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WOMEN, LABOR AND FAMILY LIFE:
A THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVE
JOAN B. LANDES
ITS RELATIVELY SHORT HISTORY, the movement of
women's liberation has generated a number of political tendencies, ranging from liberal feminism to radical feminism,
lesbian feminism, lesbian socialism, socialist feminism and Marxist feminism. Each group is linked in some fashion to a theoretical account of the grounds of women's oppression, the nature of
family life, and a strategy for women's liberation. Moreover, each
theoretical account is characterized by a methodological orientation to the study of social reality.
In this article I will explore the methodological and theoreti-

cal implications of one such approach to women's liberation Marxist feminism. My choice is not arbitrary. I hope to show that

whereas Marxist feminism is one among many orientations, it
alone provides the means by which the political perspectives of
other approaches can be transcended. At the same time, it helps
to resituate many of the most important insights of feminist
groups. Before turning to Marxist feminism, it is necessary to
examine the context out of which it emerged in the contemporary movement for women's liberation.
Feminist theorists seek to express a unity among women. Yet
each attempt at a unified version of feminism seems to have
divided rather than united the many feminisms within the
movement. The movement's heterodoxy is reflected in the growing body of feminist works. Paradoxically, those writers who
have sought to interpret the movement in its own terms, that is,
without resorting to external evaluations, have invariably turned
to such well-established social and philosophical approaches as
functionalism, ego psychology, existentialism, Weberianism and

structuralism. Each version of social science has offered a distinc-

tive perspective on the questions raised by the movement. These
386
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differences can not be resolved by verbal commitm

feminism. The fact is, feminism, set in the context of
these approaches, not only looks but is very different
planations of oppression and the visions of liberation
ground the various theories of women's liberation refl

differences.

The methodological strategies chosen by feminist theorists
are extremely revealing of the political orientations of today's
movement. For example, several writers who begin with an
explicit commitment to socialist politics reintroduce liberal perspectives through the social science methods they employ. The
best examples are two seminal works of the radical and socialist
wings of the women's movement: Woman's Estate by Juliet Mitchell, and The Dialectic of Sex by Shulamith Firestone.

Mitchell argues for a Marxist approach to feminism.1 Yet
the method which she adopts diverges from a Marxist historical
materialist approach to social reality. For example, the true sub-

ject of Woman's Estate is an abstraction called woman. This
woman resists any historical or social definition. She is the same,

or rather she is determined in the same way, inside different

social classes. She performs the same "functions" within all

societies. She is a product of an ideology generated through the
socialization processes of the nuclear family. The conceptual
model for this family is borrowed from functionalist theory. Indeed Mitchell praises Talcott Parsons, especially for his analysis
of socialization processes, adding "no Marxist has provided a
comparable analysis."2
The female subject of the overlapping structures which

compose family life - reproduction, sexuality, and

socialization - is herself the product of an ideology which is con-

sidered eternal.3 In other words, Mitchell suggests that the

source of women's oppression is to be located first within a uni1 Juliet Mitchell, Woman's Estate (New York, 1971). Because of the emphasis in this
article on the political and theoretical implications of Mitchell's version of socialist

feminist theory, I have not attempted a critique of her second major work,

Psychoanalysis and Feminism (New York, 1974), in which she argues for the relevance to
feminists of Freud's discoveries.

2 Mitchell, Woman's Estate, p. 117.
3 For a similar conception of ideology from a theorist who has influenced Mitchell, see:
Louis Althusser, "Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses," in Lenin and Philosophy
and other Essays, translated by Ben Brewster (New York, 1971).
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versal, atemporal ideology of woman

into somewhat different practices in d
ideology and the family practices po
character, so that woman, the subject

disturbingly permanent social natur

though the family has changed since its
remained - not just as an idealist conce

cal and economic unit with a certain
spite all its adaptations."4 In this accou

are the embodiments of certain eternal ideas. The two are inex-

tricably intertwined: "The Family 'makes' the Woman."5 And
one could add, woman is constituted over and over again. As in
her second work, Psychoanalysis and Feminism, Mitchell is here
concerned with the primary interrelationships, especially in the
family, "between individual animals that make them human beings" and with the manner in which the little girl grows up in
every culture to be "like her mother but the boy will grow up to
be another father."6 She emphasizes the overlapping nature of

ideology, womanhood and family life. She also adopts a

methodological orientation to her subject which is consistent with
the thesis of eternality. By utilizing functionalist role theory,
Mitchell de-emphasizes the historical character of social relations.
Woman, the eternal subject of an eternal ideology, is an abstrac-

tion.

