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WACES FOR HOUSEWORK AND THE CRISIS

The main questiens we have te raise in analysing the present capitalist crisis are
essentially three: 1)What are the pnwer relations between capital and the werking class
today internationally?(What power relations are revealed by the intensity of the capi-
talist crisis?) 2)What is capltal planning? That is, what is capital planning through
the crisis and fer after the orisis? 3)What new possibilities and dimensiens of strug-
gle are opened up by the crisis? ' 3

We have te 1lnok at the orisis not as it hits us either in Canada er the U.S.A. ,but
as it affects the werking class all over the world. We have to see the crisis net as
a local, domestic phenomenon, but as an international process. This is crucial first
of all because capital plans internationally. This means that when they are planning...
their strategy for Spain or Italy they de se with Detroit er Japen in mind. Thus, we
have to have an international perspective because only from an international perspec-
tive can we see what rcle we are supposed te play in. their scheges at any particular
point; and can we see how we can attack them more effectively?navoid tactios. or objec-
tives that would play right into their hands. The ether point is that whenever we
consider only our local situation, our local strength, capital seems all powerful.
But if we have an international perspective we see that the power relations are in
our favour; we realise that most of the world pepulation today is uniting ageinst cap-
ital. And we also know that our particular situation is not an accident but is the
rule. As Malcolm X said so often,"you cannot confine your struggle to one little neigh
bourhood, or one little community, or one little country" for "what happens to one of
us today happens te all of us". Thus, paraphrasing Malcolm X, we cannet afford to be
limited to domestic thinking, because capitalism is not only a domestic issue, and
there is no kind of action today in any country that is going to bear any fruit unless
that action is tied to the overall international struggle. This is why I want to speak
of the crisis not as it affects us in Brocklyn, in Quebec or in London, but as it
affects us--the working class women and men--all over the world.

When we speak of the crisis we should first be careful not to confuse thase aspects
of the crisis which stem from the fact that capital is in crisis (e.g. the collapse in
productivity which has been a constant tendency throughout the sixties and seventies
on an international scale, the incapacity ef capital to maintain adequate levels of
profit and those aspects which are artificially created by capital in order to res-
tore discipline and its political control over the working class (e.g. lay-offs, infla-
tion, food shortages, etc).

We must also be careful not te accept the mystified way in which the left has anal-
ysed this crisis., If you listen to the left, in almost every case,.you have the impres-
sion that the crisis is some sort of organic disease which attacks capital periodically,
mostly because capitalism is irrational, anarchic and does not know how to manage
itself (from the viewpoint of the left, not only the working class, but capital too
has no "class consciousness"). In the United States, the left says that capital is in
crisis because of the Vietnam War; that in the war capital wasted alot of resources,
and now they are paying the price for this. Or they find other justifications-~-they
say that the Arab countries are getting together, the U.S. is losing its hegemony and
that's why we have a crisis. But whatever their explanation, they never connect the
crisis to the struggle of the working class. This is because the left always analyses
capital per se, independently of the working class, as something which is tetally self-
creating, self-develeping, and at times self-destroying. They cannpt conceive that the
working class has anything to do with the way capital develeps and the choices it

. makes. The working clasx is snly a victim ef capital, an appendage to capital, a east
af production, rather than the main force in determining capitalist planming. In fact,
the left goes so far as to defend the working class from the accusation ef having pre-
voked the crisis. For it would be a shame if the workers had put capital into crisis.
So they go out of their way te put the case that it is not our fault.

