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This is an attempt to deal with some of the theoretical problems of the liberation of
women, particularly as they relate to sexuality and sexual repression. Obviously

the problem of sexuality is a dual one: when I speak of female liberation, I mean libera-
tion from the myths that have ‘enslaved and confined women in their own minds as well
as in the minds of others; I don't mean liberation from men. Men and women are
mutually oppressed by a culture and a heritage that mutilates the relationships possi-
ble between them.

One of the reasons we find it difficult to deal with the problem of female liberation is
because the problem is so pervasive, so all encompassing: it involves the total realm
of bourgeois consciousness. We are acing oppression that is both psychological and
ideological; it concerns people's definitions of themselves and of each other and of the
roles that are possible between them. It is, therefore, difficult for us to grasp it with
any theoretical rigor and clarity. The problem is compounded by the fact that women
make up a very peculiar social group: they are not a class; their position of oppression
is unique; and the mental repression that stifles them stifles at the same time the men
who on the surface appear to be their oppressors.

Juliet Mitchell, in her article, ""Women: The Longest Revolution,' has summed up the
peculiarly unique situation of women as a group very well:

""They are not one of a number of isclable units, but half a totality: the human
species. Women are essential and irreplaceable; they cannot therefore be ex-
ploited in the same way as other social groups can. They are fundamental to
the human condition, yet in their economic, social and political roles, they are
marginal. It is precisely this combination - fundamental and marginal at one
and the same time - that has been fatal to them."

1

The central problem is that this society had produced an image and a mythology of
women that has deprived them of their humanity and creative role in society. For a
variety of reasons, one of the central agents of this oppression has been the institu-
tion of the family. Many factors come together when w¢ look at the family. For one
thing, as we shall see later, the family .seems, at present time, to be the primary
agent of sexual repression in this society. For another, it is by defining wamen
primarily within the family that this society has deprived her of her humanity and her
creativity. If women are to liberate themselves, they must come squarely to grips
with the reality of the family and the social forces that have produced it at this parti-
cular period in history. :

Both Simone de Beauvoir in The Second Sex and Juliet Mitchell have stressed what I
have found to be very useful distinction between the mythologized roles of men and
women: using de Beauvoir's terminology for a moment, men are encouraged to play
out their lives in the realm of transcendence, whereas women are confined to
immanence. This simply means that men work, create, do things, are in positions
of authority,- create their own histories; whereas women are confined to the home,
where their function is not to create, but to maintain: Women keep house and raise
children. Of course the reality is not quite like this, since work in capitalist society
is usually alienating, stifling, and stunting, and most men engaging in it could hardly
be described as creating their own histories by transcending themselves. Within the
present social context, however, it is still true that men are trained to go out, wark,
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real potential to develop as individuals rather than as marionettes. And I firmly be-
lieve that it is to women, and not to men, that this point has to be made, bec?.use the
most disturbing aspect of this whole question is the extent to which WOmICH cling tena-
ciously to these very conceptions of themselves which stunt their humanity.

I want to consider first how a woman's role as a wife and the socializer of children acts
as a stunting influence upon her creativity. Then I will look at the very complex ques-
tion of the repression of female sexuality, and the resulting mutilation of male sexuality
and the resulting disintegration of love relations in this society.

One of the most pervading conceptions in the pPresentideology is that the family is a
natural, inevitable phenomenon. Once this is accepted, because of the apparent uni-

versality of the family, wamen are relegated automatically to a separate but (perhaps)
equal status. As Mitchell says:

""The casual chain then goes: Maternity, Family, Abscence from Production
and Public Life, Sexual Inequality. The lynch ;
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interests to become their vassal. !

But to. become a vassal,. to live through another human being, is a deeply frustrating
experience, and the subjected wife takes the revenge of the frustrated. Ultimately, it
is a terrible revenge.

I should note here that much of this pattern of wifely subservience is changing, and I
would like to make it quite clear that I am referring to those women (who still com-
prise a large part of the total population) who would define themselves as wives and
who do not work or have another project. Their husbands have projects- they do not.
They revenge themselves upon the agent of their own emptiness, and thus the man is
mutilated by his supposedly subservient wife. I also want to make it clear that I am
not talking about men oppressing women here. This is a situation which arises out of
expectations and role definitions that are ideological and that imprison both men and
wamen:

""Men,'" writes de Beauvoir, '"are enchained by reason of their very sovereignty;

it is because they alone earn money that their wives demand checks; it is because
they alone engage in a business of profession that their wives require them to be
successful; it is because they alone embody transcendence that their wives wish

to rob them of it by taking charge of their projects and successes. If the wife seeks
desparately to bend him to her will, it is because she is alienated in him. He

will free himself by freeing her.' (underlining mine)

Martha in "Who's Afraid of Virgina Woolf?'" is exactly the kind of wife who is out to
get her husband for both his transcendence and his lack of it. George's wordly failure
is a constant source of humiliation to her for which she continually torments him. Her
Oown energies have found no other outlet, except in fantasies of motherhood, which
brings us to the next aspect of women's exploitation in the family.

