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IN DEFENCE OF FIMINISM
Preface

The report which follows was written and distributed in
duplicated form early in 1973 after the National Women's Con-
ference of November, 1972 in Acton (London). If it were only
a report of what occurred there, its interest would be merely
historical. But it is not that. It is a political report, a
selection of significant events with an interpretation of them
against a background of previous and related events. It records
a major confrontation within the movement, whose reverberations
are still ringing in our ears. In short, it makes a good intro-
duction to the present stage of the women's movement.

This not to say there haven't been changes in the women's
movement since 1972. Some of the changes that have occurred will
be noticed in footnotes to the original text. This preface will
deal with developments of larger and more general significance.

A movement, bccause it is broadly based and spontaneous in
character, camnnot bt confined in a permanent program or set of
demands. Its vitality rests on its ability to give expression to
a widespread revolt asgainst a condition of life. A shared con-
dition of life. The Wcmen's movement grew out of the shared con-
straints of women's lives and the continual revolt of women against
them. It grew out of the shared sense of an historical opportun-
ity to make a successiil, united struggle against them. That oppor-
tunity was prepared nos only by the struggles of women in home,
factory, office, in wuabtever workplace, but also by the successes

of the black movemens.

Like any living organism, a movement grows and changes, has
experiences and learns, makes mistakes and corrects them. It has
periods of activity and of rest, of clarity and of confusion, of
ebb and flow. It can have aberrations and momentary fads and 1t
can make astounding recoveries from these.

A movement is also by its nature a contradictory organism.
The fact of its existence is a contradictory fact, as each of us
in the movement is a contradiction. We are the creatures of the
gystem, and we are fighting the System. The System made us and
we made the movement to destroy the System.

A movement contains other contradictions as well. As women
we have much in commcn., We are also very different. Once we form
a movement, our differcnces take on a new and crucial significance.
Not only our personal dififerences in temperament, emotion, intel-
lect or psychology, but our differences in class, race, age, nation
and culture--but most especially of class.

Because the System made us, forming us out of helpless babes,
each of us has had to fight the System inside herself. And just



allied to it but 1gp.
within the movement
the form of confrop-

tation within the movement of individuals and of opposing political

as that individual interngl strugglo goes on,
ger than it, a correspondlng’struggle goeskon
to rid it of the Systom. This struggle takes

tendencies, that express diffcrences of class and differing class

interests.

It has always been so in any popular movement. Internal
struggles, expressing class conflict, rack any movement that has
vitality, at the same time that the movement confronts its external
enemies. Sometimes internal conflicts are the device of the Sys tem
to short-circuit the movement. Sometimes internal struggles, if
they are hopeless of resolution, hobblec a movement._ Sometimes g
movement can by its internal conflicts make itself irrelevant to the
mass struggles outside and thereby lose its vital connection.

The women's movement at present is in no such danger. Ip
is true that we are in a period of disarray, of internal conflict,
of some alienation from the mass of women. It is true that the Sys-~
tem has strong representatives in our midst. But there are more
hopeful signs. The possibility exists, not only of a recovery from
present confusions, but of a leap forward.

Three tendencies in the movement now claim to speak for the
interests of the mass of women. Most of the women in the movement
are in or gravitate towards one of the three tendencies., The re-
port that follows shows all threc at one stage of their development
and confrontation: the women from the male-dominated left, the Rad-
ical Feminists, and the group to which the writers of the report
belonged. Todgy names and the alignment of forces have changed--
as has the political articulation of the threoe tendencies.

Those who have changed least are the women from the male-dom-
inated left. Perhaps because their political ideas and practice
are pegged down by groups outside the women's movement, they have
less scope for development and change (although even among them
there are instances of a breakaway from male-dominatod politics).
Since Acton, the relation of the left women to the women's move-
ment has remained ambiguous; for them the question of the movement's
antonomy is still open to debate. They have sponsored a campaign,
working with men -and with trades union bureaucrats called Working
Women's Charter, whose impulsoc is consistent (though it has engaged
the energies of many rank and file women) with the politiecs expres-
sed in 1972, That is, to increase women's activity in the unions,
to pursue roforms in the unions and in the programs that unions
formally espouse. They still sece a second Job outside the home as
a: liberating course for women %o teke. There appears little dif-
ference, in the last analysis, between their plans for women and
the plans of the ruling class for women, ;
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The Radical Feminists have changed in name and in spirit.
About the time of Acton these groups underwent splits over the
issuec of separatism, the idea of women living totally separate
lives from men in an all-female counter-culture. In the fractur-
ing process, separatism, if it did not win a majority, became the
dominant tone from that quarter and gave the name of "separatist"
to the tendency. Finer distinctions are still in process, and the
separatists, like the early religious protestants, continue to
split their ranks in the search for purity. So we have "pure
scparatists,” "drastic dykes," "toughey separatists," etc.

In 1972 we worried that the Radical Feminists might be
"on the way to making themselves irrelevant" to the struggles of.
the mass of women. Since 1972 they have gone beyond this point
to one of actual hostility to the mass of women. Though the expres-
sion is sometimes comic ("don't take the underground--it's driven
by men"), it has tragic and oppressive possibilities ("put your
male children in care™). And its scope for abstractions that
avoid anything like actual struggle is immense. (As example, it
exercisces itself about the possibility of parthenogenesis at the
very time that the practice of induced labour in NHS hospitals has
become a national scandal.) Separatism has accomplished the irrel-
evance of Radical Feminism to women's struggles. And it has done
more, Haoving pushed the ideology to its ultimate exprcssion, it
has exposed its anti-feminist, anti-women potential.

Such an outcome could have been forseen in 1972. We saw then
the symbiotic relationship between the Radical Feminists and the
women of the left. It was the latter, we said, who split the v
struggles of women from the class struggle and gave the Rudical
Feminists an idecological base for constructing separatist politics.
The writers of the report held that no such split was feminist or
revolutionary. As Morxist-feminists we saw the women's movement as
an independent and autonomous expression of women in the class
struggle. But thc group we represented was small. The brunt of
attacks on our position fell on one woman. From the folume of
"replies to" and attacks on Selma James as an individual, one would
not have thought it was the women's movement that opposed "star-
making" or the identification of ideas with particular women.

That situation has changed. In March, 1973 a group of women
gathered to discuss the revolutionary feminist politics prgsented
in T he Power of Women and the Subversion of the Community. We
wanted to cxplore the perspective of wagos for housework and the
kinds of demands and actions that would flow from it. Because the
housewife, whether employed in a second, waged job or not, is the
index to the condition of all women, because her dependency and
exploitation are at the heart of women's low level of power to dir-
ect our own lives, we hold that our social role and social work,
as housewife, are the key to our struggle as women. Whatever our
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i iti in an important sensc we are
ersonal triumphs or opportunitics, 1n &k ] G
gll housowives? thosc who hold power define us in that way.

We called our group.the Power of Women Collective. 1In March

i i i f Women, was publisheq.

974 the first issue of our journal, Power Ol L 5 :
%ther issues have followed. We have also pupllshed a dOCuant_gn

amphlet called "Living Through the Crisis,n

the nurses! struggle, a p L .
c : housework, as well as this report. A
two pamphlcts on wages for ) e L 5 T

book-length anthology of our writipgg is rOgI ; :
our actiéities been confined to wrltlng,'publlghlng and d%strlbu-
ting our materials (though other groups 1in various countries pav@
taken them up, translated and published them.__&s we have theirs).

We arc also an action group. We have been involved in the
struggles of women like the nurses, women in Ireland, and the
Asian women of Imporial Typewriters; wc have sponsored or spoken
at many mecctings of women; and we arc preparing a mgrket.stgll in
London for disscmination of our ideas and organization within a
given cormunity. All this has taken the time and energies of many
devoted women, women whose ranks arc always open to other women
who want to join the gtruggic with us.

