's work' as deriving from women's position in the family. 
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Adamson et al also accept this view but argue that this, too, is systemati
cally produced by capitalism itself. 

Crucial to their case is the definition of work in the home as 
'domestic labour' which produces use-values necessary to maintain and 
reproduce the worker. It is not sold on the market for wages. It is not, 
therefore, a commodity. The labourer remains in possession of his/her 
labour-power. These characteristics distinguish domestic labour from 
work in production in which the worker is radically separated from the 
means of production and labour-power is itself a commodity to be bought 
and sold. A damson et al reason from this that domestic labour lies outside 
social production but not outside capitalist relations of production, for 
domestic work is a necessary condition for the reproduction of labour
power and, therefore, the reproduction of capital itself. However, since 
capitalist production is geared to the production and accumulation of 
surplus value, there is little interest in the socialisation of domestic work 
beyond the limits of producing commodities for the individual consump
tion of the working class. The authors conclude, thereore, that there will 
always be a residue of privatised domestic work to be done after the end of 
the working day. 

The necessity for the working class and in the main the female 
section to carry out domestic work thus flows from the conditions 
imposed by capital itself ... capital-reproduces the very necessity 
for privatised toil in the home ('Women's Oppression Under 
Capitalism' Revolutionary Communist no 5 Nov 1976 p 9). 

It is this inevitable locking in of women into domestic labour which is a 
pre-condition of their subordinate role in social production. Adamson et 
al argue that since women's crucial contribution to capital is their unpaid 
labour in reproducing labour-power, their place in the home must be 
guaranteed. Waged work outside the home must be treated of necessity as 
an adjunct to work in the home. Women's employment under capitalism 
must always remain secondary to men's; different, unequal conditions 
are therefore attached to it. 

According to Adamson et al the well-known features of 'women's 
work', including dispensability and low pay, derive from the determina
tion of women as domestic labourers. This provides the conditions for 
women to be used as part of the reserve army of labour, drawn into pro
duction and thrown back into the home in response to the needs of 
capital. Dispensability is also facilitated by employing women as part
time workers, for as such they do not fall under protective legislation and, 
from the point of view of the state, they do not qualify for unemployment 
benefits. As part of the reservoir of surplus labour, women workers come 
cheap, and depress the wage levels of the working class as a whole. The 
fear of dilution drives the trade unions to exclusive practices which keep 
certain sectors of employment predominantly 'male'. This helps to create 
a low-wage sector in others where women are employed. This process has 
facilitated the use of female labour in the expanding service and state 
sectors, bring:ng about the sexual segregation of the occupational 
structure. 
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Adamson et al attempt to locate the material basis of women's 
oppression in the capitalist mode of production itself. It is both wome:n,'s 
pii~atised toil in the home and their inferior position in the economy which 
a~esaip to be the products of c.apitalist social relations. What this amounts 
to i~ an attempt l. to retain the classical definition of the reserve army as a 
p~~manent pool of unemployed labour; 2.toestablish that the determinant 
o(that army, as far as women are concerned, is domesticlabour; and 3:to 
cl~im that both are necessary effects of capitalist accumulation . 

. While in their terms, they may have produced an argument for in
cluding privatised domestic workers in the hypothetical working popula
tion on which act the 'laws' ofcapitalist industry which generate the in
dJ.!_strial reserve army, they cannot explain why such workers should be 
women as such. What their argument asserts is that the agent responsible 
for housework and child -care suffers the forms of oppression they outline. 
T~ereis nothing in that argument which necessitates that this work be 
do~e.by women. To answer the question, 'why women?' they would have 
to resort .ultimately to Engels's evolutionary schema and the biological 
essentialism contained therein. The roots of women's oppression, despite 
Adamson et afs attempts to locate them firmly in capitalism, appear to 
lie in women's natural function of bearing and rearing children. 

Veronica Beechey (1977 & 1978) like Adamson et al attempts to 
tl1~ori~e the relationship between domestic labour and the market 
ec~momy in such a way as to integrate women's work in the home with 
their work as wage-labourers. This attempt involves asserting that 
women's subordination is structured into and perpetuated by the form of 
the male wage itself. 

Beechey starts from Marx's premise that the value of labour
power is determined by the costs of reproducing it, but she goes on to 
argue .that this applies only to the male wage. In the case of women -and 
he,re she insists that married women constitute the most important 
category- the costs of reproducing their labour-power and that of 
children are assumed to be already contained in the husband's wage. 
M~rried women, who constitute the bulk of the female labour force and 
th~sdetermine the general wage-levels therein, are paid at a lower rate 
than men because it is assumed that they are dependent on the 'family 
wage' of their husbands. 

Married women workers are like semi-proletarianised workers so 
far as capital is concerned, since they too can be paid wages at a 
pr!ce which is below the value of labour-power. In the case of 
married women, itis their dependence on male wages within the 
family for part of the costs of production and reproduction of 
labour-power which accounts for the possibility of individual 
capitals paying wages which are below the value of labour power 0 

(Some Notes on Female Wage-Labour in Capitalist Production' 
p 53 in Capital and Class no 3 ~ 977) 

Thus, married women have a lower average value than male labour
power and may be paid wages, therefore, at a price below the average 
value of labour-power. 4 
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Beechey believes this analysis can account not only for the low 
pay-levels of women's work but also the primary location of women in the 
home and the increased participation of women in employment as 
contradictory effects of the needs of capitaL Capital needs to maintain 
women working gratis as domestic labourers within the family in order to 
keep down the value of male labour-power. At the same time, the lower 
value of female labour-power relative to men makes it attractive to 
capitaL Further, women's employment outside the home provides added 
impetus to the production of commodities for domestic consumption, eg 
labour-saving devices, making the family as a unit of consumption an 
important factor in capitalist economics_ It is this latter aspect that 
differentiates women workers from and makes them an even more 
attractive source of labour power than semi-proletarianised workers. 

On the basis of this argument, Beechey locates married women 
workers as a prominent category within the reserve army of labour, modi
fying Marx's formulation by adding another criterion: 'those categories 
of labour which are partially dependent upon sources of income other 
than the wage to meet some of the costs of reproduction of labour-power' 
(ibid p 65). What makes married women a preferred source of the 
reserve army is that they are not predominantly dependent on their own 
wages for the reproduction of their labour-power, yet neither are they 
predominantly dependent on the state. It is their economic dependence 
on the husband's wage which makes their labour-power advantageous to 
capital and the capitalist state, a dependence which is reinforced by the 
very conditions of female wage-labour. 

Beechey acknowledges the importance of the 'dispensability' cri
terion for membership of the reserve army and, indeed, provides for it by 
the primary definition of women in the family which acts as a convenient 
site of disposal and recovery of female labour. Nevertheless, it should be 
clear by now that the force of her general argument suggests that this is a 
secondary criterion. For Beechey, as for Braverman, it is the low pay of 
women's work which is the main justification for locating them in the 
reserve army. Unlike Braverman, however, who leaves domestic labour 
theoretically outside capitalist relations of production, Beechey tries to 
relocate work in the home to a central place within them by attributing to 
it an essential role in the determination of the male wage. Women 
workers are systematically generated as a reserve army of cheap labour by 
the form of calculation of the male wage. 

This reformulation of Marx's concept, however, does not resolve 
the difficulties attendant on it. For one thing, Beechey's argument 
assumes that workers other than women are entirely dependent on the 
wage for their reproduction. That this is not the case is obvious when one 
considers the vast areas of social life in which public bodies intervene. It 
has become a commonplace in recent Marxist writing that in all modern 
industrialised states, social welfare agencies, public and private, play an 
increasingly substantial role in the reproduction of labour-power. 

Beechey herself recognises this problem and tries to escape it by 
limiting her category to married women workers because they are 
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commonly not entitled to support from such agencies, and thus are 
thrown back on dependence on the husband's wage. While it is certainly 
the case that married women are subject to discrimination in respect of 
certain state benefits, this is often the result of their conditions of employ
ment and level of contributions which prevent them from qualifying 
rather than because they are married per se. Where the latter is the case, 
it-seems to be the result of a number of different and sometimes contra
dictory administrative/political procedures and decision-making rather 
than a direct response to the needs of capital. 

Beechey tries to strengthenher case by drawing a parallel between 
married women workers and the family, and 'semi-proletarianised' 
workers, by which one assumes she means migrant workers of the 'Third 
World'. The existence of the 'homes' of these workers in the traditional 
non-capitalist agricultural sectors is used by employers in the capitalist 
industrial sector to pay low wages on the grounds that the 'homelands' are 
already partially supporting these workers, ie they provide for the repro
duction of labour-power. However, Beechey's insistence on deriving 
women's membership of the reserve army from their economic depen
dence on the male wage, undercuts this analogy. As Floya Anthias (1980) 
has pointed out, this insistence means that the costs of the reproduction of 
female labour-power, unlike that of 'semi-proletarianised' workers, has 
to be met within the capitalist economy as a whole and not outside it. 
Given this, it is difficult to see the advantages to total social capital(and 
that is the level of abstraction at which the argument is conducted) of 
employing cheap female labour if men have to be paid more as a result in 
order -to subsidise women's reproduction. 

Finally, the question of dependence as outlined by Beechey is itself 
problematic. Beechey assumes women are paid less because employ~rs 
calculate their wage-levels on the basis that they are economically sup
ported by men. However, when married women's pay levels are not low, 
they are not economically dependent on men. It is low pay that creates 
economic dependence, therefore, and not the marriage relationship. 
While there is no doubt that low wages do make women dependent on 
their. husband's earnings, it does not necessarily follow that it is the hus
band's wage itself which is responsible. There are a number of factors 
which enter into the determination of wages in capitalist societies
government policies in relation to income, immigration, population, 
health and education; legislation in relation to the regulation and con
ditions of labour; trade union organisation; pressure from political 
parties and interest groups- that cannot be simply reduced to the 
calculation of the reproduction costs of labour-power. The assertion of 
women's dependence on men in Beechey's account starts from the assump
tion that it is determined by women's exclusion from social production, ie it 
is prior to employment. That exclusion then becomes the basis for women's 
inclusion in the labour market (because they are cheap); In other words, 
what is to be explained- women's dependence on the male wage- is made 
the explanation of why they are dependent. The circularity of this 
argument should be obvious and denies it any explanatory value. 
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What is clear in these discussions is that, whatever their attitude to 
the applicability of the reserve army concept to women's economic 
position, all versions presuppose the sexual division of labour within the 
family. Marxist feminists have introduced the concept of 'domestic 
labour' and its function in the reproduction of labour-power, to explain 
the structure of sex-differentiated tasks within the household and to inte
grate it into the sexual division of labour in production so that both 
appea-r to be necessary conditions for capitalism itself. The problem how
ever with this explanation of women's subordination 'inside and outside 
the relations of production' is that it undermines the very conceptual
isation of women as a reserve army oflabour which was its starting point. 
The more it is argued that it is women's position within the family which 
renders them attractive as labour to capital, the less it can be claimed that 
they constitute the reserve army, since the most coherent exposition of 
that concept in Capital seems to identify it with the unemployed. So long 
as it is argued that women, as a category of labour, will be drawn 
increasingly into employment, it is somewhat difficult to say at the same 
time that they increasingly swell the ranks of the industrial reserve army. 

This contradiction lies at the very heart of feminist attempts to 
theorise the mechanisms of women's oppression. Its centrality is a 
measure of Braverman's influence on contemporary discussions of the 
reserve army oflabour, particularly his focus on Marx's categorisation of 
the sources of the reserve army as if they were general concepts rather 
than historically specific categories. 

If one concentrates on the categories in this way, the constituency 
of the reserve army does become somewhat indefinite. The difference 
between 'floating' and 'stagnant' seems to be somehow a matter of how 
often one is unemployed and for how long- not sound criteria for con
ceptual differentiation. Are intermittently employed workers as a group 
to be regarded as part of the reserve army or are they only such when, as 
individuals, they are actually unemployed? Then again, workers in the 
'latent' category have not yet been integrated into capitalist wage-labour. 
They exist only as potentially employable, neither employed nor 
unemployed. In the lowest sediment of the reserve army, the 'pauperist' 
category, Marx includes those unable to work. It is difficult to see on what 
grounds the demoralised and the aged, 'the mutilated, the sickly, the 
widows' can be regarded as forming a reservoir of labour-power. 