The myth that childbearing and rearing is the fulfillment of a waman's destiny is by far,
in my opinion, the most damaging and destructive myth that imprisons her. Having
children is no substitute for creating one's own life, for producing. And since so
many women in this culture devote themselves to nothing else, they end up by becoming
intolerable burdens upon their children because in fact these children are their whole

lives. Juliet Mitchell has caught the situation exactly:

""At present, reproduction in our society is often a kind of sad mimcry of repro-
talist society is an alienation of labour in the making of a
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social product which is confiscated by capital.
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This is not to say that there are not women who genui'nfal“;,r }ove thelrl,_,d:il}.dr(in or ‘any- 7
thing of the kind. It merely points out that the prevailing .1dcology cads many :,i,,cngen into
the mistake of thinking that having children will be the ultimate project (to us: e Beau-
voir's terminology again) of their lives. Just b/ecause wome? bear children T.oes not
necessarilymean that this is all they should do. /But this society has seen to it th.at
there are no other institutions for the rearing of children except the nuclear family.

)
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THE SECOND PROBLEM - that of repressed female zexuality - is so vast, unexplored
and variegated that what I have to say only represents a few scattered thoughts largely

taken from my own experience and those of my friends. I'll try later to relate them
to the works of Marcuse and Wilhelm Reich.

The problem of sexuality again clearly illustrates that men and women are oppressed

together in an institutional framework which makes inhuman demands of them and in-

culcates destructive beliefs about themselves. I want to ctress, though, that we women

shouldn't become obsessed with freeing ourselves from sick male sexuality. Itis

more important to free ourselves from the structures which make both male and female
. sexuality sick. The male definition of virility which makes woman an object of prey

i§ just. as m.uc.h a mutilation of the human Potential of the male for a true love rela-
tionship as it is of the female's. Although we as women experience this predatory
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one ordinarily talks about, they did not know that anyone else had been through this, and
they had thought that they were monsters. ,

The repression of these young women is matched only by their sexual ignorance, which
is of course integrally related to it. When I went into the dorms (halls of residence) at
the University of Toronto to talk about birth control, abouthalf of the girls there didn't
understand the mechanics of menstruation. One of them asked me if when a man comes
the sperm can be seen, like little v’gédpole\s",. This may sound funny, but it is really
tragic. How will women like this reactsin a sexual situation, and what will be the effect
upon the men who initiate them. Although there is a great deal of talk about sexual
liberation and promiscuity floating around, my guess would be that the reality of the
situation of many couples engaging in sexual relations is frigidity, fear, impotence,
inhibition, and ignorance

' One of the most subtly destructive effects the myth of female chastity has had is to make
wamen lie aboutthe nature of their own sexuality. While the prevailing myths about
virility make men feel they must be predatory, the prevailing myths about female sex-
uality often make even semi-liberated demand to be treated as prey. Thisis a very com-

X plicated point; but I think it is important enough to be treated at length because it illus-
trates the interrelationship between male and female sexual sickness. Even though
it is generally admitted even now that women have desire.s and are supposefi to respo;xd
sexually, I have noticed that even in supposedly radical circles girls c'an still be label-

. led "promiscuous.'" There are tremendous residual moral condemnations of {emfle
sexuality in all of us, in spite of our radical rhetoric. A woman, even&f. relatively 2
sexually liberated one, often finds it hard to approach a.man sexually ed\fvaﬁr a mtan can
approach her. Needless to say, less liberated wamen will be even more dis }:mes s
about their desires. A man I know once remarked that he knew few women who cou
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desirable commodity on the sexual market. We must remember,
| month some woman zrs more willing to be the ‘playmate of the month and that t}'}i.})r?blem
exists in her consciousness as much as in that of the men who stare afi her. 1Sa;ts ;
ideology, self-definition, conscious acceptance of myths, and these things are realted /
to institutions, to economic and social structures.