It should be said that since Acton, many of the idcas we
struggled for have gained gencral currency. Now, every woman
concerned with the issuc of abortion also recognizes the importance
of the right to have children. Few women involved in tradcs unions
credit them with a higher consciousness in struggle than women
possess. And it is now cormonplace, from U.N. documents to left
analyses, for women's work in the home to be considered a vital
part of the working day. Women entering the movement today find
1%, in these respects, on a higher level politically than it had
reached in 1972,

In an important sense, the Power of Women Collective also
grew out of the London Conference of 1972. If we had been able
%o see then what has since developed for us, the confident optim-

ism of the last three paragraphs of the rc - G
sounded with trumpets. SoEs R o havesboon

Priscilla Allen
February 1975

%*
by Mariarosa Dalla Costa and Selma Jam i ]
: ; es, Fal
79 Richmond Rd., Montpelier, Bristol 6, (35pé+lgggp§§%égg§ess’
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A TLONDON CONFERENCE REPORT

"Within the women's movement, therefore, we reject both class
struggle as subordinate to feminism and feminism as subordinate
to class strugglec. Class struggle and feminism are for us one
and the same thing, feminism expressing thc rebellion of that
section of the class without whom the class struggle cannot be
generalized, broadened and deepcned."

from the Statement of the International Feminist
Collective

Introduction

The draft of this report was shown to a few women for their
comments, and one or two, though they agreed with much of it, were
against its circulation. They felt that there was some bitterness
at the conference which was better left alone than stirred to life.
Also that to present so controversial a view of the conference
might be sSeen as sectarian.

That there was bitterness at the conference the report attempts
to account for politically. But we had other reasons for acting
against the advice of our initial readers in circulating the rcport.

First, it has not becn the habit of the women's movement to
sweep fcelings under the carpet.

Second, mony women in tho movement, we among them, have com-
plained strongly from time to time that women who are neither 1ib-
crals nor members of the male left have to shut their mouths for
the sake of avoiding controversy, for the sake of "sisterhood" as
it is not uncommonly definecd. The price of our poace is being sub-
Jected to a politics we had hoped to escape by leaving the male left.
We feel the confercnce liberated us from this restraint and that

sisterhood, like charity, begins at home.,

Third, we @s a movement are in the habit of shying away from
articulating political controversy, especially with those we love,
women or men., But if we arc unable cven within the movement and
among thosc closest to us to articulate firm political positions,
then we arc not prepared for the now situation in Britain. This
situation demands more than articulation of political controversy

in words,



ritain is more repressive, the
Increasingly the State in Eter. e tO’disCOm

frontation bolder and vast ) o ‘
gigsiniggtrgnpolitical practice whlc?i%$ Sif? fiigigigitaggégitht¥
9 b el:
State and feminist, we can become PO i g e Lovany, over jnel
tate, and drive women back in : t ale
{g%t?o ;ﬁ?: ?s whﬁt is happening to some degree in the Uglted Stat
where o massive movement could not find an autonomogg mode of
thought and action which was anti-capitalist and anti-sexist as op
totality.

We wrote the report to help that process of discovery and
invention, and for another closely connected reason. That reason
is this: we, as a movement, do not take ourselves seriously enough
In London on November 3-5, 1972 two vhousand people from Britain
and a number of other countrics, not only European, gathered to
discuss the condition of women and, as women, what we could do abo
it that nobody else could, that nobody else had ever been aple or
wanted to. That is a major political event. The report tries to
give a context to that event and to describe it as a moment in the
process of our development as women and as a movement.

The point of view is one which secs women and their movemen
as objectively part of the class struggle, and which is trying sub
jectively to ensure that the line between women "in'" the movement
and "out" of it, from the most to the least powerful among us, is
continuous and unbroken--a lifeline.

If it were a report for a bourgeois liberal paper like the
Guardian, it would be a different report. Soon after tlie confer-
ence Red Mole, a Trotskyist newspaper, published a different sort
of report too (even though the conference had decided that no re-
port should appear except within the movement). It was written by
swo women of the male left. and therefore suffered from the limita-
vions of its source, limitations which this report will try to de-
Zine and illustrate.

. Which brings us to our final point. Perhaps the reader wil
oe surpriscd that we have spent so much time discussing the left.
We are working in a long tradition: that of disentangling our stru
as women from the meshes of the left. Remember Beverly Jones's
responsc to the SDS in 1967, Marge Picrcy's "Grand Coolie Dam! of
19@92 and Rob%n Morgan's goodbye to the "counter-left, the count-
erfelt left" in 1970. Many of us have hoped that not too many mol
statements of that sort would have to be made. But for this con-
Zercnce the Radical Feminists wrote: "Absent physically /the lefl
remain directors with their female representatives" and "they have
mago the Women's Movement, to a large extent, a branch of the malé
lflﬁ‘; E%e difference petween the Radical Feminists and us is the
g;ométge lggtegaiggd:?rlously enough to try to wrest the movement




It must have struck others besides ourselves that at the
conference the organizations of "the left" could not be disting-
uished one from the other. To conclude that they are all sexist
merely is to state a truth which hides a bigger truth. Of course
they are sexist. At present, every organization in which both men %
and women work together cannot avoid being dominated by men. This 1s
why we don't allow men in our movement, and we have never heard
another reason given. But the question is: are they against what
we are against? The Black left is. And the white left?

We are in a tradition in a profounder sense. As the revol-
ution advances, the enemies of the class seem to be buried deeper
and decper within it. The co-option of the Social Democracy, an
organization built step by step by class action, announced itself
in 1914 when it supportecd the imperialist war. The sixty years

since 1914 have scen many other organs and institutions creatcd
by the class co-opted, and other hands are beginning to trace how
even shop stewards now play, at best, an ambiguous rolc in the

strugglc,

To sec the left today as being "on the other side"--however
fine individuals among them, espccially but not only working-class
women--to sce i1t as being not only against us but not against what
should bc our common enemies, this too is part of a tradition.
When we speak so much of women in left organizations it is because
we are deeply concerned about the co-option of our movement, about
the mediation they can offer to our enemles.

One specific and obvious example is the Communist Party,
whose international record on "the woman question" (as on every
question) does not bear examination. The power of our Movement
gives CP women the courage to fight the men in their organization
on this question. They will succeed in making the party adjust its
line on women, the better to influence our movement and gain more
women members. (Grandma, wEat big teeth you hayel™ "The better
70 eat you with, my dear.") B

-« Recently a conference of bureaucrats of all the Communist Par-
7les in western Europe met in Rome to set the line on women. Al-

shough the top brass of the different countries had trouble getting
0ogether on the subjects of abortion and divorce (what is expedient
¢iffers from one country to another), they could agree on one topic:

shey unanimously opposed wages for housework. Corriere della sera,

¥ilan, November 19, 1974, p. 11. Behind the palimpsest of trivial
.decoration that Communist Parties the world over use to paint
vomen's struggles and campaigns, the hard line of the counter-revol-

ution stands out clear in this decision.




tween women and men

t a struggle for power be d i

broughtsgbiﬁtigytgir movemeﬁt's autonomy become; 2 gﬁggz,wérggécally,

of creating a greater threa? to §ugoag;%?gﬁyénd gttack ol T
‘clear example of a tradition o —C ¢

%hg%eggscribgs the condition of our life, of our movement, of our

struggle.

er the report. We hope too

We hope that sisters will conSldthey et et

that when they are involved in action, ’ :
ion aside to giscuss the report. (One reason why th%S iipzrgoéz

so late is that we havo been involved in actions.) e pOt o

people will be very angry. But we hope others, angry oi_n %h

find it useful in sorting out their own politics and taking k eT .
seriously enough to organize to fight }ike hell for thgem.i T ehiai

sentence of this report is meant to point to a new beg%nn ng w .% :
owing to historical circumstances to some degree peculiar to Brit-

ain, it has devolved on our movement to spearhead.