Mitchell subsumes classes within the category of group. This
allows her the flexibility she needs to focus her analysis on sexual

classes rather than economic classes. The title of her book ex-

presses this emphasis: The two terms contain a reference to s
(i.e., woman) and a reference to social strata (i.e., estate - in i
broadest sense). Class differences, according to Mitchell, spl
women off from one another, rather than sex divisions dividing
workers. The liberation which Mitchell foresees is bound up with
the process which functionalists label social change or modern
ization. Within a differentiated family of the future, Mitche
envisions the possibilities for a pluralistic situation in which n
individual would be tied to a particular role or an ascribed status
4 Mitchell, Woman's Estate, p. 153 (her emphasis).
5 Ibid., p. 160.
6 Ibid., pp. 171, 170.
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No longer will biological motherhood necessarily be e

social motherhood.

In short, Mitchell wishes to differentiate social roles in the

one sphere which most functionalists have considered undifferentiable, i.e., the "natural." However, her argument amounts
to a confirmation of what has already been, or is now being,
affected by capitalism itself: the extension of market relationships to the sphere of personal life, which in the past provided
an important, if insufficient and limited, support for individuals
in an alienated social world. In broad terms, the earliest form of

family life associated with capitalism was the productive unit
whose working members included children, wife and employees
or apprentices, all under the authority of the father-husband,
pater-familias.7 In the period of industrial capitalism this early
productive household unit gave way among the bourgeois class
to the characteristic privatized family, which functioned in part
as a refuge from the alienated sphere of market and production
relations. The family as refuge suggested an arena in which "relationships were not mediated through the market and the individual members were not competing with each other."8 Within
this new, non-productive family we find the fullest development
of the role of non-working wife.9 Only in the monopoly stage of
industrial capitalism was this initially bourgeois family structure

extended to some degree among the working classes. The

bourgeois family was fully grounded in the economic relations of
capitalist society. At the same time, the family possessed a limited

amount of independence, which could function as the basis for
protest against the most repelling aspects of modern industry.
Likewise, the family upheld the importance of individual sexual

7 The following works should be consulted on this point: Margaret George, "From
'Good wife' to 'Mistress': The Transformation of the Female in Bourgeois Culture,"
Science & Society, Summer 1973; K.V. Thomas, "Women and the Civil War Sects," Past
and Present, No. 13 (April, 1958); Sheila Rowbotham, Hidden From History (London,
1973).

8 Max Horkheimer, "Authority and the Family, m Critical Theory, translated by
Matthew J. O'Connell, et al (New York, 1972), p. 114.
9 For an interesting account of women's resistance to this new role, as well as the mixed
sentiments of men toward the idealized, non-productive wife in turn-of-the-century

United States, see: Ben Barker-Benfield, "The Spermatic Economy: A NineteenthCentury View of Sexuality," in Michael Gordon, ed., The American Family in SocialHistorical Perspective (New York, 1973).
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love at a time when love was incre
erty considerations. Thus, the fami
ment of anti-authoritarianism alon
of wife by husband, and children

advanced capitalist society the pr

unit is undermined more and more

of the economy, to dissolve all in
tions.10 In other words, the logic

distinctions within the capitalist tot
formations which it initially foster

To the extent that the classical b
up with the oppression of women
object of attack by nineteenth and
By limiting themselves to this one
feminists fall into the trap of endo

for the destruction of autonomous forms of social life which

possess a real, if limited, moment of positive community. Full

realization of such autonomy can occur only with the abolition of
capitalism itself. Thus, Mitchell's shortcoming is further to affirm the social consequences of capitalist development through

an uncritical reliance on sociological modernization theory. She

seems to agree with many functionalists that human progress can
be achieved only through greater specialization and differentiation of functional social relationships. She poses no alternative to
formal equality and rationalization as a basis for a more liberated
society. She never asks whether woman's present social existence

might not encompass something more than a set of abstract
functions. She appears to mistake the division of labor under

capitalism for freedom. Finally, Mitchell fails to acknowledge the

possibility that in creating a movement for the future which

abolishes the alienated division of labor, men and women of the

present might look backward as well as forward toward an ideal
of community which survives in battered and incomplete form in
10 On this point see: Horkheimer, "Authority and The Family."
11 Marx remarks in Capital, Vol. I (New York, 1967), pp. 394-402, how with the development of machinery capital was led to exploit the labor of women and children, and
in the process, to destroy the pre-existing family life among the working class. In the

present period, the requirement of capital for cheaper labor entails a tendency to

utilize women and to attack the role of housewife which was in an intervening period

encouraged by these same economic forces.
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today's family. Instead, Mitchell sees only one side
multi-faceted character; in her view, it "embodies t

servative concepts available; it rigidifies the past id
sents them as the present pleasures. By its very nat
to prevent the future."12