, In any case, the thrust of feminist arguments is not directed at the 
contingencies of capitalist accounting and recruiting practices within 
specific branches of industries or sectors of the economy. Their aims are 
to conceptualise female labour-power as integral to the operation of the 
abstract laws and tendencies of the capitalist mode of production. 

At that level, the concept of the industrial reserve army retains co
herence only when it is identified as a pool of unemployed labour expelled 
from certain sectors of production where the rise in the organic compo
sition of labour is advanced, and available to other expanding sectors 
where it is not, augmented from time to time by periodic recessions in the 
capitalist economy engendered by the same process. 
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Once one moves away from this limited definition of the reserve 
ar,iny ·and tries to broaden it to include various groups of people presently 
ell_lployed or 'outside' employment, one loses any guidelines as to which 
shotild or should not be included. This is precisely the case in much of the 
feminist literature. The reserve army of labour is applied to women who 
ar~ in full-time employment, in part-time employment, who are un
erilployed, who take in 'home-work' or who are fully occupied in the home 
wii:ti domestic duties. It has become less a concept with a specific set·of 
determinants, than a catch-all for every kind of women's work and a 
battie-cry by which to unify the diverse positions that wom":n occupy into 
orik _general oppression from which to mount an assault on both capital
ism a.'nd men. That this is accomplished at the expense of theoretical 
coherency and political efficacy seems to pass largely unnoticed. 
· · There are no consistent criteria for inclusion other than that of 

unemployment. While a pool of unemployed labour-power has the effect 
ofio~ering the generaJ level of wages, it cannot explain why women's 
w'ages are, on average, lower than men's. Nor are low wages in them
s~ive~, for Marx, a criterion for thereserve army. Indeed on a purely 
economic calculus, one might argue that the relative cheapness of female 
labour-power should guarantee that women would not fall into the 
rese~ve 'army since, as we have seen, the factor-price calculation of indi
vidtial capitals would s.tiggest that cheap labour-power inhibits the substi
tution of machinery for labour, thus counteracting the tendency of a rise 
in the organic composition of capitaL The cheapness of female-labour 
cannot function as the basis for the inclusion of women in the industrial 
. ~ r: . 
reserve army. 

Marxism and Feminism 
,_ l• 

Feminists attempting to arrive at a materialist basis of women's 
oppressi.on by the application of concepts and categories drawn from 
Capiial face a fundamental problem: Such concepts and categories are 
ri6'n -'specific with respect to the characteristics of the human subjects who 
h~ppen .to fill them in specific social formations. 

In Marx's conception, the economy requires, as a condition of exist
ence, a social division of labour, that is the division of economic agents 
iD; tO classes based on their respective relationship to the means of produc
tion. That social division of labour is not predicated upon any specific 
forrri of human differences- racial, cultural, social or sexual. Indeed it 
need not refer exclusively to human subjects as such. For example, Marx 
h~d the foresight to recognise the joint-stock company as one of the most 
significant forms that capital would take in its 'modern' phase. Further
more, even the reproduction of capital is accomplished in Capital at the 
economic level itself through the production' appropriation and realis
ation of surplus value. The forms of relation between economic agents by 
which reproduction is secured, eg circulation and exchange, are them
selves not reducible to the intersubjective relations between human 
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agents. Thus, while it is true that Marx's analysis implies the necessity of 
certain political, legal and ideological conditions for capitalist produc
tion to take place, these are always historically specific and cannot be 
written into the general theory. There is, therefore, nothing in Marx's 
analysis of the capitalist mode of production which rules out the inversion 
of the sexual division of labour as we know it. 

It is in recognition of the 'sex-blind' nature of Marxist categories 
that feminists have insisted that analysis of women's oppression cannot be 
subsumed in analysis of the general oppression of the working class under 
capitalism. Women's subordination within the economy and within the 
family, they argue, cannot be treated simply as effects of capitalist social 
relations. To do so is to lose sight of such oppressions as forms in their own 
right. The material conditions of women's subordination cannot be 
simply superimposed on the material conditions of the proletariat, and 
the transformation of the latter is no guarantee of a change in the former. 
The oppression of women, argue feminists, has its own specificity that is 
not reducible to the economic structure of capitalism and, indeed, 
predates capitalism. 

At the same time, however, many such feminists wish to avoid a 
full-blown theory of patriarchy which such a position might be taken to 
imply, because it substitutes as the fundamental dynamic of history 'the 
dialectic of sex' for Marxist class struggle. As such it is criticised for failing 
to provide the means of analysing the various historical forms which that 
primeval sexual domination/subordination has taken. Consequently, it 
is argued, it offers little basis for the development of political strategies 
and tactics in specific situations. 

To feminists facing this paradox, the solution would appear to be 
a synthesis of the two. Heidi Hartman summarises this position most 
succinctly: 

Both marxist analysis, particularly its historical and materialist 
method, and feminist analysis, especially the identification of 
patriarchy as a social and historical structure, must be drawn 
upon if we are to understand the development of western capital
ist societies and the predicament of women within them. ('The 
Unhappy Marriage of Marxism and Feminism: Towards a More 
Progressive Union' in Capital and Class no 8 1979 p 2) 

It is in this context of the attempt to reconcile Marxism and feminism that 
the reserve army oflabour concept appears as a device to link the two. It is 
women's subordinate position in the family, their relative exclusion from 
social production as a result of men's control over their labour-power and 
their sexuality, which accounts for their weakened and peripheral 
position in the labour force. At the same time, it is women's subordinate 
position in the economy guaranteed by capital's need for cheap, control
lable labour and unpaid reproduction of labour-power, which effectively 
locks women into their familial and inferior role. Thus, men's need to 
maintain their age-old domination over women ties in neatly with 
capital's need to counter-act the tendency of the rate of profit to fall. 
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Diana Adlam has shown how this double determination of cap
italist relations and patriarchal relations combined in a theory of 
capitalist patriarchy always ends· up 'swivelling between the twin 
problems of economic reductionism and sex essentialism' ('The Case 
Against Capitalist Patriarchy; m/f no 3 p 89). Either the subordination of 
women is seen ultimately as the result of property relations in which men, 
as appropriators of economic surplus, use women's procreative functions 
to control women's labour-power to their own advantage; or such property 
relations are the forms of appearance which express an essential division 
between the sexes. The reserve army oflabour is a useful concept in that it 
covers up the collapse of both. This probably explains its popularity. 

In fact, wherever the 'specificity' of sexual divisions is insisted 
upon, the analysis tends to fall into the enveloping arms of 'patriarchy' 
precisely because the inadequacy of Marxist categories when it comes to 
sexual division is recognised. No matter what other economic/political 
determinations cut across sexual difference, there is always the problem 
of remainder- and this returns us to the notion of nat~rally occurring 
categories of the human population based on sex- a notion which femi
nists have long been trying to displace. 5 The urgent call by feminists to 
break open the dogmatism of Marxist theory and politics and analyse the 
specificity of women's oppression, ends up in these texts closing off that 
specificity by an equally dogmatic assertion of the unity of women's 
oppression based on the unitary principle of patriarchy. 

Conclusion 

In this article I have suggested that the status of the concept of the reserve 
army of labour in Marxist theory is not unproblematic. I have argued 
that the source of its ambiguity cannot be simply located in some mis
guided interpretation of Braverman but in Marx's own discussion of that 
cOncept. Braverman's fault lies in failing to deal with the non-corres
pondence between Marx's abstract analysis of the motion of capital which 
brings about the industrial reserve army, his conceptualisation of the 
function of that army ie to provide a permanent pool of cheap labour for 
individual capitals in specific social formations, and his specifications of 
the sources of that reserve in a particular historical period in British 
economic development. 

The conflation of these levels, however,· is already present in 
Marx's analysis and provides for an internal contradiction which Marx 
himself recognises but cannot overcome except by posing it as an oscil
lation between a 'centripetal' and a 'decentralising' force. Thus, the 
tendency for capital accumulation to generate a permanent pool of un
employed labour-power is pre-empted in its realisation by its own effects, 
ie by the consequent cheapness of that labour-power, effects which 
cannot yet have occurred. 

These conceptual difficulties- the imperceptible slips from one 
level of analysis to another, the internal contradictions, indefiniteness 
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and ambiguities generated by them- are sufficient to throw doubt on the 
value of the concept of the reserve army of labour and, therefore, on the 
soundness of making it a cornerstone in the analysis of the subordination 
of women. 

I have further argued that what does seem clear is that the reserve 
army as it appears in Capital does not refer to a reservoir of specific 
individuals or groups with identifiable personal, social or physiological 
attributes but to an abstract category of unemployed and, therefore, 
undifferentiated labour. It has no explanatory power in relation to the 
specific position of women as such. 

Despite these difficulties, the industrial reserve army concept has 
proved remarkably resilient in feminist literature. I have suggested that 
one reason may be that it provides a theoretical space for the coincidence 
of Marxist theory and a theory of patriarchy. The reserve army of labour 
is identified as the intersection for Marxist and feminist analyses which 
guarantees the unity of women's oppression. This then is seen to provide 
the necessary base for a coherent feminist politics. 

Adlam (1979) has questioned the logic which fears the disinte
gration of socialist-feminism if it cannot be supported theoretically by a 
general theory of capitalist social relations and patriarchal sexual 
relations. She argues that the same reasoning that led the Left to 
abandon political struggle based on a simple Jualistic opposition 
between the interests of a homogeneous working cliiss and those of an 
equally homogeneous ruling class and, indeed, which led to the recog
nition that interests and forces in society are not exhausted by those of 
social class, should be applied to feminist politics. Adlam argues for the 
abandonment of the search for a non-essentialist, non-reductionist 
theory of capitalist patriarchy, first, because it is theoretically impossible 
and secondly, because it is politically redundant_ 

And would it be so disastrous to desist in the activity? Would 
women's struggles, the identification of their objectives, the calculations 
of gains and losses, the specifications of strategy and tactic be weakened 
by the abandonment of the search for a general theory of their 
oppression? I think noL 

This is not to doubt the multiple forms of inequality between men 
and women. There can be little question of the scale and variety of dis
crimination against women inscribed in employment, in juridical 
practices, in fiscal and other social administrative measures, in edu
cation, in the family, in common-sense conceptions of sexuality and so 
on. What is important, however, is to recognise these as multiple forms, 
and not try to homogenise them by an all-embracing concept, such as the 
reserve army of labour. Women are paid badly in many occupations; 
women are concentrated in certain sectors of the economy; part-time 
work is used by certain groups of employers to avoid insurance contri
butions, sick pay, redundancy and maternity leave; promotional 
prospects are often blocked for even well-qualified women in full-time, 
relatively well-paid occupations. But we are no nearer understanding the 
specific mechanisms by which these various discriminatory practices 
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operate, no nearer to reaching effective means of fighting them, by trying 
to unify them under the ge{leric term 'reserve army', as various forms of 
'appearance' ofthe 'real' cause- capitalist patriarchy. · 

Without the constraint of trying to squeeze every facet of women's 
lives into a 'fit' with the needs of capital geared to the interests of men, we 
may be free to analyse the specific policies and practices within particular 
if!stitutions and enterprises with regard to women, and relate them to the 
obj~ctives which diverse groups of women have set themselves. In this way 
the feminist insistence on specificity would be much better served and 
could lead much more profitably to understanding the diversity of means 
by; which the category of 'woman' (and 'man' for that matter) is 
constitu_ted. 

Notes 

Cf Sheila Rowbotham Hidden from History Pluto Press 1973; Sally 
Alexander 'Women's Work in Nineteenth-Century London; A Study of the 
Years 1820-50' in The Rights and Wrongs ofWomen]uliet Mitchell and Ann 
Oakley (eds) Pelican 1976 

2 Cf Critique of Anthropology no 10 1977 special issue on women; C Meillas
soux Maidens, Meal and Money Cambridge University Press 1981 

3 This particular problem with Marx's argument is set out in more general 
terms in Cutler et al vol 2 1978; A Hussain 1977; A Cutler 1978 

4 Beechey's analysis is taken up by Bland et al (1978) who apply it to all women, 
not just the married, since ideologically women are defined in a relation of 
dependence to men structured by the institution of marriage. Bland et al go 
on to argue that although women do constitute a reserve army for the reasons 
Beechey gives, they do not constitute a homogeneous body of workers within 
it but are differentiated on the basis ofthe phases of their lives. These phases 
are identified with the various categories of the reserve army. 