Capital, on the contrary, is well aware of why and how it is in crisis; that this
is an economic and political crisis, a crisis ef accumulation, of development, and
this means that it is a crisis of the mechanisms af control capital has over the work-
ing class.§ In fact we cannet understand this orisis unless we look at the struggles
which have taken place on a world scale in the sixties and seventies What is so pecu-
liar about the sixties and seventies is that capital was attacked simultaneously on
two fronts. I am not saying that this was the first time in the histexry of capital,

TClearly, there are aspec

¥s of the orisis which are only indirectly related to class
struggle.For example,the financial collapses due to wrong speculations on the Euredel-
lar market.Being unable te raise enough capital by "preductive" investments, capital
hag to rely mere and more on speculations on the financial market, etc. But even in
this case it is because of the fall of preductivity in the factories and the community

0 rely on financial speculation,
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workers (most of all factory workers) ef their werk. You can see this 1nt erms o <3®§
the numbers of strikes, and by the fact that internationally as wages kept going up o

productivity went down.§ And this is the capitalist crisis. And.whenever these workers .
did not have the power to wage an open, organised struggle, their refusal took the
ferm of a passive resistance: absenteeism, sabotage, slow-downs, which have escalated
throughout the sixties. The story is the same whether you look at Britain, or Canada
or the U.S., Italy, France, Argentina, Chile. In fact one characteristic in thl? per-
iod is the homegeneity ef the struggles in the factory, both with respect te ebject-
ives and to forms ef struggle--and this on an international level. Not~only“w0rger§Mv
increasingly refused te work, they also refused the instruments of capitalist dlsc%p-
line in the factory; the trade unions. Two themes have been reoccuring in the capita-
list press over the last few years: the "blue-cellar blues" and "union disaffection',
That is, werkers are as much "alienated" from the unions as they are from work, because
they realise that the only function ef the unions in the factories is to guarantee

the price of their labour power se that capital can plan ahead, te bargain the price
of werk and make sure capital does not lose in the bargain. Recently, during the
strike of workers at the Daily News in New York, the head ef the union was called to
court and told by the judge to get the men back towark. "Don't you think I have tried?
—-said the unionist-- that's what I've been telling them fer the last few days, but I
can't call them back to work because I did not have anything to do with the strike te
begin with." "What kind of unionist are you?" the judge said-"if you cannet control
your men you should resign". That judge was shortsighted, for the refusel of unions
is ee widespread, that "changing the guard" won't do it. That's a very severe crisis,
because when workers refuse capitalist discipline the entire social-political econdmic
system is in danger. It is no accident that workers struggles have been able to make
governments fall--as in Britain with the miners--and cause in titutional crises, be-
cause the entire social apparatus is based on and functions fer the accumulatien ef
capital. This is why the crisis is both economic and political. The refusal of capita-
list productien and capitalist rule has gone se far that, as the director for the
British International Affairs said recently in relation to England "What we have today
is "a negative dictatorship of the preletariat""(NY Times, April 9, 1975).

At the same time, throughout the sixties and seventies there has been a severe
crisis of discipline eutside of the factory. I mentioned last night the struggle ef
Black people in the United States which found its power base in the community. We
have the struggles of students in most countries ef the werld, prisoners, women's
struggles, and the struggles of the 'peasants!', or more accurately, agricultural |
werkers. (e.g. in Vietnam, Chile, East Bengali, where after the implementation of the
Green Revolution, when lets of small farmers were forced to sell their land, there
were massive appropriations of land), Among women, there were struggles around welfare,
rent strikes, saquatting, struggles against prices, etc. This last has been as massive
in the third world as in the metropolis. But there is also an underground type of
struggle that we have to rediscover and reinterprete. These are struggles which are
invisible, because they have not taken an organisational form, and yet, give us a
measure eof the rebellion of women which is taking place throughout the world. The left
never sees it, and maybe we also do not see it as clearly as we should, but capital
knows it. In the U.S., and in Britain for the last few months they have been talking
about the crisis of the family and family policies are top priority in their planning
because the family is the crucial institution in the formation of labeur power. What
they mean by the "crisis of the family" is that women are. refusing housework:they are
refusing certain rhythms of werk, refusing the work eof enforcing & certain discipline
en their children, and, in general, refusing the conditions of the marriage centract.
One ef the things that strangely enough (after so much talk about "overpopulation')
has been bothering capitalist planners is that in certain areas the birth rate is
collapsing. In seme countries they are happy when the birth rate goes down, though
they want it to go down only fer certain people (people on welfare, etc)--as they say,
it is "quality control". But the birth rate has gone down in every country and at a
rate that has gone beyond their planning. So now, article after article has come out
saying that if we go on this way we will soen be at the replacement level, and this
is dangerous, not because they need mere workers, at least in the US, but because the
birth rate is going dewn "fer reasons of its ewn'", independently ef their planning.