Shulamith Firestone's vision of a contractual f
bles the image of differentiated family life just de

stone begins her work, The Dialectic of Sex,13 b

dialectical and historical materialist approach groun
differences rather than class relationships. She c
change will allow not only for a comprehension of
sion, but also for an orientation to class struggle
stone's classifications divide and separate, and only
social factors. Relations, in her method, are alwa

cause every factor is social and logically indepen

other factor. Firestone substitutes an exterior calculus to account

for what she hopes will be the necessary relationships between
working class revolution and feminist revolution. But what can
be added can just as easily be subtracted. She offers no reason
why sexual revolution cannot be achieved without class revolution. Sexual revolution seems to result from a series of

technological changes - including, but not limited to, test tu
babies - rather than a transformation of oppressive social re
tionships.
Firestone's vision of liberation is tied to a series of assumptions about individual freedom. Every person is free, on the basis
of his or her individual rights and powers, to enter into contractual relations with every other person. These wholly instrumen-

tal relationships will be guided by quantitative considerations:
the achievement of a specific objective for a limited amount of
time. In other words, all human relationships in Firestone's
world take the commodity form. All things, including one's person, are for sale. All arenas of life are now unequivocally characterized by capitalist social relations. The future family is so completely rationalized that even relations between parents and chil-

dren are defined through contracts. Women's liberation is

achieved on the terms of a privatistic, competitive and contrac12 Mitchell, Woman's Estate, p. 156.
13 Shulamith Firestone, The Dialectic of Sex: The Case for Feminist Revolution (New York,

1970).

This content downloaded from 142.150.190.39 on Fri, 17 Apr 2020 15:15:21 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms

392 SCIENCE AND SOCIETY

tuai world. Individuals are nothi
cupy fragmented spaces. "Libera
bourgeois conception of possessiv

Neither Woman's Estate nor
feminists a way of transcendin

These influential attempts to perf
or another version of bourgeois so

ical and abstract view of social

awareness, Mitchell and Fires

capitalism so that they reappear
social life. Their attempts to ar
women's oppression reduce to bi
conceptions of women. By depl
turalist approaches, these writers

tal antinomies of bourgeois the

significant feminist attempts to g
gress behind it by accepting liber

These comments should not be taken to mean that feminism

must be abandoned by Marxists as merely another version of
bourgeois thought. In addition to the fact that there exists a long

history of struggle on the part of working women around so-

called "women's issues," it is also true that within the socialist

movement there have been many who have fought to incorporate the question of woman's emancipation within socialist practice.15 Still, the record of Marxist attention to women's issues is
uneven and there have been periods of what has been termed by

one writer "proletarian anti-feminism" within the socialist

movement.16 Significantly, after a long lull of nearly fifty years
14 See: C.B. Macpherson, The Political Theory of Possessive Individualism: Hobbes to Locke,

(Oxford, 1962).

15 Among others, see: Clara Zetkin, "Lenin on the Woman Question" in The Emancipation of Women: From the Writings of V.l. Lenin, (New York, 1966); Frederick Engels, The

Origin of the Family, Private Property and the State (New York, 1972); August Bebel,
Women Under Socialism (New York, 1971); Alexandra Kollontai, Communism and the

Family (London, 1971); Wilhelm Reich, Sex-pol: Essays 1929-1934, ed. by Lee Baxandall (New York, 1972).
16 Werner Thonnessen, The Emancipation of Women: The Rise and Decäne of the Women's
Movement in German Social Democracy, 1863-1933, trans, by Joris de Bres (London,

1969).
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there is now developing a body of literature extendin

ist approach to the problems opened up by the co
movement for women's liberation. This literature

even further the questions traditionally explored by
against earlier Marxist treatments of women's oppres
focused on female workers in industry, contempo
feminists are now concerned with the character of wo

within the family and its relationship to capitalist p

In contrast to liberal feminism, the Marxist a
women's oppression is grounded in an understandin

as social beings whose life activity, labor, takes an al

under capitalist social relations within the family
sphere as well as in the sphere of commodity prod

who focus on the social relations embodied in domestic labor

within the working class family identify the peculiarly capitalist
character of this work as well as the ties which bind the historical
form of the oppression of women to the exploitative character of
class relationships. The non-"gainfully employed" housewife and
her work, housework, are revealed as products of the changes in

the sexual division of labor and the structure of family life

brought about by capitalist development. Therefore the negation
of this specific form of domestic work does not signify the elimi-

nation of the family as such, but rather the supersession of a

particular historical form of the family.
17 See: Mariarosa Dalla Costa and Selma James, The Power of Women and the Subversion of

the Community (Montpelier, Bristol, England, 1972). Dalla Costa and James argue that
the housewife is a productive laborer. For the alternative position that the housewife

is an unproductive laborer, consider Wally Secombe, "The Housewife and Her
Labour Under Capitalism," Ttow Left Review, No. 83, January - February, 1973, 3 - 24,

as well as the following debate: Margaret Coulson, Branka Magas, and Hilary Wainwright, " The Housewife and Her Labour Under Capitalism' - a Critique," and Jean

Gardiner, "Women's Domestic Labour ," New Left Review, No. 89, January - February,

1975, 59-72, 47-58; and Wally Secombe, "Domestic Labour: Reply to Critics," New
Left Review, No. 94, November - December, 1975, 85 - 96. The following two writers

view housework as neither productive nor unproductive: Lise Vogel, "The Earthly
Family," and Ira Gerstein, "Domestic Work and Capitalism," in Radical America, Vol.