The Background

No single mass event provided a general background for the
London National Conference of Women's Liberation in 1972, as had
for the national conference in Manchester the previous spring.
The Manchester conference had reflected the high level of struggle
that the mining community had reached in its strike, when it suc-
ceeded in ignoring a threat by the State to remove its livelihood.
The militent actions of this community opened the way for a freer
and wider expression of revolt in all sections of the exploited
population. It opened up possibilities of struggle. The mining
strike was directly responsible for the pamphlet introduced at Man-
chester, Womien, the Unions and Work, or what is not to be dome,
which, all agree, has changed the character of discussion and act-
ions in the women's movement. The excitement it generated in Man-
chester was due to a new appreciation of the importance and power
of women's struggles and of their centrality in the class struggle.

After the mining commnity, the dockers took on the State,
and the long campaign waged by the Night CGleaners of London, mostly
women, burst into a strike. The threat of violence posed by 10,000
workers converging on the Saltley coal depot to support the mining
community became actual violence during the strike of the dockers.
The reaction to this growing violence was repression on the part
of the State; and on the part of the unions and, to a certain ex-
tent, the left it was disavowal. The unions discouraged, denied,
and where they could not deny, condecmned the violent acts of their
members in defence of their struggle. The State hcd already roun-
ded up eight people in the Stoke Newington area of London to use
as scapegoats and warnings to working-class militancy., The estab-
lished left gave the Stoke Newington Eight virtually no support
while it condemned in its press "violence and terrorism," The trial
of the Eight, which included four women, was going on at the time of




the London conference. All of these factors, within the context
of high unemployment with inflation, confronted the continuing
struggle of the class, All thesc were operating on our minds at
the London conference whether we articulated them or not.

We did not leave the Fourth National Conference with the
same unmixed enthusiasm we felt on the way back from Manchester,
even if it was a demonstration of our growing forces (mearly 2000
women were present), even if the creche run by men and the social
without men proved again. to be great successes. This conference
wos more oriented towards action and mass organization, which meant
also it was more than any previous conference an arena for theor-
etical debate on the politics of the movement. After years of
ideological drift, a rccognition of the need for theoretical clar-
i1ty in the movement bespeaks a new stage of development. On the
brink of new and different struggles, women wanted naturally a
fiimly based perspective.

There wore two possibilities. They were: to discuss a pol-
itical porspective beginning with women's struggle and our movement
in particular; or beginning outside of the movement and incorpor-
ating ourselves into an already worked-out, male~oriented perspec-
tive, To do the former is the most difficult task a movement of
women can set itself; it is to posit its own power and its own rev-
olutionary porspective against all the male-dominated groups with
dozens 1 f not hundreds of years of history behind them., In terms
of this conference we failcd. Which is to say that the conference
became an arena dominated by the ideology of the organized left,

Since Manchester, the Women's Liberation Movement has scen
its potential go beyond the specific struggles for free abortion
and contraception. The six demands published in Women, the Unions
and Work have becn the impetus for the political heightening of
the Woren's movement, but also, becausc the "general struggle" was
under the hegomony of the organized left, which had already estab-
lished its "revolutionary" strategy, the demands aroused violent
reaction from them--C.P., Maoist, or Trotskyist.,

Since the six demands presented at Manchester were so ruch
discussed, they deserve full quotation herc.

l. WE DEMAND THE RIGHT TO WORK LESS. A shorter work week for all.
Why should anybody work more than 20 hours a weck? Houscwives are
hesitant to ask men after a week of at lecast 40 grinding hours to
sce after their own children and their own underwear. Yet women

do just that, for themselves and for men. When women are throat-
ened with redundancies, the struggle must be for a shorter work
week. (Maybe men will take our lead for a change.)

2, WE DEMAND A GUARANTEED.INCQME FOR WOMEN AND FOR MEN, WORKING
OR NOT WORKING 4 MARRTED OR NOT, If we raisc kids, we have a right
to a living wage. The ruling class has glorificd motherhood only
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rt it: We work for the capit-

SRl e nay packol o SUIDOTE Ll shn &0 to the factorjes

! . Let them pay us, or e _
giés;uglgis children in their fathers' laps. Let's see if they

time. WE D
' cars and change nappiocs at the same
%ﬁgﬁgnggREESSSEWORK. Al1l housckeepers are entitled to wages (men

t00) .

3, It is in this context that WE DEMAND CONTROL OquUi gopgms. If
even birth control were free, would that be control? nd if we
could have frce abortions on demand, is that control? What about
the children we want and cannot afford? We are forced to demnnd
abortion and sterilization as we have been forced to demand jobs.
Give us money and give us time, and wc'll be in a bgtter positlgn
to control our bodies, our minds and our relathnshlpg. Free plrth
control, free abortion for whoevgz wantshghem_(%ggiggén%sogzt:;s-
ters from abroad who are denied is right--sis -
national). §E DEMAND THE RIGHT TO HAVE OR NOT HAVE CHILDREN.

But childbearing is not the only function of our bodies that
capital controls. At work we make them do what they don't want to
do: rcpeatcd jerks on an assembly line, constant sitting or stand-
ing, breathing fumes and dirt. Work is often painful and dangerous
It is always uncomfortable and tiring. After work your body is too
nymb for you to feel it as something you can enjoy. For this rea-~
son it cannot develop sexually. Our physical feeling is further
destroyed by the limited kinds of sexuality and the shallow rela-
tionships this socicty promotes, and by the scarcity of times and
places where we can make love. Our bodies become a tool for pro-
duction and reproduction and nothing else.

4. WE DEMAND EQUAL PAY FOR ALL. There is a rate for girls and a
rate for boys, and a rate for women and a rete for men, a rate for
"skilled" and a rate for "unskilled" and a rote in the North and

a rate in the South. Whoever works deserves a minimum wage, and
that minimum must be the rate of the highest grade.

S. WE DEMAND AN END TO PRICE RISES, including tax, rent, food, and
clothing. There is a battle brewing on housing. As usual, with
tenants struggles, women are going to be at the heart; théy are
the ones who will refuse the rent collector Wwhen he knocks on the
door in a rent strike. But our intervention cen help guarantee
that the women will lcag it, instead or being confined to making
tea in the back of the hall while men make Speeches in front.

§._ WE DEMAND FREE COMMUNITY CONTROLLED NURSERTES AND CHILD CARE.
We are entitled to a social existence without having to take anothe:
Job out of our homes. Mothers too have a right to work less. Young
children as well as women are imprisoned in their homes Bu% we
don't want them 0 go o a State instituting instead. Children
wopen and men must be able to learn from each other and break the
ghetto existence to which they are confined. wo Will then begin
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to destroy the State's authority over our children and our pos-
session of then.

In the same way as children are to be wrested from the State,
so old people and the mentally and physically ill must come back
to the community's care. We need time and we need money to destroy
the prisons in which our children, our grandparents and our sick
people are confincd.