S Even in China there has been alot ef struggles. The Cultural Revolution in the
sixties was a massive working class struggle which is still going on--to the point
that last Spring the industrial district of Wuhan was in turmoil and in February 1975
the dockers in Shanghai were demonstrating and carrying posters saying "Be the bosses
of the docks and not the slaves ef tonnage" (Which is why, in an unprecedented move
in a socialist country, the new Chinese Constitution has recognised the'right te

of 4



0, &
% %
$.% %
‘ ()
6\9 4*%‘% é‘. o5
\
] o s
94,(‘ ® This means that women are refusing to sacrifice their lives to have three children,
¢$@ or even two. Many women do not even want to have one, because they realise the price
%§ they have to pay for it, because every child is more work for us. In other words, the

collapse of the birth rate is a sign of women's refusal of housework and capital is

_afraid of it, Another thing they worry about ig that womgp.gaggnqﬁ Egen_performing
preperly their functions as DTG At A hs v REY GitienBYer P HEY THIE ABOAtTreBel¥ibihs
children (schoel dropouts, juvenile crime, teenage alcoholism, runaways, etc), they
knew that the rook ef the problem is that mothers are not exerting the expected dis-
cipline. And the State is coming inte the community more and more, to take over and
secialise some of the functions that women are refusing to perferm (e.g. drugging
"hyperactive" children etc.) Diverces, "illegitimacy", female-headed families,have
been increasing in an unprecedented way and all these are expressions of women's
refusal ef housework. Also there has been an increase in infanticide and child abuse;
the mate of infanticide has doubled every ten years. Thele, obviously, are not strug-
gles, but they are a direct expression of our anger and its explesive potential.
Anether threat to the stability of the family is the development ef the Lesbian Move-
ment. New , capital is not by its nature necessarily against homesexuality. Fer exam-
ple, in the history of capitalism, male homosexuality has been tolerated and at times
even encouraged.(In Nazi Germany which was all based on the cult of motherhoed, that
is, en the most brutal uppression of women (who were expected to produce children fer
the factories and the armies) there was a strong homosexual male culture. But the
question is different when it is female homosexuality, because in eur case homosexual-
ity attacks a very specific condition of our productien.

The struggles of the wageless in the community and the Third World have serieusly
limited capital's mobility. This is why it is so difficult for them to regain contrel,
and this is why they sound so gloomy and vague as to the extension and depth of the
crisis. It is increasingly difficult for capital to regain control over the working
class either by running to Third World countries, or by bringing immigrants to the
metropolis, or by changing the compesition of the werking class in the factories
(bringing in women, youth, blacks, immigrants) or by simply laying eff people. For
example, unempleyment--or as they call it the "old time religion"--dees not function
any longer as it used to. Today when they throw peeple out of waged work they go en

«——welfare;-or they have wunemployment insurance;:or:they startroceupying heusessncutting
rents, shoplifting, etc. It is no accident that in some countries (U.S., France,etc),
unemployment insurance has been extended to a year er more, and in the U.S. the
Pederal Government has stepped in every time the "company funds" were "exhausted".
They know that the alternative is riets. In fact, the debate which is taking place
today within capital on whether to fight first inflation or recession is actually a
debate on how far they can go before people take arms. In the meantime, just to be
safe, the mayor of Les Angeles has announced that they are training "ecrowd-control"
squads, "to be used in the event of civil disruption"(food riets, labeur struggles,
etc.) (Newsweek, Feb.5,l975) and all over the world over the last few years armies
have been restructured to cope with the "internal army". Cefis! (the head of Mont edison
in Italy) speech to the Army en the international character of capital, and the conse-
quent need to overcome the prejudice of the "enemy at the border" is a masterpiece in
this sense.