7, Nos. 4 and 5, July- October, 1973, 9-50, 101-130. The position that the family
constitutes a separate mode of production which does not fall under the laws of
capitalist society has been argued in the following articles: Margaret Benston, "The
Political Economy of Women's Liberation," in Michele H. Garskof, ed., Roles Women

Play, (Belmont, California, 1971), pp. 194-205 and Jean Gardiner, "The Political
Economy of Female Labour in Capitalist Society," paper presented to the British
Sociological Association, 1974 Conference on Sexual Divisions and Society.
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Before detailing some of the co

feminist debate over the character o

emphasized that these investigation
able historical insight. As Lukács re

capitalism was a unified econo

a - formally - unified structure o
the whole society, brought into b
analogue of this new reality is captu
of concrete totality. Persons, as w
their dialectical and dynamic relatio

to the whole, that is, in their integr

understood as a dynamic process
formation. The apparent facts on
seen as products of the reified

capitalist totality itself.19

In this view, Marxist feminism re

sumption that what is empirically
such. As against the liberal femin
begin to explore the internal relat

community and workplace, private
ily and economy, reproduction an
surface it may appear that the fam
life, the effort to elaborate a crit
feminist perspective confirms tha
perception is not concrete, but abs

concrete is gained by mediation, b
mediate, not accepting it."20 A cri
demonstrating how the so-called "fa
universal and unchangeable - are his
fore subject to transformation. The
ture of women's work in the hom
the capitalist totality.

18 Georg Lukács, "Reifìcation and the Consciousn
Class Consciousness (Cambridge, 1971), p. 100.

19 For a more developed treatment of this ap

Marx's Conception of Man in Capitalist Society,
Political Science: Prolegomenon to a Debate on
3:4, Summer 1973, 491 - 510; and Franz Jakubo
Historical Materialism, translated by Anne Boo

20 Russell Jacoby, Social Amnesia: A Critique of Co

(Boston, 1974), p. 59.
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Under capitalism, a worker's ability to labor i

and is sold in the marketplace for wages. The

this situation is an historical development by wh
class is stripped of any independent means of

As Marx stated:

. . . the labourer instead of being in the position to sell commodities in
which his labour is incorporated, must be obliged to offer for sale as a

commodity that very labour-power, which exists only in his living
self .... It [capital] can spring into life, only when the owner of the
means of production and subsistence meets in the market with the free

labourer selling his labour-power. And this one historical condition

comprises a world's history. Capital, therefore, announces from its first

appearance a new epoch in the process of social production.21

Marxist feminists point out that the separation of the working class from the means of production also entails the separation of the family unit from the sphere of production. However,
the two spheres, while distinct, continue to be internally related.
Both the family and the economy are the products of the same

historical development. The production of labor power in its
commodity form and the privatized consumption of manufactured articles as means of subsistence occur within the family

unit associated with the rise of capitalism, which over time strips
the family of any independent means of production. Therefore,
the domestic labor process contributes to the historical production of the working class under capitalist relations of production.

Marxist feminists have asked whether the working class
housewife falls under the category of productive labor which
Marx reserved for that labor which exchanges with capital and
increases capital by producing surplus value.22 The arguments
suggest that the housewife is not a productive laborer.23 Wally

Secombe concludes that the housewife is therefore an unproduc-

tive laborer, the category which Marx used to describe labor
which exchanges with revenue resulting from profits, interest or
rents. A more satisfying position on this definitional issue is ad21 Marx, Capital, Vol. I, pp. 168-170.
22 For a clarification of how Marx used the terms productive and unproductive labor in
his own writings, see: Ian Gough, "Marx and Productive Labour," New Left Review,
No. 76, November-December, 1972, 47-72.
23 See note 1 7 above for a survey of the different positions in the debate.
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vanced by Ira Gerstein and Lise Vogel,
labor is a distinctive form of social lab
which occurs within capitalism - that is

extent by capital itself, although it

categories which Marx used to describe
production proper. As Gerstein notes, "L
and unique commodity in capitalist soc

place in a capitalist manner."24 Or, as

reply to his critics, whereas domestic la
under the law of value as does labor pe
the production of surplus value, it, like
society, is influenced by this law in dec
arguments to mean that the housewife's
ity in the general sense of that term; it

general social labor within society.

domestic labor does not produce surplus
compelling argument for the position
creates value." He submits that the cat

in understanding any form of labor

capitalist society since it expresses ". . .

private labours to the total social labo
alized commodity production. Without

connection between the domestic and industrial units cannot be

adequately established; consequently, women's two labours are
left to float analytically, to be related to one another only by way

of the consciousness of women who move back and forth be-

tween them everyday."26 In other words, it might be said that a
social formation exists which is marked by qualitative distinctions
between different forms of social life. One such distinction ap-

pears in the separation between the domestic and industrial
realms. But this appearance obscures the social relations which
bind housework into the larger social division of labor; thus
domestic labor is "equalized" with other labors in society through
the continuous exchange of commodities, including labor power,
within the marketplace.
This summary suggests that the debate over domestic labor
has far-reaching implications for Marxist political practice. Many
24 Ira Gerstein, "Domestic Work and Capitalism," p. 114.
25 Wally Secombe, "Domestic Labour: Reply to Critics," p. 86.