"
* ) 5 b w

The earliest version of these demands was first discusscd in
one workshop at Manchester and revised there. When the discussion
was reported in the full session, an even larger (300 women) second
workshop on the demands resulted. In full session again the con-
ference decided that the first day of the next conference should
be devoted to the six demands. This spontaneous response came from
women who on the whole had no experience in left organizations.
Many of them were in the Claimants Union, whose demand for a guar-
anteed income and wages for housework had already organized women
to confront the State. Or they were like the women of the "Tough
and Tender Collective" whose response to the pamphlet 1s described
in their booklet, A Plan for Action:

The group of us writing have read the two pamphlets "Women,
the Unions and Work, or what is not to be done" by Selma James
and "Yomen aud the Subversion of the Community" by Mariarosa
Dalla Costa. For us the pamphlets started huge discussions
and mectings and sorted out a lot of our ideas. It was a good
ovportunity fow us to get together more. But still our ideas
were too theoretical, too vague and woolly. The idea of this
pamphlet is that we arve trying to get au overall picture of
the situaiion. Not only the condition of women in our society,
but how this system controls all of us and what this means,
and how we as women can fight it . . . Our emphasis is on Action
and organization. Having understood and agreed with Mariarosat's
description of the housewife's fundamental role in capitalist
society and taken Selma‘*s point that we don't have to "go to
work" to be part of the working class and that Trade Unions
are not and never can be the pivotal point of "revolutionary
consciousness’, we now know what perhaps we have been leaning
towaris in the pact two years; that we can and should he org-
e in the commnities we live in, around the things which

ress us most, financially, emotionally, psychologically.

2. This collective of women no longer exists. -Many of the women
Who were once part of it have joined a mixed group of the left.
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orgenizations (CP, ;g, %MG} Wire lery
h had gonc beyond their ideological cop-
behind gg - %?Xeggggcggécthe Wogen's movement to'be subsidlary to
gig " encggl ;truggle," to be confined o "women's prleims Such
as coﬁtraccption and abortizﬁ ag@ g? %Op§§§l¥o§d?3%§§é§ad135E§§1§§
exism. They werc the fir : - .
ggginggtggxﬁzgchcgto¥ %hey recovered from their surprise and pre-~

pared to do battle.

For the left the issue was singuler. It was not any one

a i s quick, but that we should be so presumptu-
332“23 ¥gl§?egggetge§ggdg based on the movement's autonomy from
them and from the unions. For if this were permitted,'thon they
were out of a job: there was no noed for them as vaﬁguard parties,
which represent the "gemeralization of the struggle™ and are the
“political” counterpart of what the unions represented to the clasg
"economically." This issue never clearly emerged at the conference
Yet by their presence in every discussion of the demands during
the eight months between the conferences, by the lite;ature they
wrote for the London conference, by their attempt to %SOIOFG the
demands from the movement by speaking of them as one_1ndiv1dual's,
they werc able to control or at least sidetrack meetings befo;c
and during the conference and by attrition wear down the confident
onthusiasm that Manchester had sparked. Such behaviour has always
been characteristic of the"vanguard.® At ILondon they expected a
vote on the demands would be taken which would finally disposc of
them. A‘large part of the literature of the conference must, we
think, be read in this light.

Women of the political

gonference Literature

The movement has always refused the initiative of actions
offered: by the organizecd left. Where the left dominates is in ide-
ological debate, holding back action by insisting on theoretical
discussion and thus preventing an autonomous move forward on a nat:
ional and co-ordinated level. For that reason conferences like
this one are not representative of local groups' in Women's Libera-
tion and their autonomous actions. The conferénce overflowed with
publications full of theoretical débate. Access to publication
is a power that women's sections of male-dominated groups derive
from them. (The question of why women cling to men for power is
much Wi@er and has been continually discussed in the movement. )
The Maoist women, because they refused to accept the feminist basi
of the movement, had been expelled at Skegness (the second nationa
conference) where they had brought men and where they had come in
control of the then-existing Women's National Co-ordinating Commit:
gge._ HOEever, zh?x were present at the London conference with a

-page documen A Reply to the Reactionary 381 an
open letter which they circulateq proclaiming ?gg%ath?L;ogeaﬁgt
teking part and that they would not take part until the movement
acknowledged the corrcctness of their political 1line, They also
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presented a resolution in the last session of the conference, but
in speaking for it their spokeswoman gave her political identity
away; the middle-class women there, she said, were concerned only
with their "bloody orgasms." When its failure became obvious, they
saved face by withdrawing the resolution.

The penetration of the left has not always been so blatant--
or so inept. Other groups, though giving their first loyalty to
malc-dominated left organizations an? participating in Woment's TLib-
eration on carefully defined and independent grounds, espouse the
idea of an autonomous women's movement and at conferences or other
large meetings act as part of it. Whatever differences they have,
inherited from the political line of the male organization, thesc
groups (and we can include the Maoists here) have an cssential sim-
ilarity when it comes to the "woman question." Because their pol-
itical line is essentially reformist, whatever the bombast of their
rhetoric, the left women have found allies among liberal wonen,
whose feminism finds expression in egalitarian sentiments or lobby~
ing in Parliament Square, who have a distaste for revolutionary
theory or struggle (but not for its rhetoric apparently), and some
of whom consider themselves "apolitical." Although they are integ-
ral to Women's Liberation as women from the various male groups
are not, together their liberalism forms & crust against the erup-
tion of revolutionary ideas. In the literature of debate and in
workshop reports, you could hardly tell one from another in their
basic approach. Whether they attacked "Women, the Unions ond Work®"
for its"primary concern with sexism™ or for its "primary concern
with capitalism” (and they did both), their views on women, on un-
ions and on work were notably alike. Using the topics of their
debate against the six demands, we can summarize their positions.

The Demands as Demands-

Both the Leicester statement which asserted that demands
"distort" and an unsigned Libertarian "Reply to Selma James" which
rejected demands because they "restrict thought by tying it down
to something too immediate and specific, ™ chose to attack the six
demands, which had been brought to the movement for discussion,
without mention of the four demands that had been foisted on the
movement earlier without any discussion and without any vote by
the membership. (The four demands were for: equal pay, equal educ-
ation and job opportunities, 24-hour nurseries, and free contracep-
tion and abortion on demand.) Or perhaps their sudden opposition
to demands as such was a recognition of the newness of the six. In
this they differed from the writers in Red Rag who saw the first,
second and fifth demands as new, but identified the third, fourth
and sixth with the 0ld four demands (as they wondered why the de-~
mand for equal education and job opportunities had been left out
of the six). EBEquating three of the six with three of the four was
quite wrong, of course, for the scopc and content of the demands
were different. For cxample, the demand for equal pay for women
bears little resemblance to the demand "equal pay for all." The
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5 i 1lls and age

latter attacks all disperate rates, for regions, ski 2 g

as well as sex, and 1npdoing so attacks the objectification of

human beings which is the heart ofigipitaliigegi%grg2132;2n§50
cxically most of those critics Or epl :

S e J tice a detail of this sort. In the

busy explicating Lenin t0 no G
procesgpthey demonstrated that they kmew nothing of the nature ang
use of demands, little if anything of actual struggle, and still

less about tho real conditions of most womon. ?hey were joined

by a chorus from the left, who had been responsible for the four
demands, who called the six demands "divisive™ of the women's move-
nent. (one recalls that this was the charge levelled at thg whole
women's movenent--by men--at its beginning.) They werc against
the six demcnds. What they were for emerged as they stated their

own positions on unions, work and wages.