5 This argument is made at greater length by M Cousins 1978 
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NancyWood 

In Prostitution and Victorian Society, Women, Class and the State1 

Judith Walkowitz examines the nineteenth-century alliance between 
forms of feminist agitation and moral reform movements within the 
context of the campaign for the repeal of the Contagious Diseases Acts. 
Walkowitz wants to argue for the significance of this repeal movement 'as 
a distinct moment in moral reform' on the basis of the feminist impetus 
which both mobilised and sustained effective opposition to the Acts. 
However, while wanting to reclaim the importance of this participation 
on feminist grounds, Walkowitz is also concerned to explore the reasons 
why this feminist-inspired campaign- which saw the eventual repeal of 
the Acts in 1886- found itself superseded by a social purity movement, 
whose aims fundamentally contradicted the premises upon which the 
repeal movement was originally launched. 

Walkowitz's analysis commands feminist attention for several 
reasons. Firstly, the political thrust of this historical investigation is 
clearly motivated by contemporary debates in the arena of sexuality and 
social policy. Elsewhere, Walkowitz has explicitly argued that it is 
imperative for current feminist sexual reform campaigns to take account 
of their historical predecessors. 2 In attempting to delineate the terms of 
the historical collaboration between feminism, moral reform and social 
purity, Prostitution and Victorian Society equally raises political ques
tions relevant to the present conjuncture. Secondly, consideration of con
temporary feminist theory and strategy in matters of sexuality and social 
policy necessarily encounters the spectre of women's relationship to the 
state. Walkowitz's analysis does not posit the state as a monolithic appar
atus which siJ?-gle-handedly imposed and implemented the Contagious 
Diseases Acts. In her discussion of the forr:nulation and deployment of the 
Acts, Walkowitz invokes the Foucauldian paradigm of a 'new technology 
~f power', contending that 'the Acts became a battleground where 
diverse and competing groups vied with each other for social and political 
power' (p 5). Walkowitz shows that feminist repealers were a constitutive 
element of this altercation. Recognising this inscription of a feminist 
repeal campaign within the largerset of'power relations' through which 
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prostitution and, more generally, extramarital sex were contested 
permits us to better assess feminism's status as an oppositional movement 
in this historical context. 

Finally, if the above remarks rely heavily on Foucauldian termin
ology, it is because Walkowitz's analysis attests to the usefulness of this 
theoretical system for pursuing a feminist 'history of sexuality'. In ack
nowledging this debt to Foucault, Walkowitz describes her project as a 
historical elaboration, following on from Foucault's theoretical frame
work: 'The study of the Acts that follows begins were Foucault's schemati
sation leaves off; it will examine how sexual and social ideology become 
embedded in laws, institutions, and social policy' (p 5). Further to this, I 
would argue that the distinctive achievement of Prostitution and Vic
torian Society is its painstaking documentation of a feminist movement of 
resistance- a configuration which Foucault has thus far only ack
nowledged as a theoretical possibility. Because Walkowitz's intensive 
study takes as its central point of reference one public policy measure
the Contagious Diseases Acts- it is impossible to critically review her 
arguments without first providing an extended summary of her analytic 
domain. 

The Contagious Diseases Act was first passed in 1864, and then modified 
in the subsequent statutes of 1866 and 1869. The ostensible aim of the 
Acts was to curtail the spread of venereal disease among enlisted men in 
garrison towns and ports largely in southern England and Ireland. 
Walkowitz points out that the Acts were initially requested as exceptional 
legislation in response to general military concern over the deteriorating 
state of physical and moral health in an army and navy which harboured 
aspirations to professionalism. Improved sanitary and medical con
ditions were just one ameliorative strategy in a host of 'environmentalist' 
reforms which included better pay and terms of service for recruits, closer 
supervision of their leisure activities, and incentives for their moral 
rejuvenation. She notes that the visiting of prostitutes by enlisted men was 
not overtly objected to by military authorities. On the contrary: the 
perceived 'need' for 'controlled outlets for heterosexuality' was an 
accepted feature of military life. Prolonged celibacy appeared to court 
worse dangers- such as marriage or homosexuality- and both these 
options were seen as greater threats to the consolidation of a 'professional 
bachelor army'. 

The Acts were initially requested by the military on narrowly sani
tary grounds: as frequent recourse to prostitution had led to an outbreak 
of venereal disease reaching near epidemic proportuions, some means of 
control had to be instituted to curtail the medical and manpower costs. 
Since enlisted men had balked at the prospect of obligatory examination 
and treatment, the proposal emerged to regulate the disease at its 
identified source: the 'infected' prostitute. Cushioned by a popular 
ideology which held the prostitute to be the literal and figurative 'conduit 
of infection to respectable society', a view both produced and sanctioned 
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by mid -century sanitary movements and public health policy, the Acts 
forced prostitutes alone to bear the burden of these coritrol tactics. 
Specifically, they empowered the police to apprehend for medical 
exarnination and police registration any woman suspected of being a 
diseased prostitute. (Walkowitz notes that this police prerogative was it
self premised on a belief that a 'common prostitute'- juridically defined 
as ~Lwoman who SOlicited men in public thoroughfares- WaS immediately 
identifiable on sight. She was ascribed with so obvious an identity that 
an.'y' further formal statutory definition was deemed unwarranted.) If she 
res.lsted these injunctions, she could be brought before a magistrate who 
cotild:in turn order the detained woman to undergo a medical exam in
ati<?i:l for suspected venereal disease. If this legal hunch was confirmed by 
medical diagnosis the woman could be compulsorily confined in the Lock 
Wards of a hospital for up to three months. 3To avoid this interrogatory 
p'rocedure, prostitutes could submit 'voluntarily' to an examination and 
the-subsequent prescribed treatment. In either case, once examined, the 
mo~errients of the prostitute became known to the police and medical 
authorities, and hence subject to stricter control and harassment. 

The new clauses introduced in the 1866 Act built upon this 
incipient principle of surveillance by instituting, in the words of the Act, 
a 'sys~em of periodic [and compulsory] fortnightly inspection or examin
ation of all known prostitutes ... under a well organised system of 
m~dical police' (p 78). Modelled on continental regulationist practices, 
prostitutes registered as a result of voluntary or involuntary examination 
were now directly under the scrutiny of a 'medical police' assigned spe6fi
c.ally to patrol their movements. Walkowitz signals the importance of this 
revision phase, and the way in which it transormed what had initially 
beek exceptional measures into a piece of domestic legislation. Local 
authorities welcomed the Acts as a measure which promised in the short 
r~n:to rationalise the prostitution trade. In the long run, the Acts would 
permit these authorities to extend control and surveillance measures over 
the movements of a mobile population- the casual labouring poor- who 
h'ad already been identified as a potential threat to public order. Not 
surprisingly, then, the 1867 proposal to extend the Acts to the north of 
England and to civilian populations in general, found local authorities 
and the medical profession citing the dual advantages for public health 
and public order that would accrue from an extended application of the 
Acts: This attempt to broaden the field of application of the Acts, 
Walkowitz observes, required a corresponding shift in the rhetoric of the 
'regillationist' position: '[Proponents] recognised that the extension of the 
ads to the civilian population required a new political and moral 
rationale, as civilians did not suffer the same social disabilities as enlisted 
men. It was therefore necessary for proponents of extension to argue 
forcefully that such a system diminished public vice and public disorder 
at the same time that it organised and sanitised the practice of prostitu
tion' (p 79). 

In response to the proposed extension of the Contagious Diseases 
Acts, widespread public opposition rallied. Initially, it was liberal male 
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repealers who voiced their objections in terms which challenged the 
general and the specific claims to medical effectivity of the Acts. But, 
more importantly, they questioned whether 'the sanitary benefits of 
regulation did not outweight the violation of moral principles involved in 
such a state action' (p 86). It was on the basis of these expressed concerns 
about the 'morality' of certain forms of state interventionism supervised 
by the military and medical establishments that liberal male repealers 
sought the support of middle-class feminists whose own recent political 
activity had grown out of involvement in various abolitionist and consti
tutionalist struggles. Walkowitz acknowledges that, although feminists 
did respond to the call from male repealers to join in a constitutionalist 
struggle against an increasingly 'policed' and centralised state, these 
women also identified the patriarchal character of governmental struc
tures and practices which the Acts represented. According to Walkowitz, 
it was this 'female anger' at the victimisation of prostitutes perpetrated by 
a patriarchal state structure that induced middle-class feminists to lend 
their support and, eventually, their political leadership to the campaign 
against the Contagious Diseases Acts: 'Middle-class women embraced the 
repeal cause out of loyalty to their "fallen" sisters and also out of hostility 
to male power and influence' (p 88). 

Precipitated by this anger, late in 1869 the Ladies' National 
Association (LNA) was formed. The LNA soon became a major political 
and organisational element of the repeal campaign, joining in the repeal 
agitation of a broad coalition of middle-class reformers and radical 
working men. Strategically, the LNA and the national repeal organisa
tion orchestrated a campaign of popular agitation and political lobbying 
to solicit widespread public support on behalf of the legislative overthrow 
of the Acts. Municipal repeal groups were mandated to petition locally 
and to contest the local election of regulationist candidates. In subjected 
districts, local repealers attempted to disrupt the local operation of the 
Acts and to abet the legal resistance of registered women. Alongside this 
obstructionist strategy, community efforts were also directed to 'rescue' 
work among prostitutes. The evangelical, philanthropic constituency in 
particular prioritised this task of 'moral reclaimability', a goal they saw 
best attained through a regimented daily routine which combined hard 
work and religious instruction. 

What, then, were the discourses and strategies that sustained the LNA's 
political project? And on what basis does Walkowitz want to claim their 
feminist significance? 

Walkowitz maintains that the legislative measures if enacted 
implied for the LNA state ratification of a double standard of sexual 
morality and conduct and this, more than any other factor, incurred 
their feminist wrath. Moreover, the LNA launched their critique of this 
state endorsement of male sexual prerogatives by castigating in particu
Jar those discourses on sexuality which issued from a regulationist 
position. Walkowitz analyses these, citing the prevalence of an 'energetic 
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model' of male sexuality which, by positing the 'male sex drive' as an 
'innate constant', suggested a constitutional basis for the inevitable and 
perpetual male recourse to prostitution. Conjuring up the metaphor of 
'supply and demand', regulationist supporters of the Acts like W R Greg 

· -and William Acton pointed to the demographic and environmental fac
tors which governed the conditions for satiating the male sexual appetite. 
Regulation, they argued, was no more than an acknowledgement of this 
male sexual voraciousness which was bent on spending itself. Regulation 
would therefore safeguard the more unsavoury social, economic and 
medical consequences which the ,random indulgence of this appetite 

· might incur. Feminine sexuality, Walkowitz observes, when itfeatured in 
these considerations, was usually cast as passive rather than active, yet 
even in this dormant state a source of perpetual temptation to men. Such 
explanations were dismissed with contempt by the LNA. Walkowitz 
notes: 'At a time when women were trying to establish some public 
standards as moral and rational beings, the double standard, which 
justified male sexual access to "impure" women, harkened back to the 
pre-Victorian view of women as "the Sex", as sexual objects to be bought 
and sold by men' (p 128). 

Apart from the state's implied complicity with this code of sexual 
morality, feminist repealers were also affronted by the state's attempted 
regulation of a sphere they felt to be beyond its proper jurisdiction. But 
where their male liberal compatriots were defending the sanctity of a self
regulating moral universe by invoking a discourse of political individual
ism, W alkowitz notes that feminist repealers were articulating the prin
ciple of non-interference by the state through a 'separate sphere 
ideology'. Claiming that women had attained a 'moral pre-eminence' by 
virtue of their domestic responsibilities, feminist repealers demanded the 
right to extend this influence into the 'public sphere'. Indeed, the LNA 
felt it was their political 'mission' to extend the 'principle of home-life' to 
a sphere whose standards of morality were increasingly dictated by a 
'masculine form' of government administration. 4 

Finally, Walkowitz points to another double standard which the 
LNA had identified as operative within the Acts- one which permitted 
the-'medical police' to step up their surveillance over prostitutes in par
ticular, but for the LNA, all women by implication. The zealous 
ferreting out of prostitutes suspected of venereal infection, and the 
bribery, corruption and arbitrary apprehension that ensued, functioned 
for feminist repealers to give police 'absolute power over women'. 