26 Ibid.
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orthodox accounts of Marxism argue that the theory
tion which grounds the concept of exploitation is s
Marx in the social relationship between wage labor and
the point of production. Wage labor which is engaged b
to produce surplus value is robbed of a portion of its to
uct which is appropriated by the capitalist. Conseque
exploitative relations between wage labor and capital a
duction site determine the form of the class struggle.
The definitional question - is or is not housework
tive labor? - which preoccupies Marxist feminists when
vestigate family life becomes another way of theoretica
ing the point from which revolutionary change can p
capitalist society. These writers ask what relationship, i
housewives have to the class struggle. They ask wheth
cial conflicts which emerge around the sexual division o
the family and other specifically "women's issues" ar
of the movement to abolish capitalist social relations.
These are essential considerations for any feminist
strategy. Yet the literature in the housework debat
unknown or is ignored by many feminists, even th
socialist wing of the movement. It is important to note
presentation of the character of women's work as eithe
tional issue or a category dispute over whether or not h
are exploited as workers, has been characterized by

sterile question. What is required is an extended d
which can expand the insights already achieved in t

work debate by uncovering the material bases for such

advanced capitalist social life as the commodity char

female sexuality, the unequal relation between men and

work and at home, and the property character of fa

These features of social existence are, of course, noted b
liberal and radical feminists. But they are treated in th

as either an attitudinal problem, a cultural artifact
from an earlier social structure, or a universal featur
en's condition.27 For Marxists the challenge is to reveal
"facts" are themselves products of a given historical

which can be altered.

Using an often-quoted passage from the Economic and
27 See Firestone, The Dialectic of Sex and Simone de Beauvoir, The Second Sex (New York,
1952).
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Philosophic Manuscripts I will attem
alienated features of women's exi

can resituate the insights of libe

expand the discussion already begun
literature. In this work, Marx refer
the isolation, dehumanization, separ
relationships which occurs under

This material, immediately perceptible

perceptible expression of estrange

production and consumption - is the pe
ment of all production until now, i.e.,
man. Religion, family, state, law, mor

particular modes of production, and

positive transcendence of private prope
life, is therefore the positive transcend
to say, the return of man from religion
i.e., social existence. Religious estrange
realm of consciousness, of man's inner
that of real life; its transcendence the

This passage might be read to m

including that which occurs within

automatically upon the achievem
reading, the so-called facts of co

female subordination in private and

socialist societies can be advanced
analysis. But to follow this line
troduction of perspectives rooted
the sexual division of labor and of

en's inferiority is "proved" to be in
women.

It would seem that Marx's own intention wa
theoretical grounds for political action: the
ence of an exploitative and oppressive social
are to find the bases for a politics which can m
present situation and a future society in which
the sexes are no longer oppressive in character
interpretation which does not force us to ob

tinction itself.

28 Karl Marx, Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844, ed., with an introduction by

Dirk J. Struik (New York, 1964), p. 136.
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There is substantial evidence to suggest that
wrote this passage he was concerned with fami
bourgeois class. Indeed, just four years later, in T
Manifesto, Marx and Engels stated unequivocally:

On what foundation is the present family, the bourgeo
On capital, on private gain. In its completely developed
ily exists only among the bourgeoisie. But this state of
complement in the practical absence of the family amo
rians and in public prostitution.29

Eli Zaretsky and other writers have demonstrat
twentieth century family life in the working class
new level of importance.30 The shortening of the
the development of mass forms of consumption, t
mass culture, and the rise in the importance of sub

together transformed working class family life
suggest that we must either abandon Marx's stat
family is a particular mode of production which fa
general law of private property or we must alter h
propose that we do the latter and view the workin
as a specific mode of production - that is, "a def
activity ... a definite form of expressing their l
mode of life . . . ."31 - which is dominated by the
processes of capitalist society as a whole.32

29 Karl Marx and Frederick Engels, Manifesto of the Communist Par
53.

30 Eli Zaretsky, "Capitalism, The Family and Personal Life," Socia
13-14, 15, January-April, 1973 and May-June, 1973, 60-126, 19

31 Karl Marx and Frederick Engels, The German Ideology, ed., by C.J

1970), p. 42.