The Unions

On the subject of trade unions therec was almost universal
agreement among the replicrs, Though not one denies the record of
the unions in regard to women especially, they conclude neverthe-
less that women must join trade unions to "democratize"them and %o
rid them of "sexism." Instcad of seeing unions as a historical
creation of the working class co-opted, like the Labour Party, they
sec the unions as identical with workers--from which one can only
infor their low opinion of the working class. For if trade unions
arc admittedly reformist and if they express the spontaneous aspir-
ations of the class, then the class must- be seen as fundamentally
igggrmist. {gfi Marfﬁs st?tement that the working class is revol-

nary or i s nothing. For a woman j i :
of course, that shE"EﬁEf&join the ranﬁg ogowggég %aggage gﬁéo?ogcan
nost women, ot the lowest, most sweated rank. Obviousl§ their op-
inion of women is even lower than their opinion of the rest of the
class. For low as they say the class is in its "consciousness™
of its revolutionary tasks, women can only learn and participate
in this low consciousness through the trade unions %ngﬂédlgh
speak frankly of the "backwardness™ of hoﬁsewivec - A'teilin $Zr—
bal exchange illuminated this attitude in one ofu%ho workshogs on
the six demcnds. In answer to a left woman wh ort
e 900 e o C who had been describ-

g rd attitudes of "ordinar h i n

asked, "Who the hell is this ordinar go guiew Rl
6 ool ¥ women? And what makes you

g We rmst interject here that man
¥y Women w =
gg%egizignalﬁiiieﬁﬁ uziins, gOWGVOT, did so Onw?g gﬁgiiggytggfggﬁ;
. 2o ] » D&LC and female, continuall i n
;ﬁgirtﬁ§1°§§’ bughonly the ruling class secens téya§%§guisgéo€h?§ai
biney ove¥ thgizl- ;ncreﬁSlng frequency: the unions have lost con-
unions attack frgﬁrtﬁgs;iggfwevgg,e;gggg WEO traditionally attack
by attacking in words what workers attaci 1§ea3§§g§n7a§g EEEOC%ESS

words if you arec there t
and vital, O listen) is new in Britain, frightening--

3. see page 15,
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Work

The only people in Britain who are as worried as the capit-
alist class about workers' rejection of work ars those dominated
by the ideology of the organized lcft. This concern is demonstra-
ted by the writers in Red Rag. Speaking about the absenteeism of
women, Sheila Rowbotham wrote, "I don't see how we can stop the
Tories /sic!/ cheating us out of equal pay if we never turn up for
work." Sue Cowley worries that work might be identified with cap-
italism (though she shows her opposition to the "work cthic® if
not to work). Micheline Victor, in a condescending apology for
the Unsupported Mothers for demanding wages for their work, relates
their demand to the fact that they Mdon't have a job" and are forced
to "choosc between two forms of insecurity” (husband or State).

Her assumption, a very privilegecd one, is that a job equals secur-
ity (and also, by the way, that men in "private" employment are

not also working for the State). Caroli Mullen says that "the min-
imal pre-requisite for any degree of equality must be economic in-
dependence; the fact that a woman's job is in itself not liberating
or is cven quite awful, does not invalidate that point." The ease
with which thesc women consign other women to double slavery, to
"quite awful" jobs, is notable, whatever its rationale. The pam-
phlet of the IMG women tells us: "THE PROLETARTAN REVOLUTION IS
BASED ON ITS ECONOMIC POVER AS A RESULT OF ITS ROLE IN PRODUCTION"
and "A LIVING WAGE TO THOSE WHO ARE NOT IN A POSITION TO SELL THEIR
LABOUR /sic!/ WOULD CONTRADICT THE NATURE OF CAPITALISM." (With
the last we completely agree, but then we thought contradicting

the nature of capitalism was what the class struggle was all about.)
Finally the Maoists conclude in their list of charges, "Not only

is /Selma James/ anti the unions, she is also anti-work." One can
see that these planners of the future society would be hard task-
masters.

Wages

For thosc who approach thc ongoing struggles of the working
class in terms of some blueprint for the future socialist society
and who define demands under the categories of "transitional" or
"iltimate," depending upon how closely they fit the ideal plan, the
concept of wages for housework is anathema. TIrmediately they see
visions of a State where houscwork is paid for, where time-study
men follow a woman around her kitchen to calculate on the boiling
of an egg; the issuc of Shrew from London's Arsenal WL group actu-

3. The revolutionary potential of the demand for equal wages for
all was hinted at in the wage discussions broadcast on national
television and radio, sparked by the miners' pay claims in January
1974. Workers were asked about differentials of pay in general,
about who was a "special case,' who was more "important," ete.
Many newspapers carried features and editorials on the subject as
well, It was manifestly explosive material.
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ally says this. They WwOrTy that'lgouvsvgglocgkazﬂggsthgéfhgﬁrugggil-
ce the housewlie

ézgical%g gé%g’viégon they prefer the ge%%imglggcgnwnﬁzgc?ggigggﬁk’
h i i ont . S v

which is not, according to them, institu SR 55 o Atrron

lanning, they think in terms of "fair wag SORC ‘
gntials?’though they want no disparities by sex;l ghlinés"ghgal
epitomo of trade union consciousness and what tho den q

pay for all" was designed to underninec.

inally and most important of all, they do not sce h?usewin
as prodggtive? that is, they do not scoc houscwork as work, as parg
of capitalist production. Houscwork is "not at t%e point of pro-
duction," -and thercfore, in the capitals of IMG, "A CALL FOR REWARD
ING THIS WASTEFUL USE OF HUMAN LBOUR IS POSSIBLE ONLY IN THE IDEOL-

OGY OF PETTY BOURGEOIS SOCIALISM." Their more revolutionary de-
nand (if thoey made it) would be for the aboll?ion of housework angd
the institution of public canteens and nurscries. "Backward housec-
wives" are not to be trusted with a wage (or even a demand for one)
but capitalism can be trusted to crcate canteens where we cgn_col—
lectively eat shit and nurseries where Mrs. Thatcher, the Minister
of Education, can irmprison babies at an earlier age.

The Workshops

The first day of the conference was organized in workshops.
Sixteen workshops went on, some throughout the day, some beginning
in the afternoon. Reports on them were given in plenary session
at the cnd of the day, and it is from these reports that we have
a general view of the workshops. Their division by subject is sig-
nificant. Two workshops on 0ld campaigns: anti-discrimination and
abortion-contraception. Six which focussed on particular topics,
interests and actions: sexism in textbooks, a literary anthology,
wonmen in media, women's studies, self-help therapy, a "guide for
brides." The other eight workshops drew their impetus, openly or
implicitly, voluntarily or unintentionally, from Women, the Unions
and Work and the six demands. A iew wore organized to0 answer the
pagphlof, a few to find an alternative revolutionary line. One
which tried to ignore it found the discussion "abstract” and had
to turn to the concretencss of the pamphlet. No attempt will be
made here to describe each workshop, but several will be remarked
on for their approach to the basic questions of the conference.

A workshop called "plan for action" discusscd 's role
in the tenant and rent struggles., And they saw the nggge?oi nat-

lonal conferences on particular issues
one on housing for December 9-10, & eetng wonon,_and oalloed

L workshop organized by the Northeaste
"Reply") group proposed to work at develOpingrgnpgﬁgiyégEOt%gren'
%a%g in socialist educetion either in Women's Liberation or "other
e groups. Anotper similar workshop aimeqd especially at "uneduc
ated women" called itself "women's voice," They wisﬂ tg start a
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nogazine written in simple language and to "work around rent
struggles and factories.®

"Women and the State" workshop was organized on a state-
ment almost identical with the report that came from the workshop.
It held as foremost in importance the taking of %social wealth®
by squatting and shoplifting, without mediation by unions as in
factory struggles, but in direct confrontation with the police and
the State. Struggles for wages, this workshop felt, are reformist
because tO use the medium of money does not undermine the basis
of capitalism.

The workshop on "Capitalism and Sexism™ found a similar con-
tradiction in the demand of wages for housework. The question was
asked, "how can we demand a wage for something we want to get rid
of?" Sexism was divorced from women's wagelessness: "wages do not
define a relation" (our italics). By this logic, of course, no
wage labourer should take wages from capitalists unless it's her
intention to remain a wage slave.