It is significant to note here that this opposition to the policing of 
prostitutes took place against the backdrop of a more widespread protest 
against developing forms of state interventionism of which proposals for a 
centralised and bureaucratically administered police system was seen to 
be symptomatic. Such a policing structure, modelled along continental 
lines, which Colquhoun and others had been promoting since the 1790s 
was particularly-repugnant to the non -conformist, liberal constituency of 
repealers. They believed that, like morality, public order was primarily a 
matter of mutual collaboration between upright and responsible citizens, 
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and only secondarily an affair of the state. Walkowitz notes that feminist 
repealers, while sympathetic to this liberal critique, stressed the gender
specific persecution which the Contagious Diseases Acts permitted this 
new state machinery. 5 

Like all repeal advocates, feminist repealers were not impressed· 
with the 'pragmatic' arguments put forward by the medical establish
ment on behalf of the sanitary benefits of the Contagious Diseases Acts. 
For every regulationist celebration of the sanitary and social success of the 
Acts, repealers marshalled their share of discrediting statistics. 
Walkowitz appends the observation that statistical controversy and 
charges of diagnostic inaccuracy were not merely the result of the un
developed state of medical knowledge which obtained in nineteenth
century health matters. These disputes and imprecisions were the active 
expression of competing sexual ideologies in the Victorian medical pro
fession. Hence claims to medical 'truths' became a tactical weapon of 
repealers and regulationists alike. For example, both regulationists and 
repealers accepted the medical characterisation of gonorrhea as a 'non
specific pathology'. Regulationists of course had more at stake in assert
ing the vague but nonetheless pervasive and dangerously infectious 
nature of gonorrhea since the very operation of the Contagious Diseases 
Acts was predicated on the sanitary need for the detention of its identified 
carriers. More insidiously, strident defenders of the Acts sought to 
provide a secure medico-moral basis for the separation of 'pure' from 
'impure' women by attributing the origins of gonorrhea to the excessive 
sexual activity of prostitutes. Repealers, in their turn, concluded from 
this diagnostic haziness that gonorrhea was a minor 'affection' that justi
fied neither state intervention, confinement, nor (more worryingly) 
extensive treatment. They further maintained that the 'natural' dis
charges of virtuous women were equally the source of widespread genital 
infection. While an important declaration of female solidarity, 
Walkowitz notes: 'By designating all women as potential pollutants of 
men and reservoirs of infection, it evoked instead a more general hostility 
and dread of females and female "nature".' (p 56) 

To their credit, the LNA was not prepared to let the opposition to 
the Acts stand or fall on medical and statistical grounds proffered by male 
experts. In a brilliant rhetorical manoeuvre, the LNA turned the argu
ment about female transmission of venereal disease on its head and depic
ted prostitutes 'as the victims of male pollution, as women who had been 
invaded by men's bodies, men's laws, and by that "steel penis", the spec
ulum' (p 46). The LNA also charged medical regulationists with exercising 
their own male sexual prerogatives over the women who were appre
hended, examined and detained under the Acts. The enthusiastic execu
tion of the medical phase of the Acts' administration- and especially the 
periodical examination- was testimony for feminist repealers of doctors' 
own imperialist designs on the bodies of women. Walkowitz argues that the 
continual reference to the instrusive nature- the 'instrumental rape'- of 
the speculum examination in the name of feminine modesty, was another 
affirmation of female repealers' solidarity with subjected prostitutes. 
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•• r , In attending to the socio-economic bases which prompted 
women's move into prostitution, the popular rhetoric of repealers con
jured up the scenario of predatory, male aristocrats seducing and 
impregnating working class women (usually their domestic servants), 
thereby forcing them to relinquish their 'honourable' employment and 
take to the streets. Whereas for evangelical and socialist repealers this 
rhetoric opened a political avenue for their respective (and very different) 
critiques of a failed social and moral order, for the LNA it gave political 
articulation to the sexual access obtainable by virtue ofclass and gender 
privilege. Walkowitz herself disputes the empirical basis of this stereotype 
and argues that neither early seduction nor the teenage pregnancies 
attend~nt upon such precocious sexual activity directly precipitated an 
entry into prostitution. Streetwalkers in the late nineteenth century, it 
seems, were sexually initiated and often sexually active when they entered 
prostitution in their late teens and hence were both older and sexually 
wiser than popular accounts acknowledged. She also contests this expo
sition of the sexual exploitation of working-class women by an exclusively 
upper or middle class clientele ('a question of middle-class demand and 
working-class supply' (p 14)), since her own research suggests that the 
majority of women were sexually initiated by, and principally catered to, 
men of the same social class. These amendments are important since they 
sugg~st that all repealers were complicit in constructing a specific 
sexuality for these young working-class women- one based on a narrative 
of pre-sexual innocence followed by a premature sexual 'event' which 
thereafter bestowed sexual knowledge, sexual temptation and the possi
bility for further sexual exploitation. To reveal this stereotype as a fiction 
permits Walkowitz to later posit the extremely problematic nature of 
feminist repealers' own analysis of, and posture toward female sexuality. 
For the moment, however, Walkowitz is prepared to table these res<:rva
tions since, rhetorical strategies notwithstanding, the LNA also stressed 
the particular vulnerability of working-class women to the vicissitudes of 
the labour market, and cited inadequate wages and restrictive employ
ment opportunities as the main constraints compelling women to swell 
the ranks of the 'best-paid industry'. Walkowitz's research confirms this 
economic analysis, though by further demarcating the occupational 
background of nineteenth-century prostitutes- as servants, streetsellers, 
millworkers, (and later) shopgirls, waitresses, and barmaids- she shows 
them to originate from a particularly marginalised sector even w:thin the 
category of working-class women. Prostitutes were largely, as one histor
ian observed, the 'unskilled daughters of the unskilled classes' and, as we 
shall see, this intra-class distinction complicated the responses of 
working-class women and men to the question of prostitution. Thus, 
while their evangelical confederates were content to posit prostitution as 
'symptomatic of the anomic and undisciplined nature of working-class 
life', and while radical working men identified upper-class vice as the 
moral counterpart to the 'exploitative character of class relations under 
industrial capitalism', the LNA's explanation reflected at least a n~scent 
awareness of the effects of the sexual division of labour on prostitution. 
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Finally, as Walkowitz observes, though sensitivity to the political 
economy of prostitution served to weaken the force of the moral discourse 
within the repeal camp, the stress on economic imperatives also tended to 
undermine other aetiologies of a familial or psycho-sexual nature. Atten
tion by the LNA to these factors would have served to affirm the prosti
tute's status as an active and therefore minimally self-determining agent 
within the larger context of materially-imposed constraints. Admitting 
the difficulty of assigning unequivocal motives to women's entry into 
prostitution, Walkowitz issues the corrective: 'Poverty seems to have been 
a principal cause for women's move into prostitution but most women 
were not driven to prostitution from "sheer want," at the point of actual 
starvation ... Difficult circumstances precipitated the move into prosti
tution, but for many that move still constituted a choice among a series of 
unpleasant alternatives' (p 19). 

Where the evangelical characterisation of prostitutes was perhaps 
at its most perceptive was in the social bonds which it identified between 
prostitutes and the labouring poor community. This is an aspect which 
Walkowitz treats at length since it is important to her later calculation of 
the destructive effects of the Contagious Diseases Acts. The issue is 
complex since it throws up questions of both the degree of assumed class 
solidarity between prostitutes and members of the labouring poor com
munity, as well as of an externally-induced alliance existing by virtue of 
the strategies and policies of the local authorities. Moreover, the social 
and economic constraints which prostitutes shared with their poor 
working-class neighbours- and which provid~d the potential basis for a 
concerted resistance movement- were often mitigated by other forms of 
intra-class antagonism. In the final section of the book, Walkowitz 
pursues these possible configurations through her extensive case studies 
of Plymouth and Southampton under the Contagious Diseases Acts. 

It would appear, for example, that prostitutes in these towns were 
accepted by neighbours who either had commercial links with the prosti
tution trade (as publicans, boarding-home keepers, etc), or who had 
themselves adopted illicit survival strategies in hard times. Others, 
however, saw prostitutes as a distinct female sub-group by virtue of their 
'ambiguous relationship to working-class sexual and social norms,' and 
particularly, their lack of inscription in a recognisable family nexus. 
While it is clear that these objections revealed a different investment in 
the 'immorality' of prostitutes from that of the repealers, nonetheless, 
within this more flexible familial and sexual code, certain standards and 
norms were imposed. This said, the system of mutual aid among poor 
women in these towns, and their participation in the public defence of 
apprehended women indicates that ill-feeling was by no means an all
pervasive response. Whatever degree of camaraderie obtained, Walko
witz argues that the eventual effect of the Acts was to further strain the 
relations between prostitutes and members of their community. Since the 
latter enjoyed a very precarious social and economic existence them
selves, and hence were very vulnerable to the increased pressure and 
harassment which police surveillance effected on their own activities, the 
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enforcement of the Acts disrupted what W alkowitz maintains was 
already a 'fragile social equilibrium': 'On the one hand, the acts genera
ted an extensive public resistance movement among the women and their 
community. On the other hand, by forcing prostitutes and their neigh
bours publicly to acknowledge what had been informally tolerated 
marginal behaviour, they may well have forced a stricter definition of 
permissible behaviour, thereby heightening the social isolation of prosti
tutes' (p 201). By the turn of the century, new stigmatising public policy 
measures and police surveillance procedures would complete this trans
formation of prostitutes into a distinct professional and criminal class 
severed.from community ties. 

With these features of the repeal campaign in mind, it is now possible to 
turn to the question which Walkowitz rightly identifies as the most dis
turbing one for feminists: 'Why did male and female repealers, who were 
advocates of personal rights, anti-statist in their political ideology, and 
even knowledgeable of the realities of working-class prostitution, permit 
themselves to be swept up in a movement with such repressive political 
implications?' (p 248). 

The year 1883 saw the suspension of the compulsory examination 
clauses of the Acts and their full repeal in 1886- an achievement which 
in no small measure was due to the pressure brought to bear on the politi
cal and legislative machinery by feminist repealers. But the decade of the 
1880s also saw the increased visibility and strength of social purity cam
paigns, which attracted a considerable number of supporters drawn from 
the ranks of the repeal camp. These social purity crusades rallied on the 
basis of a platform which supported measures specifically designed to 
patrol and suppress 'vice'. The demands of Ellice Hopkins' social purity 
movement seem to have been representative of this new moral offensive. 
These included 'the establishment of preventive homes for friendless girls 
not yet ~'fallen" from virtue, lectures to working-class mothers on how to 
avoid incest and immorality in their overcrowded homes; and ... the 
founding of men's chastity leagues' (p 239). Walkowitz further cites the 
collusion between legislative initiatives and the moral reform strategy of 
social purity campaigns. The Industrial Schools Amendment Act of 
1880, for example, empowered police to remove children from lodgings 
suspected of housing prostitutes and place them in industrial schools such 
as those established by Hopkins. In turn, the Criminal Law Amendment 
Act of 1885 raised the age of consent for girls from thirteen to sixteen, 
outlawed homosexual acts between consenting male adults, and sanc
tioned stricter surveillance and control of areas and venues where 
prostitution may have proliferated. In particular, the concerted police 
crackdown on brothel keeping, procuring and soliciting increased to an 
unprecedented level direct state intervention into the labouring poor 
community. Walkowitz characterises these and similar campaigns as the 
'new prev~ntive thrust of moral reform in the late Victorian period', 
whose aim was ultimately to induce the poor 'to adhere to a more rigid 
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standard of public respectability'. What makes this development some· 
what painful for feminist historiography is the endorsement given by 
feminist repealers, including LNA advocates, to the social purity drive. 
There may be some consolation in knowing that this feminist support was 
short-lived and retracted when the more sinister implications of these 
developments unfolded. Nevertheless, in an early phase, feminist 
repealers were clearly 'seduced', and gave their active support to the cam
paigns for 'vice prevention'. How can this complicity be understood? How 
can Walkowitz account for the political affinity with social purity in the 
light of her earlier claims for a distinctly feminist repeal platform? 