32 The theoretical formulation proposed in this article is on a high l

Therefore, it is necessary to emphasize that variations exist am
families due to the many regional, ethnic and racial divisions

Moreover, the capitalist mode of production occurs within a variet

tions. These social formations are transformed over time by th

capitalist social relations, retaining all the while something of their
A detailed investigation would reveal that the requirements of cap
another national society may contribute to the strengthening as we
of "traditional" family patterns among different groups within the

class. The recent study by John Berger and Jean Mohr, A Seven

Images and Words about the Experiences of Migrant Workers in Europe

a compelling description of the ways in which the traditional fam
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The formulation suggested here

family merely copies the economic b
simply spills over into family existe

of the working class within capit

office or plant, but in the family an
day life. In order to comprehend th

tions from the vantage point of p
necessary to reject any theoretica
given the family's autonomy, ind
production "proper" and which th
connections between production
agency of reproduction and socializ

tion emphasizes the existence of inte
ily life and commodity production

tively distinct but integrated aspe

tion.33 Exploitation of the working
merely to the individual worker at h
a society-wide basis. Domestic labor r

class relations of capitalist society
week, or the year, but over a lifet
mode of production of capitalism h

not merely because it is a "superstru
nomic base, but rather because the
occurs within the working class fam

male industrial migrant workers from southe
capitalist societies of northwestern Europe are t
similar study should be done for migrant fema

on the United States as well as on Europe, are n
the various patterns of family life which coex
societies. See also: Stephen Castles and Godula K
Structure in Western Europe (London); Godula K

Western Europe- a Step Towards Emancipation
Spring 1976; Francis Wilson, Migrant Labour i
and Ester Boserup, Woman's Role in Economic D
33 As argued in the text of this article, the integ
intensify under advanced capitalism. In Capita
capital requires that the working class reproduc

not terribly interested in the form in which it m

states that the worker performs necessary vital
duction. However, the latter has been misinterp

operating outside of the laws of capitalism or
entity inside capitalism. At this place in the t

worker's reproduction is for capital "a factor of

capital." pp. 572, 571.
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Curiously, the sexual dimension of the repro

labor power appears to the family members as a "n
animal-like, aspect of human nature. Women, in pa
linked to this realm of nature. Sexuality, in such
repressed sexuality. The history of sexual relation
social content harden into nature: sexuality become
ture. Accordingly, all attempts to present woman, se
reproduction as products of a realm of nature rev

tory so long unliberated - history so long mo

oppressive - that it congeals .... Second nature is no
ture or history, but frozen history that surfaces as
The sexual division of labor within the working cl
reflects a specialization of tasks that enables the wor
capacity to be transformed into a commodity to be
sold and thereby estranged from the worker. In orde
this process on a daily basis the housewife must pu
the wage packet the means of subsistence for the ent
As Marx demonstrated, the products produced by
stand opposed to the worker's entire family, who mu
their wages in order to live.

The capital given in exchange for labour-power is con

necessaries, by the consumption of which the muscles, ne
and brains of existing labourers are reproduced, and new
begotten. Within the limits of what is strictly necessary,
consumption of the working-class is, therefore, the reconv

means of subsistence given by capital in exchange for

into fresh labour-power at the disposal of capital for expl
the production and reproduction of that means of produc
pensable to the capitalist: the labourer himself.35

Furthermore, the very kinds of products which
chased and consumed by the working class family

"imaginary appetites" or "false needs" which dominat
production. Betty Friedan is right to suggest that th
tionship between the general system of commodity

and the consumption of false needs by the Amer

34 Russell Jacoby, Social Amnesia, p. 31.

35 Marx, Capital, Vol I, p. 572.
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wife.36 She remains confused about th
cannot think of the family as anything
In such a view, all economic and social

the organization of family life. Wha

feminists fail to see is that "the social does not Influence' the

private, it dwells within it."37

The working class family is pervaded through and through
by commodity relationships. Enjoyment and leisure in the home
occur through commodities. Yet people believe that the family is

the only sphere left in which a person can be authentic; it is
viewed as an arena of true subjectivity. Certainly useful labor
goes into the production of the worker's labor power in the

commodity form. In this process real human needs are satisfied
through a form of social labor. At the same time, however, sub-

jective content of such relations with the family is constantly

being undermined and cancelled by the universal tendency

under capitalism for all social relations to assume the commodity

form. Thus, husband and wife are deemed to "own" (have an

investment in) one another and to "own" (have property in) their

children. The life insurance policy purchased by the working
man as a potential gift to wife and children becomes a testimony
to the amount of sexual power he has to invest in their happiness.38 Such is the power of money in capitalist society. As Marx

recognized: "Money is the pimp between man's need and the
object, between his life and his means of life. But that which
mediates my life for me, also mediates the existence of other
people/or me. For me it is the other person."39 Personal relations
between man and wife within the private sphere of the family
are mediated through money.