Two workshops (Plan for Action and Family Allowance) actually
got to work on new campaigns, but the workshop on the six demands
and actions flowing from them found itself hampered in following
its subject by women from the left who insisted on a theoretical
discussion. An attempt to split the large workshop into two groups,
each of which could follow its own bent, failed because those who
wanted to discuss actions were joined by those who wanted theorct-
ical debate.

Tho reports from the workshops often scemed a single-voiced
statement, too neat to reflect development within a workshop. In-
deed some reports were almost identical with the statements which
had proposed the workshops.

Thus the plenary scssion became on the whole a platform where
political lines could be pushed--and unprecedentedly dull. But it
reached a high point of tension suddenly when the microphone was
snatched from Selma, as she spoke in sympathy with a feminist who
had called the whole session a "male charade." She asked why we
had not heard from the Claimants. After the mike was taken from
her by one of the chairwomen of the day, there were shouts of "let
her speak!™ and a group of women at the side of the hall offered
her another microphone. As she spokc she was interrupted once nore,
this time by a CP woman who grabbed the mike at the front of the
hall and delivered a personal attock on her. The explosion had
been building for the whole day, and it had historical echoes. No
attempt (aside from Skegness) had ever been made before in the
noverent to prevent any woman from speaking, but the tactic of
rerioving the microphone from a speaker is well known in left cir-
cles.
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Radical Feminism

At Manchester it had been decided to qevote_the mornépg of
the second day of the next conference to a dlscuss%og gg ?g 1ia1
Feminism. Although theie workshqgg gsgetﬂgg gﬁg;rwgre : rel?egn_

el impressi .
ﬁggysggs&gn%hggzh%egggt thege Workshops ?sgved" the cgnfgrence
because here the emphasis was on our 1nd;v1dual exggrlenfgs as womg,
Some women in one workshop expressed their frustration after two
years in the movement, saying, in effect, "'we know only what wg
don't want; we don't want only consglousness—ralsing groups. We
would like to organize on actions with other women, but noE if that
means, like yesterday, to depart from ?he reallty of our fgmal?
experience, from what we feel we want in our bodies and minds.™
insistence on a feminist view was like coming home.

The Radical Feminists have always rejected male polities
explicitly and they have given an analysis of the relations between
left women and themovement which, in our view, expresses their dil-
emna. In Thoughts on Feminism, a series of feminist essays pre-
sented at the conference, a woman writes:

The fact that many women come to WL thro the male Left, that
is, having been politicised first on issues of concern to men
(i.e. class, homosexuality) and because they continue to iden-
tify with the Left, has made the Women's Movement, to a large
extend, a branch of the male Left. While the men get on with
the real revolution (concerning economics), the domestic side
of the struggle (abortion, childcare) is left, traditionally,
to the women. Progressive men have coopted revolutionary
potential.

~ The left, of course, understands that their male presence
1s not feasible in WL. Absent physically, they remain direcct-
ors with their femalo representatives in the Movement remind-
ing "non-political" sisters of the bigger struggle outside
preventing women from concentrating too much on themselves:

Despite this strong statement characterizing the fu i
: S nctions of the

left women, in practice the Radical Feminis%s accommodate themselves
to t%c presence and politics of women
agents of men. There is a logic behi i
it was the loft women who first spiit the vo,ocoommodation, —For
alism and against sexism. TFor them

€ "general struzgle, ™ on one hand and
struggle—-no? S0 serious or fundamen e
struggle. With their emphasis on the =
igted women's struggle to g subordinate

8 working class (white male and
revolution, and class was therefore°¥§£
f?rces than sex. Capitalism was the "mg
merely an ideology, a superstructure of

general struggle" they de-

» Supportive role. It was
30) Who would make the "reg
more central division of

in enemy"; sexism was

the system. Many women
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rejected this political line; many rejected the “class analysis"
on which it was based. Ignoring class and putting their emphasis
on sex alone, the Radical Feminists have made an ideology based on
anti-scxism. When they fail to defend the movement from attack by
left women (as at the plenary the day before--though it was a Rad-
ical Feminist who called the plenary a "male charade®), they are
expressing a political logic: the split of capitalism and sexism
has given them a foundation for their rejection of class politics.
And accepting that split, they, like the left, end up characteriz-
ing the working class as male.

The Radical Feminists seem not to have a perspective of a
mass movement--so far as their document allows us to generalize
their attitude:

If we really, sincerely want to change society and be rid of
sexism, capitalism in all their subtle and not so subtle forms,
we have got to change our living--which doesn't mean just
spending hours talking about possession of people/property,
free love/sex, etc.--it means withdrawing from our male-ori-
ented lives, living, trusting, working, playing, sexing, lov-
ing, hating WITH WOMEN--giving up all heterosexuality--recally
putsing into practice what we've talked about for ages--SIS-
TERLOOD.

Though such a perspcective envisages fundamental changes in indiv-
idual lives, they are no substitute for a political perspective.

Nor can they have impact on the development of the movement in its
present attempt to relate to other women through action and organ-
ization. Where they could be of help to women in individual struggles
against men, in schools, in the kitchen, in the bedroom, the Radical
Feminists' cffect is limited. TFor their only answer to the prob-
lems of the mass of women in their daily struggles is separation.
Their advice is to leave, get out of the oppressive situation.
Ignoring the clear impossibility for most women of following such
adyice, failing to seec how opprecssion is in fact the ideology of
cxploitation (attitudes that express and rcinforce capitalist power
relations), they leave the mass of women to the tender mercies of
the left, the unions, "private" employers and their State, who pro-
posc doubling the exploitation of women more generally.

. Whatever the virtues of the Radical Feminists in their re-
Jection of the left mode of politics and in their emphasis on
women's autonomous struggle, they may well be on the way to making
themselves irrclevant by their failure to see and act on the actu-
alities of power relations. One has only to look at another docu-
ment circulated at the confercence to appreciate the contrast between
their approach and the actualities of women's lives. This document,
a narrative by a woman from the Notting Hill (London) group of her
attempt to organize with factory women, entitled Scrooge and Stooge:
Company and Union v the Workcrs of Chescborough Ponds, gives a pic-
ture of recal condifions. No single articlc or document on women's
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1d, married and sing]g
- tation--young women or O.lC, o2 | |
oppression agidﬁﬁﬁé awomon with kids or Wlthoug hgzstﬁsegegﬁzten
Black womgn th and riéhness of this document. I e ot %,h
with ghesegg through a woman's sensibility and untor Reine o mene
retasionships botyoon i iiione and the
eir attitudes ¥ - ; o
gxilg‘f\;ggixtl{egfoghthe struggle. It is a very Radical roumen It

is a very Feminist document.

The Claimants Union

3 svious confer-
In contrast to other occasiong angsto gggigiigrly o
SRS, in Londoghtho vo;gengi‘ ltllelgrgla Iéllgrrécn’fgom the CU, which also
DRetnrarecd Moshors, ¥ i ond the aged--all thosc living
e IR oy Rr oS dckand bho. 28 ticipants at Man-
cial Security pittances--had bcon active par pant ; J
2]I:lle§$or. They hag behind them the s;:rength ofgthgzgé'%g;llgg;ggly
that they were instrumental in founding, an organ z S
ting the State. A few weeks beforc; tl_le London con ’
gggfg%nhadghad a national confeoronce in Birminghem, whosc tone had
been depressed. Part of this depression rgsulted no doubt from the
fact that their sisters in Women's Liberation had given not even
lip service support to thoir activities, agd ;10 su}taﬁort _of sgses;gancs
no links with the struggles of women depondent on ¢ wage g
directly by a capitalist or through a man. Indeed quite the revers:
since the organized pre-conference discussions for the mogt part
undercut the Unsupported Mothers. The battle about the six demands
was particularly hot on the subject of wages for housework; next
to the question of trade unions (with which it was ligked)é 11;h(13:s
demand infuriated the left-dominated women. But the deman a -
originated with the women in the Claimants Union, in their handbook
for Unsupported Mothers, not as ideology, the coinage of the left,
but as political direction for struggle, in the most positive sense |
a polit;cal line. Not only had they dcmanded wages for themselves--g
for their work in producing and caring for the labour-fodder of
the future--but they called on women who have men supporting them
to join them in the demand, since these women too are wageless for
the work they do far the'State. The left women's antagonism to the
demand reflected the policy of their organizations, one of which
had been S0 careless as to let leak its intention to turn the CU
into a union of the unemployed, leaving behind the sick, the old

and the Unsupported Mothers, This intended manipu 5 i
Clajmants' organization was totall PR S fonfiof ©