Walkowitz's characterisation of the repeal movement demon
strates its striking, even extreme heterogeneity. The supporters of the 
campaign for the repeal of the Contagious Diseases Acts were by no 
means a homogeneous and unified constituency. Evangelical philanthro
pists, radical working men, liberal non-conformists, feminist activists 
and others forced a political alliance to contest the Acts on the basis of a 
shared dislike of the medical and military establishments, and opposition 
to a centralised state apparatus. This consensus was sufficient to prevent 
ideological differences from becoming politically debilitating, but inter
nal conflicts nonetheless arose and had political effects. For instance, 
while feminists may have supported the constitutionalist discourse of the 
National Association, the LNA also identified a persistent misogynism in 
the liberal rhetoric of its adherents. This surfaced overtly as a disrespect 
for the political authority of an autonomous female repeal organisation. 
The discomfort with middle-class repealers prompted the LNA to seek 
alliances with radical working-men whose recent enfranchisement and 
later demand for an autonomous repeal organisation struck a responsive 
chord with the LNA. This politically opportune alliance with working 
men sharpened the feminist critique of the class-specific character of the 
Acts and their application, but the collaboration was not without its own 
difficulties. While radical working men rightfully branded the Acts as 'a 
class Bill' which functioned specifically to control the movements of 
working-class women, their practical response to this perception was 
often to assume the role of male protectors. Walkowitz observes that the 
LNA did not confront this patriarchalism but lamentably 'encouraged 
working men to assume custodial roles toward their own women' (p 142). 

Similarly, the LNA's reliance on the local efforts of moral reform
ists, yet its inability to convince these same activists to devote equal energy 
to the political objectives of the campaign, clearly dissipated the political 
consciousness of the movement. W alkowitz remarks that in 'most districts 
the rank and file focused on moral and religious objections to the acts 
and were readily susceptible to the counter-attractions of the more 
repressive purity crusades of the 1880s' (p 146). When these crusades 
initially surfaced as public outcries against 'rampant' child prostitution, 
Walkowitz indicates that feminist repealers lent their political weight to 
the campaigns hoping to rekindle enthusiasm for a final repeal drive. Thus 
there is the suggestion that the LNA's 'political opportunism' often pre
vailed at the expense of political acuity. Further, Walkowitz acknowledges 
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that all too often the lines of demarcation between 'regulationists' and 
repealers were not always easy to draw on professed political grounds. 
While facing each other as opponents in the context of the Contagious 
Diseases Acts, Walkowitz concedes that there also existed a 'political and 
social affinity between members of opposing camps. Despite their 
position on regulation, subgroups on both sides undoubtedly shared a 
similar rhetoric of reform and similar perspectives on class, the social 
order, and respectable social behaviour' (p 83). 

However, Walkowitz acknowledges that political opportunism 
and political inconsistency were only contributing factors in a more per
plexing feminist strategy. She concedes that within the discourse of 
feminist repealers, more troubling contradictions were evident. In the 
first instance, though the discourses on sexuality which issued from the 
repeal campaign were able to articulate an astute feminist critique of 
male sexual prerogative, the movement equally elicited a discourse which 
equated any non-heterosexual, non-conjugal form of sexuality with 
licentiousness. And this situation was not simply the result of a politically 
efficacious alliance between feminists and moral reformers expounding 
their respective discourses on sexuality. Within the feminist-inspired 
critique of the sexual double standard, there also existed a prescriptive 
moment which argued for a single code of sexual morality governed by 
sexual restraint. Rather than inciting an alternative discourse on sex
uality in general, or female sexuality in particular, feminist repealers 
stayed within the boundaries of those discourses which invoked the virtues 
of female sexual renunciation. Ironically, feminist repealers elevated to a 
sign of spiritual grace that very attribute of female 'passionlessness'6 

which medical discourses had long been intent on grounding somatically. 
Feminist repealers' continual designation of prostitutes as 'passive 

victims of evil machinations' meant that given the assumption of sexual 
quiescence, prostitutes could never be granted the status of agents of their 
own sexuality but only as the unhappy victims of male 'vice'. Moreover, it 
implied that these 'fallen' women once had a pristine sexuality which 
repealers (via rescue work) could restore to them- even if its future was to 
be a dormant one. The insistence on a rigid adherence to sexual decorum 
also tended to foster throughout the campaign a punitive attitude toward 
unrepentant prostitutes and thus to institute a hierarchical relationship 
between repealers and the political subjects on whose behalf they were 
campaigning. That this position was even advanced by feminist repealers 
in the name of a certain 'mother-right' is even more disturbing. 
Walkowitz notes that the 'defense of motherhood was a political device, 
aimed at subverting and superceding patriarchal authority: it gave 
mothers, not fathers, the right to control sexual access to the daughters' 
(p 117). 

However, it is in the subsequent political effects of this discourse 
that Walkowitz wants to primarily locate the dangers of latent social 
purity tendencies. The feminist discourse on sexuality which informed 
the 1880s campaigns against child prostitution equally assumed a protec
tive posture toward its supposedly defenceless proteges. And, once again, 
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Walkowitz maintains that, as with their 'maternalism' (my term) toward 
prostitutes, beneath the sincere concern for the sexual abuse of children 
registered by feminist advocates of a higher age of consent, there lurked 
an anxiety about a sexuality which might be both wilfully and precocious
ly deployed. The thrust of Walkowitz's 'transition' thesis seems to be that 
whereas the repressive implications of this posture were somewhat mitiga
ted by the LNA's over-riding commitment to legislative repeal, the cripp
ling political effects of such sexual ambivalence became truly manifest 
once the social purity forces gained ascendancy. Having lost control of 
moral reform initiatives which their discourses on sexuality had helped to 
constitute, feminist repealers were forced to witness the implementation 
of measures designed aggressively to patrol the general and sexual com
portment of prostitutes and young working-class girls. 

Walkowitz's thesis is extremely persuasive and an important political 
'lesson' to be adduced is that contemporary feminism must be equally 
wary of the 'politics of repression' which may accompany feminist sexual 
reform campaigns. 7 But this is by no means the singular import of 
Walkowitz's analysis and I would like to pursue its additional significance 
for feminist analysis. 

Despite Walkowitz's important discussion of the equivocal 
character of the feminist critique of the sexual double standard, I think 
perhaps she doesn't carry Foucauldian insights in this domain far 
enough. Reference to the way in which the discursive construction of a 
reticent female sexuality had 'repressive' political effects, especially in the 
social purity years, remains too closely bound to the very 'repressive 
hypothesis 'that Foucault is intent on dislodging. What this character
isation fails to address is how the bid for a hegemonic mode of sexuality 
does not only- or necessarily- function as an inhibiting strategy, but, on 
the contrary, can act as 'an inciting and multiplying mechanism'. Recall 
Foucault's caveat with respect to the form through which power over sex
uality became operative in the nineteenth century: '[this power] acted 
... by multiplication of singular sexualities. It did not set boundaries for 

sexuality; it extended the various forms of sexuality, pursuing them 
according to lines of indefinite penetration.'8 Not only did the forceful 
assertion of a single, legitimate sexuality by feminist repealers collude in 
the production of categories of sexuality- extramarital, homosexual, 
adolescent, etc- which were to be tracked down, exposed, tamed or 
eradicated altogether, but, further, this investigative activity was 
prompted by the conviction that there existed specific forms of sexuality 
whose manifestation might pose threats to public health and public 
order. The incipient equation between illicit sexuality and public dis
order which Walkowitz attributes solely to nineteenth-century sanitary 
movements, was one equally embraced by feminist repealers and social 
puritans. Repealers' reluctance to invoke policing agencies to deal with 
this identified threat indicated their initial disagreement with the means 
to curtail its encroachment- ie, legal intervention vs moral reform- but 
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not the posited equivalence of sexual and public virtue. Hence, I would 
argue that it was not only the appeal to sexual modesty which eventually 
provided common ground between feminist repealers and social purity 
advocates. It was also the participation of feminist repealers in the 
nineteenth-century construction of the terms of a 'dangerous' sexuality 
(or, rather sexualz'tz'es), which implicated them in later policy measures 
for 'vice suppression'. 

What this recognition of the productivity of discourses on sex
uality raises, then, is the extent to which the feminist repeal platform 
became inscribed in competing political discourses of the period. Despite 
the rightful importance which Walkowitz accords this dimension, never
theless, as she herself admits, opposition to the 'patriarchal' character of 
institutions, discourses and practices associated with the Contagious 
Diseases Acts cannot on its own account for the politics which informed 
the feminist repeal campaign. Nor does her gesture to the 'ironies and 
contradictions' which plagued feminist moral reformism satisfactorily 
resolve the political non sequiturs which emerged in the 1880s. I would 
like to briefly examine the question of the feminist repeal opposition to 
state intervention in order to highlight the need for a conceptual frame
work adequate to this set of feminist problematics. 

While feminist repealers had initially mobilised against the Acts 
on the basis of forms of state intervention which they regarded as anti
democratic and fundamentally patriarchal, in the social purity years they 
endorsed both protective legislation and more intensive policing 
measures. Repealers legitimated this support of 'limited state interven
tion' by maintaining that legislation designed to protect children from 
sexual abuse was directed at the suppression of 'crime' and not 'vice'. 
They pointed out that since this form of prostitution was no longer of an 
individual nature, but had become an organised, third-party event, the 
question of the defence of individual rights against state persecution no 
longer obtained. Finally, and in so far as children were not on the same 
plane of equality as adult men and women, special measures were said to 
be not necessarily discriminatory. These expressed qualifications force 
the. reader to reflect on the status of W alkowitz's earlier descriptions of 
feminist objections to state intervention and 'policing'. I would suggest 
that this is a dimension of her analysis which Walkowitz does not 
adequately resolve. 

In her account, feminist repealers had voiced objections to the 
form of state intervention represented by the Acts because 1. it ratified a 
sexual double standard; 2. it assumed responsibility for an individual
moral issue; and 3. the public health measures it sanctioned were un
acceptable. What is unclear on these last two grounds is whether feminist 
repealers would have endorsed any form of state intervention at all in 
public health matters. We are. told that many feminist repealers had pre
viously been involved in public health policy agitation- for example, 
anti-vivisection and anti-vaccination movements- and that many had 
objected to the medical clauses of the Poor Law, Common Lodging 
House Act, Vagrancy statutes, etc. But we are not told the specific grounds 
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for this opposition nor whether it represented a coherent feminist 
platform against state intervention in public health and sanitary matters. 
(This lapse is particularly worrying in light of Walkowitz's assertions else
where that many repealers (feminists included?) believed venereal disease 
was just and divine punishment for the engagement in vice.) But, more 
generally, a crucial question remains: apart from their powerful critique 
of the gender-specific application of the Acts, what informed feminist 
repealers' critique of this and other forms of state intervention? The later 
collusion with social purity legislative initiatives confirms that feminist 
repealers were not opposed to state intervention or police practices in any 
absolute sense and, indeed, found grounds for their legitimation. What 
they did contest was the proposition that long-term ameliorative 
strategies in the domains of sexuality, health, public order, etc, could be 
effected primarily through forms of state regulation. Their resentment 
thus seems to have been directed at (what they perceived to be) a central
ised state attempting to cast its net over a wider field of social domains 
and activities. Perhaps the temporary appeal which the social purity 
movement held for feminist repealers can also be found in its proposals to 
institute preventive programmes which, in their envisaged social conse
quences, would render both state intervention and moral reform cam
paigns redundant. These promises would certainly have resonated with 
the 'domestic ideology' to which feminist repealers adhered, since it 
articulated similar intentions to reclaim contested social ground from the 
grip of state control. 

If this is a plausible interpretation of the political motives for an 
(albeit ill-fated) collaboration between social purity and feminist 
repealers, then we might ask whether the state directives and actions 
association with the Contagious Diseases Acts can be posited as the uni
lateral means through which the regulation of the sexual was effected. 
Walkowitz tends to make this assumption insofar as her analysis purports 
to elaborate the mechanisms by which 'extra-marital sex became a 
matter of state policy, a matter of vital national importance' (p 4). We 
might say that Walkowitz sees the Acts as an instance of what Foucault 
calls a 'bio-politics of the population', ie, a social regime which intervenes 
at multiple points to ensure the 'discipline' of both the individual and 
social body. 9 However, if this conceptual framework acknowledges that 
ensuing 'technologies of power' are not simply state-orchestrated, but 
include all those strategies through which 'the fact of living' is 
administered, might it be the case that Walkowitz, despite her invocation 
of 'technologies of power', remains once again too closely tied in her 
analysis of the state to a 'repressive model' of power relations? This 
suspicion is partly confirmed by her statement that although feminist 
repealers attempted 'to set the standards of sexual conduct, they did not 
control the instruments of state that would ultimately enforce these 
norms' (p 7). 