| Wilhelm Reich and Herbert Marcuse both tried to deal with the institjutional baclfgrolund
of this mutilation of erotic life. While the agent of sexual repression and mutilation
is the family, it reflects, in microcosm, the demands of society. Rel'ch argues that our
society is systematically producing people through the family who are incapable of love
and sexual surrender because it needs people in order to perpetuate 1tse1f.. sz.rental Gk
pression in childhood, especially of sexuality, cuts down the vital vegetative s1d-e o.f 114".e
. - the antithesis to the present mechanization of existence - and has led to the building in
the individual of an intricate character armour. A neurosis has been created; and most
of us share it. This armour is essentially fearful and protective, and pre:vents one from
| loving, because it keeps repressed and dammed up those life energies which would or-
dinarily flow outwards as love, which would let us surrender. So we fear love and sex-
uality, and are anxious and guilty about love-making.

Reich postulates that sexual orgastic impotence is directly related to the existence of
character armour, and that when this armour is broken down, the individual's loving,
creative, and sexual energies are released. He also postulates that the neurotic charac-
ter armoured individual is a necessity ‘or the present authoritarian mechanized capital-
istic society, and that people freed of this armour find that they can no longer function

in this society as successfully as before:

'""Quite spontaneously, patients began to feel the moralistic attitudes of the en-
vironment as something alien and queer. They began to feel a strong need for
some vital work in which they could begin to have a personal interest. If the work
in which they were engaged lent itself to the absorption of real interest, they
blossomed out. If, however, their work was mechanical, as that of anyhemployee,
a merchant, or a clerk, it became an almost unbearable burden, and they felt a
sharp protest of the organism against empty, mechanical work. "

These same people also found themselves, because of their new sexual responsiveness,
much more serious about the importance of interpersonal relationships than before:

"Their previous behavior had been the result of the fact that they experienced no
sensations in the sexual act whatsoever; whereas now, they experienced full sen-
sation in the act and thcrefore regarded it as an important part of their lives, not
to be dealt with as lightly as their former behavior would indicate. That, in other
words, they became more '"moral' in the sense of wanting only one partner - one
who loved and satisfied them. '

Thus, a released sexuality appeared to lead not to the so-called promiscuity of the frigid
woman, but to the desire to establish a serious love relationship.

' It is obvious that the changes Reich observed in his patients who became capable of full
sexual response hasideep social and political implications. As he says: ''The picture
presented at the end by all of them was that of a different kind of society, ! rié.iﬁely one
in which work was human and creative, sexuality was unrepressed and s,pontaneous, and
love relationships replaced the present moralistic compulsive and often repressed marr-

iage system. This leads Reich to hypothesize that the Present system of sexual repres-
sion has a social function:
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Marcuse moves in the same direction, although in dealing with the question of sexual
suppression in its social context, he expands it throughout history.

Marcuse begins with what has been considered to be the Treudian idea that the sup-
pression of the libido at an early age is absolutely necessary for the continuation of
society; otherwise civilization would not continue to exist, since men must work to sur-
vive, and the libido militates against work. Eros controlled is a fatal danger; therefore
the history of mankind has been a history of repression. This Freud formulates in the
opposition of the Pleasure and Reality principles: the first geared to erotic gratification
adn constantly suppressed, finding relief in fantasy, art, or psychological distortions;
the second, the Reality principle, geared through the mainteneance of civilization
through work. Marcuse, however, points out that all societies have been maintained
according to certain systems of domination: certain classes have been in control and’
have not worked. Therefore simply to postulate scarcity of resources as the reason
for sexual repression in order to make men work is not enough. He also points out
that the advances of technology now make the argument of scarcity untenable, at least
in the developed countries, and yet there is still repression.

In other words, technology would now make it possible for necessary work to be re-
duced to a minimum, and that, if sexual repression persists, there must be some

other reason for it than scarcity. This reason according to Marcuse is the interests

of domination, and he calls the repression necessary for this surplus repl-ﬂessmn.

Even though it would now be theoretically possible for men to be comparat1‘ve1y f-ree'd1
from work, they are still being suppressed to make. them work. The 1Reatlﬁty pnar:;;:aiion
does not operate independently of history; it is not just the fa'ct, blut a s?d esm;hog o .ical
of Scarcity, that creates repression. In other words, ?.s Reich ;so sa;e,ssidyin orgder o
tealities are related to politicalneeds, and men are being sexually rep
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