Today "liberated" marriage partners are counseled to draw
up detailed contracts specifying their individual contributions to
the marriage in order to facilitate a more efficient and equitable

division of their mutual property should the marriage end in
divorce. Indeed, the universal character of what appears as the

36 Betty Friedan, The Feminine Mystique (New York, 1963), esp. pp. 206-232, chapter on
"The Sexual Sell."

37 Jacoby, Social Amnesia, p. 104.
38 See Ernest Dichter, The Strategy of Desire (New York, 1960), p. 221, cited in Sheila
Rowbotham, Woman's Consciousness, Man's World, (Baltimore, 1973), p. 54.
39 Marx, Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts, pp. 165-166.
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particular sphere of personal life is best revealed
increasingly common phenomenon. In divorce the

which were considered exempt from the alien

rights and property are directly subjected to that
tions of property and monetary responsibility t

over all other matters.40

In The Second Sex Simone de Beauvoir pointed out that our
sexual metaphors are metaphors of conquest. In fact, they are
also metaphors of ownership, "To take'' or "to have" one another is

the language of a modern marriage ceremony. The language
continues to express the core of marriage as recognized in the
eighteenth century by Immanuel Kant. He wrote, "Sexual community is the reciprocal use made by one person of the sexual
organs and faculties of another . . . marriage ... is the union of
two people of different sexes with a view to the mutual posses-

sion of each other's sexual attributes for the duration of their

lives."41 The most intimate relationships between persons are
invaded by the language of things or commodity relations. Persons, in this view, are "owned" and "disposed" of like any other

wordly object. Advertised schemes for contract marriage and
computerized mating reveal even further that ". . . today even
sex is assimilated into the relationship of exchange, into the rational 'give' and 'take.' "42 Thus, sexual performance becomes a
goal towards which man has to strive. And sexual conquests are
accumulated and guarded against all potential competitors.43
Women as well as men endeavor to accumulate lovers.

By focusing on the family sphere, Marxist feminism reveals

the extent to which all human senses are reduced to the one

sense of "having," to a one-sided gratification appropriate to th
ownership of private property. Marxist feminism alters the co
ception of the autonomous family. It demonstrates that relatio
within the family are not "natural" relations. Indeed, it reve
that ". . . the family not only depends on the historically concre
social reality but is socially mediated down to its innermost stru
40 See Theodor Adorno, Minima Moralia: Reflections From a Damaged Life, translated

E.F.N. Jephcott (London, 1974), pp. 31-32.

41 Cited in Georg Lukács, History and Class Consciousness, p. 100.
42 The Frankfurt Institute for Social Research, Aspects of Sociology, with a preface by
Horkheimer and Theodor W. Adorno, translated by John Viertel (Boston, 1972),
131.

43 Sheila Rowbotham, Woman's Consciousness, Man's World, pp. 49-66.
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ture."44 Both production and con
an alienated form. The working c

is an alienated producer. The pa

labor performed within the mode
which both kinds of work are ch
and fragmented tasks, is a manif
which bind family to workplace u

tion and care of children and ag

up with the production of the co
On the other hand, it is often a
office or factory work, possesses

organic, non-rationalized.45 Ind
production does satisfy authen

which occurs in the working clas

omously by the producers, for

capitalist relation. As such, it em

tween production for use and

noted, production within the fam

value obtained through the sa

around needs which can be satisfi
of production. Not surprisingly,
is characteristic of all capitalist

change value over use value pro

opment of the laborer as a produc

seen within the family as the o

form of this development: even t
only for capital.
The fetishization of female sexu

ing is not the result of univers

feminists would have us believe. Rather, as Dalla Costa notes,

under capitalism ". . .women are robbed of their sexual life
which has been transformed into a function of reproducing
labor power."46 Men are also affected by a process of repression
which amounts to the temporal as well as the spatial reduction of
the libido. Capitalism's organization of the working day assigns
sex to the hours during which much of the work which goes into
44 Aspects of Sociology, p. 130.

45 See articles by Margaret Benston, Mariarosa Dalla Costa and Jean Gardiner cited
above, note 17.

46 Mariarosa Dalla Costa, The Power of Woman and The Subversion of the Community, p. 29.
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the daily reproduction of labor power must be
The so-called free-space of leisure activity is als

domination. The repressive organization of sexualit
its qualitative and quantitative restriction, so that

ity comes to dominate all other forms of sexual

becoming itself a means to a limited end - procreat

The naturalization of the family and wom

ideologies of late capitalism - even within the fe

ment, as revealed in the works of Simone de Beauvoir and

Shulamith Firestone - must be counterposed against the tendency toward commodity fetishism within capitalist society. Rela-

tions between persons take on the form of relations between

things, they become reified; and relations between things take on

the properties of human beings, they become personified. In

Marx's words, commodity fetishism refers to "material relations

between persons and social relations between things."48 All

ideologies which naturalize woman or the family thereby conceal
the social relations between the housewife and her product, labor
power. They treat the worker's labor as something which springs
to life at the factory gates.
The view presented here reveals that the working class fam-

ily is a mode of production and reproduction of the working

class under capitalism, of the individual worker as a worker, and
of the married woman as a housewife as well as a potential and
frequently employed wage laborer. Indeed, women have always
been employed as wage laborers under capitalism, from its ori-

gins down to the present.49 The process of reproduction and
production of the working class over generations involves the
utilization of female labor as both wage labor and domestic

labor.50 There is a direct correspondence between the categories

of jobs which women perform in the paid labor force and the
47 For an excellent discussion of these points, see Herbert Marcuse, Eros and Civilization:
A Philosophical Inquiry into Freud (Boston, 1966).
48 Marx, Capital, Vol I, p. 73; See also Richard Lichtman, Marx s Theory of Ideology,
Socialist Revolution, No. 23, April 1975, 45-76.
49 See Alice Clark, Working Life of Women in the Seventeenth Century (New York, 1968);
Ivy Pinchbeck, Women Workers and the Industrial Revolution, 1750-1850 (New York,
1961); Sheila Rowbotham, Hidden From History) Edith Abbott, Women in Industry (New