By way of a conclusion, I would like to recast the moral reform 
ambitions of feminist repealers- and their own practice with respect to 
'extra-marital sex'- in a somewhat different perspective than the one 
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offered by Walkowitz. Consider the example of rescue work. On the one 
hand_, W alkowitz identifies the progressive moment of rescue work in the 
impetus it gave women 'to carve out a special place for themselves in 
public life' (p 131). On the other hand, she cites the LNA'sown proud 
admission that this particular reform effort laid the groundwork for the 
later social purity drives. What, then, is the status of rescue work vis·ii-vis 
other 'political technologies' which sought to inscribe extramarital sex 
within a socially-administered nexus? 

,, To pursue this question, we might be compelled to examine 
whether this particular female philanthropic enterprise was not itself a 
representative instance of what J acques Donzelot has characterised as the 
larger 'social economy' of nineteenth -century philanthropy. 10 In this 
view, rescue work would be seen as neither innocent nor negligible in its 
effects but, rather, as a specific form of intervention in the organisation 
of the 'social'. 11 Donzelot argues that: 'Philanthropy ... is not to be 
understood as a naively apolitical term signifying a private intervention 
in the sphere of so-called social problems, but must be considered as a 
deliberately depoliticising strategy for establishing public services and 
facilities at a sensitive point midway between private initiative and the 
state.' 12 Donzelot further maintains that in the guise of dispensing 
material aid and 'advice', philanthropy was also implicated in the execu
tion of a 'familialist strategy' which functioned to depoliticise poor 
working-class communities, at the same time that it effected an increas
ing insinuation of non-familial agencies into the family nexus. 

A full elaboration ofDonzelot's argument concerning the 'decisive 
alliance between promotional feminism and moralising philanthropy' in 
the nineteenth century cannot be pursued here. Nor would I want to 
advocate its uncritical appropriation by feminists. But it is worth con
sidering whether the rescue work among prostitutes which featured 
prominently in the repeal campaign functioned in its reclamation efforts 
not as an adversary of- or alternative to- forms of 'patriarachal' state 
intervention, but as a specific 'political technology' in its own right. 
Walkowitz's own observations about the premises which allowed even 
progressive repealers to endorse the 'necessity' of rescue work would seem 
to sustain this possibility. She notes that even lurking beneath the repeal 
orientation of the more politically motivated repealers, there was the 
expectation that, once freed from the statist restraints on their trade 
imposed by the Contagious Diseases Acts, prostitutes would be morally 
compelled to seek alternative occupations as well. At no point would 
repealers have been content with a political victory .alone. Whatever 
degree of toleration prostitutes could expect in the short term, in the long 
run the condition of the repealers' support for their cause was that the 
sexuality of these women (and by implication that of the labouring poor 
community from whence they came) be differently deployed. Moreover, 
it was the basic proposition of the rescue work initiative that this 'conver
sion' would be achieved by convincing prostitutes of the moral and 
material benefits that a domesticated life would yield. I wciuld have no 
dispute with Walkowitz's claim that the 1880s 'coincided with a new 
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interventionist approach to working-class culture' (pp 250-251). How
ever, I would suggest that feminist repealers were equally implicated in 
this new political offensive to the extent that they endorsed and partici
pated in attempts to regulate extramarital sex via the imposition of a 
particular regime of domestidty. 

This perspective might provide an additional basis for under
standing feminist support for social-purity-initiated measures such as the 
Criminal Law Amendment Act. Walkowitz notes that the outrage dis
played by feminist repealers was in large degree over a pootly patrolled 
and hence potentially exploitable (or even deployable) adolescent, 
female sexuality. Thus the demands for legislative protection of children 
went hand in hand with accusations of incompetent parenting practices 
in poor working-class households. Both social purity converts and femin
ist repealers concurred that what was being defended was the sanctity of 
childhood itself. As far as moral reformers ('respectable' working class 
reformers included) were concerned, poor working class parents daily 
violated this revered innocence in their casual disinterest in the early 
sexual experimentation of neighbourhood children, in their own lack of 
sexual discretion in overcrowded households, and in the early financial 
independence they demanded of their offspring. These leniencies were 
an affront to middle-class reformers who, throughout the nineteenth 
century, had cultivated completely opposed notions of 'childhood' and 
'adolescence'. Intent on increasing the safeguards enjoyed by this be
leaguered, youthful community, they found the laxity of poor working 
class parents at cross purposes with their own agitation for weightier and 
more numerous constrictions. Thus the appeal to legislation might 
additionally be seen as a move to legitimate a particular construction of 
childhood and to justify a variety of forms of social intervention (includ
ing the philanthropic) when this representation was overtly threatened. 13 

These remarks are tentative and I see them as extending and 
modifying observations already forwarded by Walkowitz. However, I 
would propose that this perspective on 'the social' does demand of femin
ism new forms of political self-reflection and this is the contemporary 
relevance ofWalkowitz's historical analysis. 

Notes 

1 Judith Walkowitz Prostitution and Victorian Society, Women, Class and the 
State Cambridge University Press New York 1980. Page references to this book 
appear in parentheses within the text. 

2 Cf 'The Politics of Prostitution' Signs, vol 6 no 1 1980. 
3 Following Foucault, Walkowitz describes Lock Wards or Hospitals as a spec

ific 'structure of confinement' which performed a variety of social functions 
beyond the medical relief of the poor, including those of a charitable, educa· 
tional, professional and finally disciplinary nature (p 59). 

4 This 'separate sphere ideology' is succinctly expressed by leading feminist 



Prostitution and Victorian Soc~·ety, Women, Class and the State 77 

reformer Josephine Butler in her introduction to a collection, Woman's Work 
and Woman's Culture (London 1869) !'fhed~siredend will ... be advanced by 
the extension beyond our homes M. the home influence' p xxxvi. 

5 Butler was particularly concerned with the issue of increased police surveill· 
ance and during the course of the campaign had written a treatise called 
Government by Police (London 1888). This aimed to alert 'the public to the 
dangers of a centralised police system under the direct control of the Executive 
'Government.' Argued from ·a position consistent with the liberal partisans of 
political individualism, Butler's broadside is nonetheless of considerable con
. temporary interest. Consider the following': ' , .. by multiplication of laws you 
necessarily multiply offences, though those offences may be only of a technical 
kind and .. , you necessarily multiply also the agents whose duty it is to see that 
these laws are obeyed and to bring up for punishment those who infringe them' 
p 56. Butler applied this observation to the Contagious Diseases Acts which she 
argued effected an 'artificial expansion of a criminal class' through their 
definition of the prostitute's infraction. The prostitute's 'crime', she noted, 
was not the engagement in 'vice' but an infringement of the police regulations 
regarding 'vice', ie, their evasion ofthe compulsory ex~mination. 

6 For an elaboration of this concept cf Nancy F Cott 'Passionlessness: An Inter
pretation of Victorian Sexual Ideology, 1790-1851' Signs 4 1979. 

7 This is Barbara Taylor's word of warning in concluding her review of 
Walkowitz in New Statesman January 23 1981. 

8 Michel Foucault The History of Sexuality, Volume I: An Introduction p 47 
Pantheon Books New York 1978. 

9 Ibid. 
10 Jacques Donzelot The Policing of Families Pantheon New York 1979. 

1 11 Dopzelot invokes the notion of 'the social' in a very specific sense, .ie, to desig
nate that 'hybrid' domain where publicly and privately-initiated polities are 
deployed. 

12 Ibid p 55. 
13 These propositions concerning childhood arid adolescence form the basis of an 

excellent article by Deborah Gorham, 'The "Maiden Tribute of Modem 
· Babylon" Re-examined: Child Prostitution and the Idea of Childhood in Late

Victorian England' Victorian Studies 21 Spring 1978. Gorham argues with 
respect to female advocates of the 1885 age-of-consent legislation that 
[w]hereas their own daughters were.,, both protected and controlled, in the 
eyes of the reformers poor girls of the same age experienced neither the 
benefits of protection nor the constrictions of control' p 374. 

I would like to thank John Keane for his helpful comments. 
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Reviews 

Discussion of Paul Hirst and PennyWoolley Social Relations 
and Human Attributes Tavistock 1982 

Feminist theory has in the last few years forged many lines of challenge to 
and debate with established theories and arguments in the academy. One 
recurrent feature is the issue of 'interdisciplinarity', the necessity for femi
nist theory to treat, within the confines of a single enquiry, with questions 
and concepts traditionally kept separated by the classification system of 
contemporary knowledge. Nowhere is this more true than with the com
peting domains and claims of biology, psychology and sociology. But 
here it is also especially vexed. The desire to recover for politics and to 
produce a positive theory of personal or psychic relations, including their 
biological elements, finds only an arid desert in the arguments of 
academic psychology which, when it talks about sexual differences at all, 
reasons in terms which naturalise, essentialise and thereby justify existing 
sexual divisions in society. These positions, like allied ones 'in biology, 
have been vigorously contested and the weapons in that contestation for 
feminists have been largely the arguments of left sociology. There is 
nothing wrong with that, given the way in which the debate was set up. 
But imperceptibly, the terms in which this appositional argument is con. 
ducted have become the terms in which positive statements concerning 
psychic relations are also made and in spite of itself feminist theory has 
become prey to forms of sociological imperialism. The concern with 
breaking up traditional discipline boundaries is sidestepped by dissolving 
all phenomena in the solution of social constructionism. Psychoanalytic 
theory represents a continuing challenge to the colonisation of the psyche 
by social structure and yet there is a constant call for its concepts to be his
toricised or made coterminous with some concept of culture, a call that is 
propelled by the threat of the .theoretical essentialising of sexual 
divisions. 

Social Relations and Human Attributes sets out to break such 
deadlocks, not through an analysis of sexual difference and division as 
such but in a way that surely has relevance for such analysis. An initial 
series of specific discussions demonstrating the limitations of such con
ceptual divides as that between· nature and culture is followed by a 
detailed examination of arguments on two issues- the concept of person, 
explored mainly through debates about madness, and the concept of 
rationality, particularly as it figures and is given substance in explanations 
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of witchcraft. At one level, the arguments are iconoclastically relativist 
since they seek to demonstrate the historical and cultural specificity of 
such seemingly tautological statements as 'people are persons' and 'reason 
is rational'. However, evidence of the socially relative nature of such 
notions as personality and rationality, as well as other more specific 
human attributes, is not held to have the conceptual or practical conse
quences which most forms of relativism assume. It is not, for example, 
proof of the infinite malleability or programmability of human beings. 
In the first place, our evolutionary heritage has to be taken seriously not 
as first cause of psychic and social phenomena but as placing certain con
ditions and limitations on these. That 'language is a social fact' is not so 
much disputed as rendered rather partial. Again, technology is argued to 
have a huge impact on human faculties such as memory without being 
elevated to the status of a teleological and determining principle of his
tory. The relativistically informed assertion of the infinite malleability of 
humans is contested more strongly in another way. Such positions 
commonly assume that since consciousness is structured by the 'internal
isation' of such ephemerals as norms and values or ideology it must be 
fairly fluid and responsive to changes in patterns of belief or, for 
Marxism, in the mode of production of material life. Paul Hirst and 
Penny Woolley seek to show that social categories organise conduct and 
consciousness in a fashion much deeper than can be captured by refer
ence to such concepts as social order, social control or ideology. A further 
theme here is the rejection of the view that sets of social relations produce 
'typical mentalities'. 

The psychic necessity of patterns of belief and forms of conduct is 
brought out most dramatically in respect to psychopathology and sexual 
de-sire where conventional sociological reasoning is convincingly shown to 
have failed to account for the tenacity and intractability of certain types 
of psychic state and relation. It is argued that this is because of its 
adherence to entrenched conceptual divisions such as the material versus 
the ideal and its conviction that subjective states run in parallel with and 
as effects of social conditions. Especially in relation to sexuality, psycho
analytic arguments (of a Freudian and not a Lacanian character) are 
extensively discussed. But here there is a collision between the two aims of 
refuting psychological essentialism and taking seriously the existence of 
specifically psychic structures. It is acknowledged that psychoanalytic 
and cultural anthropological arguments are quite incompatible and the 
discussion ends simply with a call that this incompatibility lead not to 
sterile either/or disputes but that it be made 'productive'. Just what this 
productivity might consist in is not elaborated yet the issue seems to me to 
condense the chief lines of conceptualisation at least in the section of the 
book concerned with personality and madness. 