Mothers, and so it is no accident

and that the Claimants did not fin
ference, )

0, Whose struggle agaj t ; ot
mediated by trade uni % gainst tho State is n
men, But here wo mgsgnziékgyiindiudual employers and by individual
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feminist movcment and by its side somechow rclated some Unsupported
Mothers who are poor and to be pitied. The Unsupported Mother as
she has organized herself and as she gives lecadership to the rest
of the class poses for us our future directions. o

Claimants were in attendancc at the confercnce. And a work-
shop on their activities was suggested. But what scems to have
happened is that the Claimants dispecrscd to try to follow their
intercsts in the various workshops debating the six demands. The
workshop on Claimants was combined with the workshop on Family
Allowancec. Their particular and unified voice was thus lost. Iron-
ically, in the heatecd or bored atmospherc of the plenaries, their
presence was graphically represented in the huge feminist paintings
by Monica Sjoo, a Bristol woman, who is active in the CU; the paint-
ings lined both wall of the auditorium.

Abortion and Birth Control

One campaign which has been active, popular and effective
of change concerns the rights to abortion and birth control--of
all the campaigns first launched by women in the movement. Not
only in Britain, but internationally this is true. At the three
international meetings of this conference, women from France, Hol-
land, South Africa, Canada, Spain, Ireland, all emphasized their
work on these subjects. Thec only delegate announced as “official®
from the United States was not from Women's Liberation but from
WONAAC (Women's Organization for National Action on Abortion and
Contraception, a Trotskyist-led organization), and she reported
only on WONAAC's activities, -especially on the international trib-
unal which was being organized in New York City. In Britain, the
abortion and birth control campaign is the only one flowing from
the four demands of 1971 which got off the ground.

Women'®s nced for control over their bodies, over their sex-
ual and reproductive functions, is immediately obvious to all.
The demand for this right to individual control supplies an out-
standing example of how the personal is political and the political
is personal, a basic premise of our movement. But this need and
this demand also brought out some of the contradictions that our

campaigns encounter.

At the first international meeting the woman from South Africa
expressed her fears about the way abortion and sterilization (the
ultimate in birth control) arc being used in the Black hospitals
of South Africa. ILater, during the international reports of the
plenary session, Bobby Sykes denounced thc active genocidal policy
of the Australian State against the Aboriginal population, by means
of abortion and sterilization--in addition to malnutrition and star-
vation. So the conference reports immediately exposed the issue of
population control as a capitalist device for planning the work
force. The danger of capital's plan to co-opt our campaigns for
its own purposes was posed by a lecaflet circulated by a group of

|
%




22

but unsigned), entitled "Fortility

i i 1 Erlich, the
== trol by Whom%" By its allusion to Paul 1 5
gggg{g% mggg the cgnnection between bggglgggCg§pig%§gglgga%fwgzgis
of overpopulation and tho'ropr0551ve R ata0 ot
arc polluting the earth with chl}dren, both u B i
is historical moment. The reminder of the two S j ce,
Eﬁésright TO HAVE OR NOT TO EAVE CHILDREN, was tlmel¥! 31233 ﬁgmgh
of the campaign literaturc, in concentrating on npor 1ond g r
control only, has played into the hands of ecologists an ot grs
working for the State. (Onc piecc from WONAAC in fact equa ed
choosing with abortion.) By echoing the phrasec as it appeared in
the six demands, the Richmond women supplicd the proado? context
of the issue nccessary for it to be truly woman-liberating, truly
revolutionary, and truly non-co-optable at this time.

women from Richmond, London (

The International Mectings

The international mectings had a life, a mode and o devel-~
opment almost independent from the conferencc. Since they were
organized scparately from the conference organization (by women
from Notting Hill), this was inevitable. But even if their intcg-
ration had been planned, they would have been different because
the intornational women necessarily reflected different conditions
of women, different situations and organizations, and different
possibilities of struggle. Another distinction was that, after
the first, these moetings were not the arenas for battles between
feminists and womon of left organizations that other meetings of
the conference were.

If there was a political division ambng the international
women, it was not like the British split. Some women, in flight
from male political domination, were concentrating on Yconscious-
ra1§1ng" as opposed to *political ection." This division took
various forms. A group in Milan concentrates on & study of sexism
and patrlarchical‘1nst1tutions and relations. A larger group in
Frinci gogkiltoM}lnk politics and psycho-analysis. The Dutch
male-le Olle Minas were opposed by women who are forming an org-
anization which gxcludes men and which concentrates on ex%loringg
the fgmale eéxperience, Two French vomen, one a night-cleaner of
Algerian parentgge% opposc the MLF; the situation in post-1968
ggagg; i? illuming ggtperhaps by the fact that they now belong to

¢ cn's group. none of the intornation S
%ﬁle organlzat10n§ of the left. That the emghgéegoggnsgggkgnfor
consciousness-ralsing" keeps them for tho moment from active
%g masg of women in their
oo S C : ies, but it is not their
i ng intention to help these groups., In the last analysis,
female politics--as many

of us now politically active can testify, though we must also tes-

tify that it is in itsels no guarantee.,

B
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The large number of women from Italy (Padua, Milan, Fer-
rara, Venico,:Naples and Florence) gave great life and depth to
the inteornational mcetings. (When even the Guardian recognizes
the immenent possibility of insurrection in that country, this
fact is hardly surprising) Most of them were from an autono-
mous women's organization called Lotta Femminista, and they set
a high level for discussion. The woman who reported from Padua
began not with the internal affairs and ideas of her group, but
with a detailed description of the objective conditions of women
in Italy and of their strugglos. Against this background full of
hard data, she u¥ilized thc ideas and campaigns of her orgeniza-

tion.

Another woman, from Fascist Spain, where a meeting of more
than 20 persons must be registered with the police and where in
spite of this a womca's movement is beginning, used a like pattern
for her report. In passing she remarked that the clandestine CP
has had a harmful effect on the women's movement in Spain, by its
arousing of guilt feclings in some women about the martyrs of the
working class and making them doubt the legitimacy of their own
movement. We werc moved by the situation she described and at the
same time deeply impressed with the calm and firm approach. Her
feminism found its solid base, its index to the condition of all
women, in the lives of working class and peasant women.

Despite brutal repression, despite being cut off from inter-
national currents, the women of Spain begin their movement with
class politics and feminism already intcgrated, because of the
experience of that class, which has behind it the revolution of
1936. That experience was dramatized once more as the meeting
climaxed in the reading of a letter from Mujeres Libres, an org-
anization of refugee Spanish Anarchist women which has lived for
36 years and maintained a newsletter in three languages for women
on three continents, keeping touch and taking care of each other.
Tiei r representative at our conference, reluctant to speak to us

in English, gave us this letter:

Dear Sisters in Struggle:

I bring to your conference the most hearty greetings in
the name of the Federacion "Mujeres Libres" de Espana en
Exilio--Spanish Federation of Women for Freedom in Exile.