Another example, of the power of the wageless in limiting capital's mobility, is
the way in which the struggles in the cemmunity have affected capital's plans in the
facteries. In this case England and the U,S. are the best examples. In the U.S.,
through the Kennedy era, there was a lot of talk about the wonders of automation.
Technology was to be the solution te all problems, and particularly te the problem ef
increasing wage scales, Capital has always used technology to phase out workers who
had became too expensive. But by the end of the sixties there were no more words abeut
technology. On the contrary, you had an ecolegical movement which was raising all kind
of misgivings about technolegy, pzllution, etc., and it culminated with the energy
crisis which (as Sandy Rose wrote in Fortune) posed the necessity ef using more "human
energy" i.e. more labour power. Despite all the ideology the fact remains that beth in
England and the U.S. Capital has not substantially invested im new technology fer a
long time. Why is it so? Clearly, they could not afford a further process of automatien

_ in & situation where throwing people out of the factories no longer meant that they
would starve and beg for jobs, but that they would beccme a "secial cost?. When the
wageless beceme a massive social cost, when they ge sn welfare instead of lining up
at the factory gates, clearly capital thinks twice before throwing peeple out of waged
work,

e e A e S P T e g TP




47 Y

B . At
e sy
st 0 5

AV
@787
5
ol

\ s 0. °
«\g«*‘%
\vqﬁg'*ff

Now I would like to talk about what capital is planning. And then abgut the' X 3;F

possibilities ef struggle we have. Certainly capital has plans, but.the f}rgt thing 2%

they have to achieve before they implement . their plans, is to regain polltlcal.con~ 2
trol, there is no way they.can reconvert the economy on an international or national
scale, unless they regain control. Unless they are sure that workers, waggd_and

unwaged, are going to work, that the families will provide a certain stability, th?y

are not going to have more investments. For the credit freeze is nothing but a capi-
talist strike: capital is going on strike. They are willing to attack their ewn

profits' temporarily to control the working class. They are willing to shut eff the

factories, to.stop investing, to halt the process ef accumulation for a certain

period in erder to break the back of the workers and make us accept a certain werk.

discipline, and of course, less money (this is what zero growth ideolegy is all about.)

This is their top priority and this is also what makes it so difficult to make pre-

dictions. Because what they will plan, and how far they will be able to carry it

through, depends on our response, depends on the level of pawer the working class

is capable of organising to resist their plans. So, we camnot predict exactly, because

among other things this would mean to fixate our facts, to see their plans independ-

ent of our struggles to resist them. But we can see the main tendencies.

-4~

New, clearly there are two policies, one for the factory and one for the community,
though they are not unrelated. In the factories, one of the trends which is gaining
increasing momentum is the reconversion of the assembly line, or as they call it, the
"humanisation of work". Capital, in fact, has discovered that the assembly line is
"alienating" and, Sweden taking the lead, all over the world they are experimenting
with alternative "lines": mini-line, team-group, etc. The purpese is te create small-
er units ef production, where the workers work more "in cooperation" (fer example,
supervising each other and substituting each other when one in the team ig absggz),
where instead of "just turning the screw" they put together e.g. an entire car, and
beside that, they organise "design" their work, so that they feel more "creative",

It is called "job enrighment", and where productivity is not calculated on the
individual worker but on the team (if one worker slows down she is affecting the
entire team productivity). It is no accident that this is presented as the way to the
future, and that wherever it has been implemented costs of production have been going
down, and it has soen become clear that less workers were needed (see,on this "plant
is .experimenting with changing work line" in N.Y. Times, April 9, 1975). And it is

no accident that in both the U.S. and Sweden wherever team-group.production has been
introduced they have chosen women' to work en it. In fact, the team-greup preductien,
with its notion of "participatien”, self-supervision, "responsibility" etc, is an
attempt to introduce into the factory the conditions which have always been charac-
teristic of work in the home. It is an attempt to make the factory productien more
"family-1like". The second aspect of the work-place they have te rejuvenate is the
unions because they know that as they are, everybody hates them. Thus, in every
country there has been a powerful trend te give the unions a '"new militancy'.In
England, in the U.S.A., In Canada, there has been a movement fer M"unien democracy",
in which the left has been-heavily and willingly used.(the most typical case in which
the appeal “to "union demecracy" was used was the reorganisatien ef the U.M.W. in the
U.S.A., which led to Miller's electien, the same Miller whe a few months ago had

done his best to "demecratically™ screw the workers during the miners! strike).