Many of the arguments advanced by Hirst and Woolley are made 
possible because of their rejection of the cardinal sociological assumption 
that societies are coherent and integrated totalities answering to one or a 
few governing principles. What is not really elaborated, although it is 
implied, is the extent to which the cardinal psychological assumption of 
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the 'individual' as an integrated whole could also be analytically 
challenged, rather more than happens in Freudian theory, and in a way 
that would allow the sorts of questions raised in the book to be more 
extensively followed through. 

As I said earlier, Social Relations and Human Attributes is not 
explicitly addressed to matters of sexual difference and division. Indeed, 
feminists should be warned that on the margins of the main arguments 
are comments and styles of writing that display a blithe neglect of femi· 
nism. Exasperating as these are, the central question seems to me to be 
whether the major theses of the book would be importantly altered by the 
inclusion of considerations of gender. On balance, I think not. Firstly, it 
would be contrary to the entire project to expect concepts such as patri· 
archy to be organising principles of analysis for the contention is that 
'societies', not taking the form oftotalities, cannot be theorised through 
the assumption of such governing principles. Secondly, the book concen
trates for the most part on forms of social relations and their implications 
for human attributes at a level which stops short of their distribution in 
terms of gender, although it would not preclude consideration of this by 
others. To say this is on the one hand to endorse the feasibility of certain 
social analyses not being attentive to sexual difference but on the other to 
point out that it is partly the selection of topics which makes this possible 
for the book as a whole. For instance, to have considered sexual differ
ences and divisions in relation to madness, personality or language would 
have supplemented the analyses that are conducted but it would not have 
fundamentally altered them. This is not so clear where the authors reject 
explanations of witchcraft which reduce the witch persecutions of the fif
teenth and sixteenth centuries to the operation of patriarchy but give an 
account of why most of those designated witches were women which 
seems highly simplistic. It is therefore difficult to assess whether a more 
subtle approach to this problem would have had fundamental effects on 
the analysis of witchcraft more generally. 

Finally, there is the question of what is omitted. In the preface to 
the book, it is stated that the initial intention was to have a section on 
childcare, motherhood and the family. Had this been included then the 
issues of the organisation of social relations in terms of sex would have had 
to be extensively discussed as would the question of the sexual differen
tiation of human qualities. Having argued against the view that societies 
are structured by fixed and unitary social divisions it is surely important 
to show how institutional arrangements, patterns of belief and forms of 
conduct include in their organisation certain category demarcations and 
elaborations with quite massive implications for different social groups. 
This is of course discussed, and in very illuminating ways, in respect to 
madness and witchcraft. But by omitting the section on motherhood and 
the family the question is avoided of how a much broader and more com
plex set of differentiations- those revolving around gender- is to be re
covered for analysis in a non-reductive fashion. Nonetheless, the book is 
relevant to feminist theory since our concern with psychical as well as 
social relations makes it particularly important that we resist forms of 
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sociological imperialism while not lapsing into the arguments of psycho
logistic humanism. Hirst and Wooley certainly treat of such questions in 
extended and novel ways. 

Diana Adlam 

The Pleasures of Motherhood 

Discussion of Elisabeth Badinter The Myth of 
Motherhood: An Historical View of the Maternal Instinct 
trans Roger DeGaris Souvenir Press 1981 

If Elisabeth Badinter's book has a significance it is not on account of the 
originality or rigour of its analysis, for it recounts a tale familiar in its 
themes and outlines, and does so in a manner which is far from unprob
lematic. It is rather because we can register in respect to it two shifts in the 
way in which intellectual arguments are deployed within feminist 
politics. Firstly, a turn towards history as a means of disrupting the 
apparent givenness of the present and hence posing the possibility of its 
transformation. Secondly, a focusing of analysis upon the construction of 
the space of personal existence, in particular the organisation of the 
emotions within familial and sexual relations. Thus a number _of .ques
tions are posed: to what extent are our personal lives and feelings histori
cally constructed; to what extent was this construction the outcome of 
interventions which sought to instrumentalise our private lives for politi
cal functions; to what extent might a feminist politics itself effect trans· 
formations in this domain, and what form of analysis might inform such a 
politics? Badinter's book operates on this terrain, but I will argue that the 
ways in which it sets up these questions, and hence the sort of answers it 
implies, are not particularly helpful. 

We are familiar from the works of Flandrin, Stone, Shorter, Don
zelot and others with various versions of the story of the formation of the 
modern domesticated nuclear family around the mother-child couple.* 
Badinter goes along with the general form of this story, stressing the role 
played by medical and educative propaganda in constructing a set of 
norms for the proper mother based upon a conception of what is needed 
to produce a proper child. She documents a shift from a stress upon 
predominantly physical and hygienic questions, through pedagogic 

*J L Flandrin Families in Former Times trans Cambridge University Press 1979 
L Stone The Family, Sex and Marriage in England 1580-1800 Pelican 1979 
E Shorter The Making of the Modern Family Fontana 1977 
J Donzelot The Policing of Families (1977) trans Hutchinson 1980 
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concerns to the modern focus on psychological and interactional require
ments. And she traces a path in which the argumentsof'experts', from an 
initial heterogeneity, came to centre upon the need for a continuous and 
intimate relationship between the female parent and the child. Whether 
the arguments were pedagogic ones, which Badinter considers to have 
been derived from Rousseau, or 'medical' ones, which she traces to 
Freud, the relationship between mother and child was doubly natural
ised. First because it is is a natural need of the child to be mothered. And 
second, bee; a use it is a desire of the natural woman to mother. Thus forms 
the modern 'myth of motherhood', a set of norms which allow discrepan
cies to be marked as pathologies and condemned as such. 

The political thrust of Badinter's thesis depends upon the way in 
which she deploys an historical argument to contest the naturalness of 
motherhood to women, the so-called 'maternal instinct'. She begins her 
book with an account of the indifference shown by male and female 
parents to their children before 1760, using evidence as to wet nursing, 
abandonment, swaddling, lack of concern on the death of a child and so 
forth. Badinter argues that conventional histories ofthe family see the in
difference of mothers in this period as a sort of self-protection- an 
emotional armour donned over their natural affection for their children 
to protect them against the risks of the death of their loved ones. She sees 
the radicality of her analysis in its reversal of this interpretation. It is not 
maternal love which is an historical constant, to be expressed or sup
pressed as circumstances dictate, but the opposite. For the lack of mothers' 
affection for their children before 1760 is interpreted as demonstrating 
that women naturally care little about their children. 'Before 1760' thus 
functions as a zero point against which the notion of a mother's instinctual 
love for her child can be measured and rejected. Far from being instinc
tual, Badinter argues, mother love is an ideology which has been imposed 
upon women. And for two centuries the majority of women have born 
their forced love under a suffering reduced tci silence, coerced by the guilt 
induced by any failure to obey the imprecations of maternity. 

But where it has been possible, women have resisted the blandish
ments of the ideologues. From the precieuses and femmes savantes of the 
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, who chose asceticism, or society, or 
literacy as against the role of wife and mother, a continuous line may be 
traced to the present. This is what we are supposed to make of the figures 
which-Badiriter quotes from surveys undertaken by F Magazine and Cos
mopolitan which show that almost half the women questioned are, in vari
ous ways, less than totally happy with the role of mother; the many who, 
when they are.allowed to be honest, admit that motherhood is a burden, 
drudgery, a state not of fulfillment but of its absence. It is, Badinter 
-argues, a-sign of our progress that women, strengthened by the Women's 
Movement, can speak out against the accumulated weight of maternal 
ideology and give voice to their truth- motherhood is not the essential 
destiny of women, mothers do not spontaneously love their children. 

Badinter's is an account which has, no doubt, a political function
ality and an.historical truth value. But it is also true that, for feminists 
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today, the questions it elides are more important and more difficult. 
Let us start from the way in which Badinter selects and analyses 

the texts which make up the object of her study. One learns little of the 
intellectual and social conditions for the formation of the arguments 
which they contain, little of the political conditions in which they 
operated or the forces which deployed them. And there is still less discus
sion of the agencies and institutional sites within which they functioned, 
the interventions into familial and personal life they made possible, the 
social and psychical consequences which followed. These omissions are 
not, of course, accidental. For Badinter, these texts are ideological
false ideas about women which have a social function (though the latter is 
assumed rather than discussed). Once their falsity has been demonstrated 
and their function exposed the critique of ideology has been accom
plished. Unfortunately, the analysis of the heterogenous surface, prac
tices and conditions which have formed the beliefs, values, feelings and 
conducts which make up 'motherhood' has not even begun. And hence 
nor has an analysis which could support a politics of transformation of 
motherhood. 

If a shift is occurring in our political rationality- away from 
'theory' and towards 'history'- we should try to be clear what we want this 
for. An analysis which reveals, from the perspective of present civilization 
and its discontents, the heterogenous planes and aleatory conditions 
which made our modernity possible- such a 'history' has a political func
tion. For if we can hold the elements of our present in their proper disper
sion, and thus pose the question of the mechanisms and relations which 
connect them, we may gain a knowledge of this field which can function 
in a strategy for its transformation. But an analysis which recreates in 
historical form the totalised and unitary dogmatics which characterised 
theories of capitalism and patriarchy, which merely historicises the 
unmaskings and denunciations of ideology, which merely replaces a 
functional with an historical necessity- such a utilisation of 'history' is no 
advance at all. 

This problem may be illustrated by Badinter's treatment of 
motherhood. The phenomenon of motherhood is treated in this text as 
unitary and coherent- it is that which was originally absent and which a 
set of specious arguments shared and elaborated by writers, administra
tors, pedagogues and doctors imposed upon women. But the elements of 
motherhood have no such unity of historical origin or social function. 
Motherhood integrates not only certain procreational and interactional 
processes, not only links sex with both love and children but also is a site of 
pedagogy and socialisation, exists in a system of transmission of property 
and status, is a locus oflegal rights and obligations, is a unit to which state 
benefits are disbursed and which carries fiscal implications, plays a key 
part in the organisation of consumption and cohabitation, is the point of 
mediation of medical and hygienic norms to homes and males via chil
dren, is a domain colonised by a range of social agents and practices
doctors, health visitors, social workers, educational psychologists and so 
forth. Motherhood is neither an institution nor a role- it is a functioning 
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mechanism of social regulation, administration and government. 
Motherhood is certainly 'over-regulated' (in the sense of 'overdeter
mined') but the practices in which it has been constituted and the forms 
of its regulation have no unity of origin, determination or effect. 

This is not merely an intellectual celebration of the virtues of 
variety and the vices of unity, for the point has important political impli
cations. To regard motherhood as the realisation of a single political 
discourse or strategy is to imply something about the possible success of a 
contestation similarly unified. But one must stress that to demonstrate 
that something is socially constructed and historically variable is not to 
show that it may readily be transformed by conscious political action. For 
if the conditions within which motherhood has been formed are dispersed,, 
contingent, often the result of practices whose objectives have not been to 
do with motherhood at all, then perhaps one must recognise that a trans
formation of motherhood is not so easily programmable. 

And more so perhaps once one recognises that mother love is not 
an illusion merely foisted on women- it is an operative social and psych
ical reality. For motherhood is not only a site of drudgery, obligation, 
frustration and sorrow' it is also the focus of pleasures, wishes and desires. 
It is Badinter's unwillingness to recognise this that marks a further limit 
to her analytic radicality and political utility. Nowhere is this more 
evident than in her references to something which appears as the reality 
upon which motherhood was imposed. Surely, to pose the question of 
what women, left to choose, want or do not want- the way in which 
Badinter grounds her contestation of the instinctual nature of mother 
love- is to operate on exactly the terrain of the enemy. Women, left to 
themselves, do not want or not want anything. Neither love for, nor indif
ference towards, children is the truth of women- one must seek equally 
the conditions under which each becomes possible. 