We hope that through your deliberations you find the
right way to fulfil the aim of liberation not only for women,

but for all humen beings. _
In these cruciel and critical moments, when humanity suf-

fers the traumatism of political immorality and material
ambitions, we must struggle to conquer a society based on
humen rights under the motto of the mutual respect and sol-

idarity between equals. - ?
" On these principles- "Mujeres Libres" -initiated 36 years

ago their struggle in Spain, struggle that to this day we
maintain in Spain end in exile.

TR e R SRR Y
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The world looks to women in revolt!

- ; right answer.
We must give tho righ From "Mujores Libros”

T : i i i the greater impetus for
The letter provided a high point and all
the next mecting, which was decided upon spontaneously.

The third and last intcrnational meeting ogcurred as the
conferonce ended and it was held not at the @all in Acton, but at
the South London Women's Centre. There the international women
who remained were even in number with local women, and this fact,
along with the more intimate quarters which were not rented for
the occasion but belonged to us, created a closopess tput the
other mcetings had lacked. The discussion was fiery with centhus-
iastic dcbate over the questions and problems raised by the con-
ference. Every womaen spoko and not as "intcrnationa}" or repre-
sentative of a group but as individual member of an international
movement. Even the Anarchist woman found her English tongue and
plunged into the discussion. One of the subjocts raised was the
probleom of the left-dominated women and their obstruction of fem-
inist politics, beginning with Spain in thce thirties where the
Anarchist women had struggled against the stranglehold of the CP.
This account gave us a deecper insight into where the two genera-
tions of Spanish women were coming from and explained further their
political sophistication. Our conclusions opened up a new perspec-
tive for all of us. And they will be useful as a conclusion to
this report.

Conclusions and Perspectives

i The {igql sess%ontgf the conference was devoted to the pos-
1§ 01 resolutlons. By their nature, resolutions a

subject to debate. They express an 5pinion or feelgggngg geggggfly
tion that affects the general welfare of women that all can agree
Oon. Anq they rarely entail a commitment to action. Most of the
resolutions posed were of this nature. But posing resolutions can
be usgd to push an extrancous political linc, and there were a few
such instances at the London conference, one of which we have al-
luded to above. But in general the conference passed all and

only thosc resoluti
sl hone e lons that spoke to them as women on a general

: Among them was one of important i i
3 . and :
denouncing the Brlﬁlsh State's plan to elim;ﬁgiglite'ioncern. e
p?ymentsk The subject of this e onones
o1 a workshop as well, will also be th j
v wel : e subject i O
Z§§§§ gﬁl: mgbilézea to f%ght the cutting ogf Ofoghgcg;inséumAi§0&dY
ga:swciicgglﬁ 1nt§ the housewifer's purse thaz affects
: ell Cr childrent's, that ]
power between menigng women in their ﬁousohoigg?geaet%gligzgltgit
Or a woman a vwage, that is, g wage from the

State that we all serve Oth
5 er i
from the State but know it wouldwggogugzg Rn abuess ey

idal not to oppose the
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government's taking this money away from women. It can be expec-
ted that many left women, particularly those of the CP, will join
the campaign to kcep the Femily Allowance. It is possible that
they may try to narrow or diminish it, try to turn it from a
mobilization of women into a charity lobby. For the latent or
instinctive feminists anong them, to do this will not be intention,
but the product of a political perspective infused with a notion
of the incapacity of the class, and riost especially of women, to
fight and win. Only such a notion can explain the attempt to nar-
Tow and Giminish th. dcmencs T tic Unsuppurtcd Nothers of the
Cloimants Union and when the attempt fuilcd, to ignore them.

This subject brings us to our conclusion and to the per-
spectives alluded to above. Therc is good reason to believe that
the London confcrence will be the last of its kind. Although it
was a large organizational success, 1t appcars not to have accom-
plished much, hamstrung as it was by the organized lcft., Aside
from the intornational mneetings, it showed little irmediate devel-
opnment. or growth from the coning together of ncarly 2000 woren--
though that fact in itsclf was an inspiration to many women. And
yet nothing has beon quite the samc sincc. Perhaps the conference,
by demonstrating the organized powecr of the male organizations:!®
influence and their anirosity to feminist politics, made feminist
politics more urgent and cven more accessible.

Since therc is no way to prevent the left women exercising
their male influcnce in any movenent gathering which is not itself
an action, what will probably happen within the movement is a crys-
tallization of forces on an issue-oriented rather than a geograph-
ical basis. The frustrations over inaction and the desire for
action will burst forth, no doubt, in the form of campaigns. Onc
important onc will be the ongoing campaign to keep and to extend
Femily Allowance. Its implications havec not yet all becn discov-
ered and its rclation to fundamental issues of our strugglc as
women end as class against capital have yet to be posed. As we
[love on a mass scale these will cnmcerge.

4. The Women's National Family Allowance Campaign had a victory
that was in proportion to the forces it gathercd. Divisions with-
in the Campaign on the lincs suggested by the report prevented

our moving beyond a pcetition campaign., With the exception of a
few instances, we werc unable to organize other kinds of activit-
ies and actions. Nevertheless the Campaign had some impact.

When the Select Committee on the Tax-Credit Scheme reported to
Parliement in July, 1973 they had revised the plan in accordance
With some of thec campaign demands. But the Campaign did not kill
the tax-credit scheme itself. That scheme is still high on the
Tory agenda. The Labour Party has a similar scheme in view (by
another name), but has not broached it formally. After an attempt
to play mothers off against pensioners in the summer of 1974, the
Labour govermriont talks, off and on, about raising family allowance
payments. ' ' :
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Only in contrast to the potentia}s of theds%tuzgionﬁoofit
the ingredients present in numbers and idocas, an l? o g iith Vv
of the tasks ahcad do we say the conference accomplls il de'
In another sense it accomplished a great doal'polltlca ¥y, an
even its shortcomings must be secen in proportlon to t%i grgag_
tasks and issucs posed., For what we discussed, dl?GO' y e A imes,
obliquely at others, were basic questions of our tlme.-hﬁw g
avoid slavery to capitalist work and yet make a livingé ﬁwtho
got control over our bodies and our lives; how to get bac _e.
value of our work, past and present, from those who qont;o; it;
how to make our social relations humen instead of objectified;
how and why to build a mass movement.

It is no accident that thesec basic questions underlay our
discussions, for in women's lives they define themselves most
clearly. It is women, marricd or unmarried, with jobs outside
the home who bear a doublo burden of work; it is the housewife who
by her unwaged labour must question the whole concept anq nature
of work and her dcpendence on men as a dependencc on capital.
Finally women in the persons of the Unsupported Mothers must daily
confront the ultimate master, the State, without the mediation of
a man, a trade union, or even a boss. For them the power relation
is laid bare.

The questions were poscd, positions taken, and no resol-
ution arrived at. But it is to the credit of our movement that
these qucstions, destined to be at the heart of every movement
and strugglc of the working class and of the building of a left
in Britain integral to and expressing that class, werc posed
at the London conforence by womemn.

‘Priscilla Allen

1
February 1973 Sylvine Schmitt

Published by the Pnwerof Women Collective
London: 64 Larch Road, N.W. 2 tel: 452-1338
Bristrl: 79 Richmond Road, Montpelier Bristol 6 tgl

[ 8 &
Cambridge: 11 Chedworth Street t91:52667 2 118
Oxford: 33 Waltnn Crescent tel: 511615

Reading: Flat 4, 5 River Terrace, Henley-on Thames tel: Bracknell 28169

Other pamphlets, posters ang Vages for Housework buttons are avaibble
frnm tﬁe London address, angd Power of Uomen, journal of the Collective,
is available from 8very address. Subseriptions (£1. for five issues

Great Britain and N. Irela . i i
el e reland, g3.60 for fiyg issues pverseas) should