As far as the cammunity is concerned--and here we have to talk primarily about
women--capital is in a bind, because on'ene side they are forcing, through inflation,
more and mere women to take a second job (In.Europe, some countries are proposing
to substitute female for  immigrant labour which is becoming too-expensive). On the
other hand, they need te "stabilise” the family. Alsc in relation.to housewsrk--to
the level of its preductivity--there is rot a unified capitalist .policy. This summer
there was ‘a conference in Bucharest ‘en "demographic policies! attended ° 3 g

by representatives of States from all over the world.(This already  says who
internationally is controlling our work). It was a productivity conference, to
decide how many:workers should be produced and under what conditions. At this confer-
ence there was a division in the capitalist camp. On one side there were the "indus-
trialised" countries whc are increasingly worried about the explosion of the
community in the metropolis and the explesion of the Third World (i.e. they are
concerned with the spreading refusal ef wagelessness both in-the metropolis and in
the third world) and, therefore, pushed for "populatien control". On the other,
there were the socialist countries and some Third World countries (like Brazil and
Argentina) who are planning their development on the basis of the availability and
cheap price of lmbwur pewer . There are ether aspects of housework, however, on
which everybody agrees. For example, the questien eof "family stability" is crucial
in every country, and even more se in the gituation created by this orisis. The press
continually emphasises~-and this in many countries--that in hard times we need more
gnlid family ties, it is part ef the new "spiritualism" that capital glways appeals
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nrs in the labrr markét. And if fact, capital is counting rn that, they “want werkerd
te blame the crisis en other werkers. What is happening in the U.3. around Senierity
is very indicative: minorities and women are made tm fight against” white male ‘workers
fer the jebs that are more and more 8carce. Alse capital is using the threat ef job=-
lessness to persecute and discipline alien immigrants, who im every country.are
becoming mere and more militent and therefore mere expensive. (In the U.S., while
they are making everywsdy wageless they are passing state laws that allew children,
from five te fourteen to be empleyed in the fields as pickers, -for they are-not
cevered by. the minimum wage.) Finally, when capital goes on strike and shuts down
the factories, for many workers the struggle in the community is the »nly pessible
alternative, short ¢f asking capital to epen the doers of ithe factories. In fact,

in many countries, werkers who have been laid eff, are reerganising in the cemmunity,
because the cemmunity is where the weslth, in the form ef consumption, is present.
Heuses, trangport, supermarkets, hospitals, welfare offices, etc:all these are areas
where we can organise eur power, all these are moments of “struggle te reappropriate
what-belongs te us, And all these are wages for housgwork*strugglesa‘

Clearly women are the first pretagonists ef these struggles wecause we live and
werk primarily in the cemmunity and that's where we can best erganise eur pOweT, 1t
is alse Wecause we are expected te pay the highest price in the crisis, We are sup-
pesed te abserb all the cenflicts the crisis is causing. By no accident the press
keeps telling us how te ceek‘'cheap" and how to save money. All this means ‘we are
expected to work more, It means we have te spend more time shopping, because we have
te walk te places that effer cheaper bargains, because we have to count the pennies
and spend heurs .at the ceunters watching fer the prices that keep geing up. It means
that we have to wash things by hand instead of using the laundremats; and it means
we have to provide mere peysholegical support to eur men whe are being laid eff.

New we oan use all these areas where cepital is trying to use us’and turn’ them
against them, . / e % os el o o

.. Silvia Federici
... :.Feb. 1975