But to seek these conditions and the mechan\~ms of their opera
tion raises a problem for a feminist analysis. For if motherhood operates, 
it does so through the construction of a set of desires as much as through 
the deleterious imposition of obligations. To say, on the basis of survey 
evidence, that some women do not want to be mothers is to say nothing of 
those who do (as if, in any event, wanting or not wanting in this matter 
were opposites rather than mutually implicated). To get out of this by 
quoting with approval F Magazine's conclusion that motherhood is a gift 
rather than an instinct, and so those women not so gifted should be left in 
peace, is to miss precisely the point at issue. 

If the pleasures of motherhood existed only in the false doctrines 
of an ideology, or were merely the overgeneralisations of the 'gifts' of a 
few, then the tasks and objects of a feminist politics would be straight
forward. But if maternal feelings and the behaviours to which they ate 
linked are norms in our society, they are so precisely because they operate 
at a psychic as well as a social level. This is not to say that human psychic 
organisation is infinitely malleableand merely answers to the exigencies 
of social requirements. But it is to say that motherhood operates through 
definite psychical mechanisms and depends upon a domain of psychic 
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organisation which, whilst not reducible to its social conditions, is formed 
within them. Social relations always depend upon the organisation of 
psychical processes which have no given form. Thus no naturalness exists 
to which we can return, or from which we can mount our political crit
ique; there is no liberation to which we can aspire. Desire for children, 
desire against them- these are in this sense strictly congruent. The 
important questions concern the mech~misms of construction of desires, 
implicated as these are in a space at once social and psychical. The 
complexities for feminist politics are considerable once one recognises the 
difficulties of grounding its objectives in what it is that women want. 

Perhaps, rather than regarding the 'maternal instinct' as an ideo
logical and oppressive myth, it would be more useful to investigate it in 
terms of the functioning of social regulation in advanced liberal democ
racies through the register of desires and the instrumentalisation of pleas
ures. Must it always be anti-feminist to pose the question of the pleasures 
of mothering and feminist to rehearse its familiar sorrows? 

Nikolas Rose 



Discussion 

Letter from Michele Barrett and Rosalind Coward 

D.ear m/f,. 
We write in response to your editorial in m/f5 & 6, where we read 

that 'm/fhas been accused of denying the existence of concrete men arid 
women, or worse, of claiming that they are made not of concrete but of 
w.ords.' You counter this accusation by stating l. that you have never 
denied the existence of concrete individuals; 2. that the notion of the 
individual woman or man is not useful in analysing sexual differences; 
and 3. that the categories of femininity and masculinity have effects even 
though they have no clear unity of content or reference. Your remarks 
imply that the critic to whom you allude has misunderstood your position 
on l., disagrees with you about 2., and is unaware of your arguments on 
3. 

We suspect that you have misplaced and misrepresented the 
difference between yourselves and your critic. We have an axe to grind 
here, since it has been suggested to each of us that your remarks were 
provoked by our published criticisms of your position. 1 Obviously we 
cannot know whether or not this is the case. For the record, let us state 
that we agree with what you say about l. and 2. We too do not find the 
notion of an individual woman or man very useful in thinking about 
gender divisions and relations between women and men. Where we 
disagree, and we insist that this is a disputed point on which we are 
familiar with your arguments, is on the significance of the general 
categories referred to in 3. 

We have argued that the general categories of women and men 
are socially and historically constructed, rather than naturally given, but 
that they nevertheless exist as concrete collectivities. We have argued that 
although femininity and masculinity are heterogeneously constructed in 
dlfferent discourses and practices they nevertheless- such is the 
significance of anatomical distinction in our culture- form general 
categories in which biological females and males recognise themselves. 
We would add that the slippage in your editorial from the categories of 
women and men to those of femininity and masculinity wilfully occludes 
the different status of these two sets of categories. 

Femininity and masculinity are seen by virtually all feminists not 
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as essential or universal but as social, cultural, discursive or ideological 
categories and hence you set up an imaginary interlocutor when you re
iterate that they haven~ clear unity of content or reference. What is at 
stake here is a difference of emphasis, albeit an important one for 
feminism. You stress the disparate and heterogeneous character of these 
categories while other feminists draw attention to systematic, and 
systematically oppressive, dimensions of their present meaning. 

The real dispute between us and yourselves is over the status of the 
categories of women and men. Our reading of m!f takes your project to 
be one of problematising and deconstructing these categories. A dis
tance, signalled by the inevitable quotation marks, separates you from 
these concrete collectivities. Your emphasis lies repeatedly on a polemical 
challenge to the coherence and unity of the categories of women and 
men- and it is this that we have disputed in our criticisms of the 
theoretical and political basis of your work. We believe that you have 
mistakenly extended your challenge to the explanatory pretensions of 
these categories to a denial of their existence as categories at all. We have 
argued that they do exist and, indeed, the women's movement is 
predicated on their operation. In spite of being differently constructed in 
a wide range of practices and discourses we can and do recognise 
ourselves as women in a collective entity. Women may come to the 
women's movement through different experiences- of job 
discrimination, sexual violence, difficulties over childcare for example. 
But the women's liberation movement could only operate if it is 
recognised that cutting across these different experiences there is a level 
of structural and general division between women and men. It is on the 
basis of the operation of the general categories of women and men in this 
society that the women's movement seeks to develop a sense of collectivity 
and a strategy for change. 

The allusive comments in your editorial fail to address these 
issues. Furthermore, they represent an argued disagreement as mere 
ignorance and misunderstanding. This is no trivial dispute, since what is 
at stake is the category on whose existence the women's movement 
necessarily depends, and we find it extraordinary that a feminist journal 
should refuse or evade engagement on this fundamental question. 

We write with some reluctance on this matter, since you may reply 
that you had some other critic in mind at the time of writing. If so, we 
would be interested to read exactly what was said and for this a mundane 
reference is more useful than a partisan gloss. We believe that anonymity 
in such cases can lead to caricature of positions and a profoundly 
undemocratic mode of debate. Mark Cousins, for example, alludes to 
'certain discussion of women and the "value" of their labour power'2• The 
cognoscenti no doubt inferred that he had in mind Veronica Beechey's 
articl~ on this question, 3 b~t the cards are stacked against anyone 
replying to his arguments or getting acquainted with the debate if they 
are not already familiar with it. We do not call for an elaborate scholarly 
apparatus, merely for the conventional courtesies that enable readers to 
make up their own minds on t!ontentious questions. A policy of 
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anonymity ca~not disguise the conflict that your arguments have already 
en~endered- It merely suppresses open debate and turns the journal into 
an Intellectual roman a clef 
Yours 

Michele Barrett and Rosalind Coward 

Michele Barrett Womens Oppression Today Verso London 1980; Rosalind 
Coward 'Socialism, Feminism and Socialist Feminism' published in Gay Left, 
10.' 198? and reprinted in No Turning Back: Writings fr.om the Women's 
Lzberatzon Movement 1975-1980 The Women's Press London 1981. 

2 Mark Cousins 'Material Arguments and Feminism' mlf no 2 1978. 
3 Veronica Beechey 'Some Notes on Female Wage Labour in Capitalist 

Production' Capital and Class no 3 1977. 

Response from the editors 

Wewould like to make it clear that the editorial in the last issue of mlj(no 
5 & 6) was not intended as an attack, disguised or otherwise, on any 
particular 'critic', but simply as an attempt to answer what we saw as a 
widespread misreading of certain arguments put forward in m/f. Our 
concern was to clarify such arguments and areas of disagreement rather 
than to score points against opponents, on the assumption that 'open 
debate' is about engaging with arguments, not necessarily about naming 
persons. 

We are happy to have Michele Barrett and Rosalind Coward 
present their disagreements with our editorial. Readers will of course 
make up their own minds about the disputed points, but we would like to 
comment on this dispute and, in particular, to clarify what we take to be 
at stake in the notion of 'concrete collectivities'. Why are 'concrete collec
tivities' held to be fundamental to the Women's Movement? How is their 
disputed existence bound up with the charge that the kinds of arguments 
advanced in m!J are inimical to the Movement? 

The problem identified is this: first, if one indicates that not all 
instances of sexual difference are necessarily moments of oppression, how 
can one produce any account of a specific oppression of women? Second, 
if one emphasises the heterogeneity of ways in' which sexual difference is 
produced and has effects, as m/fhas done, then how can one speak of a 
movement of women? 

How does the notion of concrete collectivities solve these 
problems? The authors of the letter do not in fact give much of an 
account of this notion. Commonsensically it would seem to mean simply 
that the concrete individuals who make up the concrete collectivity have 
something in common, which in this case is a female anatomy. A 
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collection of such individuals can be specified but surely if the term is to 
be anything more than an appeal to an anatomical or biological given, 
then it must be shown how such an entity was socially produced and 
produced as a unity. One would thus expect the authors to show how the 
operation of what are stated to be diverse social practices all worked in an 
overdetermined way to produced just that one group and each member of 
it in a homogeneous way. For feminism they would also have to show that 
such an effect would be a uniform identity of oppression and its sign. But 
this is not shown in the letter. 

To take up the question of a feminist politics- the Women's 
Movement asserts itself as an autonomous movement of women in the 
face of the obvious differences between women. The Movement is 
constituted in a particular conjuncture and involves specific struggles by 
groups concerned with, for example, abortion, divorce, unequal pay, 
rape, etc. It is a political movement which, like all political movements, 
creates its unity as and where it can, as part of its political existence. The 
Women's Movement does not depend for its origin or legitimation- or its 
political unity- on some pre-existing unity defined elsewhere. Indeed, 
the authors of the letter appear at one point to recognise the need to 
construct political unity, when they write of 'develop(ing) a sense of 
collectivity'. We do not want to pose unity as some ideal to which the 
Women's Movement would have to measure up in order to exist. Rather 
our approach has been to concentrate on definite practices and the 
different ways in which they produce a problematic construction of 
women. 

The relation between such practices does indeed raise a different 
question of unity, one of continuity, overlaps and mutual effects between 
discursive practices. But the unification of women in this sense is a target 
for the Women's Movement. To understand unity as a concrete collec
tivity just seems to confuse the issue. What is required is the posing of 
questions about such cross-utilisations of arguments and images and 
about the conditions of circulation of terms between discursive practices. 
But this cannot lead to a final moment in which, heterogeneity having 
been recognised, all questions may be resumed again under a general 
rubric. 

This is the point at which we find baffling some of the letter's 
specific disagreements with us concerning relations between men and 
women, masculinity and femininity. Men and women, socially and his
torically constructed categories, are nonetheless also said to exist as 
collectivities. Meanwhile, masculinity and femininity are hetero
geneously constructed in different discourses and practices. (Is the same 
thing being said or something different?) In any case, one and only one 
such construction, 'the significance of anatomical distinction in our 
culture', dominates and produces the general and unified categories of 
masculinity and femininity 'in which biological females and males 
recognise themselves'. But even this does not serve to distinguish the two 
sets of categories (women/men, feminine/masculine), for 'we can and do 
recognise ourselves as women in a collective entity': the mechanism of 
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recognition, previously used in the letter in relation to masculinity and 
femininity, is now used to organise the category of women. This slippage 
leaves unclear what is meant by, or the effectivity of, the heterogeneous 
and/ or historical construction. 

Thus the letter not only fails to demonstrate the explanatory value 
of referring to concrete collectivities but also at times uses the terms 
'category' and 'collectivity' as if they were interchangeable. This 
conflation is, we would suggest, crucial for their conclusion that we deny 
the existence of the category of women at all. On the contrary, a glance at 
any issue of m/f will suffice to show the inaccuracy of such an assumption. 
What is true is that we do not use the concept of concrete collectivities, 
the notion of a structural and general division between women and men, 
as an explanatory principle of the organisation of sexual difference. It 
should be clear that this is a disagreement about concepts and their 
explanatory value, not a blindness to the existence of individual women. 
Clearly the existence of feminism presupposes the existence of women. 
On this,we-are agreed! 

In conclusion, it seems to us that, despite the claimed agreement 
on points 1. and 2. of the letter, the argument there reiterates an 
unsubstantiated position- already strongly challenged in m!f- the 
position in which men and women appear, not as categories, but as 
simple referents, as unprohlematic totalities of women and men as 
concrete individuals. The danger here is of transforming a politics of the 
personal into a politics of persons, of women against men. To insist on the 
effects of discursive practices and social relations is then of no avail, 
because what is always present is a unified field of the oppression of 
female persons. We refer the reader to Mark Cousins's account of these 
difficulties in m/fno 2. The arguments there can hardly be disqualified 
by an appeal to the absence of a bibliography. 
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