York, 1910);Rosalyn Baxandall, Linda Gordon and Susan Reverby, eds., America's
Working Women (New York, 1976).

50 When the woman labors only at housework, her labor power is being expended
although it is not being directly utilized by capital in the production of surplus value.
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kind of production which they pe
male worker, the housewife exp
own life-time a split between her
ity, the result of the metamorp

thing or an object which she se

necessity to transform her labor p
is determined by the size of the w

in various sectors of the econom

requirements of capital at any poi
The feminist literature is sensitive to the conservative con-

tent of the housewife's role within the family. This conservatism
is directly related to the instruction which workers and future
workers receive within the family. It is here that the family
teaches workers to sell their labor power for the sake of consumption which they come to understand as leisure time. It
teaches that leisure, not productive activity, gives meaning to life.

Within the family, patterns of hierarchy (of men over women
and of parents over children) serve to introduce workers to the
hierarchical labor patterns of the workplace. The ideology of the
family helps to teach workers that these patterns are "natural" as
well as legitimate. Also the family absorbs the shock of those who
fail to achieve their "freedom" in the social division of labor.

The entire way in which workers live, as well as where they

live, are aspects of capitalist alienation. There are no absolute
divisions between family and factory in this respect. Housing
developments are especially marked by the standardized character of the organization of physical space as well as the private
lives of their residents. As Murray Bookchin notes, the featureSo, whereas it is to the advantage of capital to maintain the working class family in its
present form, there is a counter- tendency which suggests that capital might want to

employ female labor power directly for commodity production. Over the course of
capitalist development one can see both tendencies operating together as well as
separately - that is, sequentially - depending upon the needs of capital at any given

time.

51 See: Robert W. Smuts, Woman and Work in America (New York, 1971); Caroline Bird,
Born Female: The High Cost of Keeping Women Down (New York, 1968).
52 See Lukács, History and Class Consciousness, p. 168.

53 We need to supplement our knowledge of dual labor markets by race and sex in
order to account for the number of single, divorced or widowed women with children

in the labor force who are among the most disadvantaged workers and for the
disproportionate number of these women who are non- white. See: Valerie Kincade
Oppenheimer, The Female Labor Force in the United States (Berkeley, 1970).
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less architecture of these buildings with their institutio
ridors and office-like apartments suggests that ". . . t
opments are bureaucratic institutions for self-reproduct
self -maintenance, just as the office skyscrapers are bur
institutions for commerce and administration."54 Wome
ticular, are encouraged to regulate each family member's
ior not only inside the family but, more important, in su

that the norms of correct behavior are projected ou
home. The good son or husband is a good worker as

Certainly, then, woman's role as producer of the com

labor power possesses a conservative dimension insof

labor constitutes the production of the worker as a worke

reproduction of the working class as a working cla

capitalism. Hierarchy and repression are important fe
this conservative content of the working class family
female members. At the same time, the reproductio
working class itself is founded upon the mediation of

oppression within the class. The family also is a form of

tion within which social needs are met.

These considerations suggest the outlines of a full-scale investigation of capitalist society from the standpoint of the work-

ing class family. An examination of capitalist production as

viewed from the vantage point of the family brings into prominence a series of contradictions. These contradictions are

grouped around, or are aspects of, a central contradiction

capitalism and for it. To say that a contradiction exists

capitalism means that there is a contradiction between its cont
and its form; to say that a contradiction exists for it means th
there is a contradiction between its mode of being and its esse

tial transformation. To what central and secondary contrad

tions does the capitalist character of work point?
The central contradiction in capitalism posed by the natu
of housework is that marked by the fundamental integration
housework into social labor (its content) and its privatized,
lated, "unproductive" (for capital, that is) form. Just as in
past, relations of exploitation in the factory have produced

mands for unionization, higher wages, better working cond

tions, etc. - essentially for work reforms within the system -

54 Murray Bookchin, The Limits of the City (New York, 1974), pp. 83-84 (my empha
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now the social character of house

but mistaken demands for wag
have raised these demands have
this first contradiction. They
awarding of a wage, if possible, w
of production nor the fact that t
the wage-packet of the male wag
women should not struggle to fo
share of the cost of the reprodu
Housework's central contradi
touches upon some broader asp
tween the way housework is no
human form of production no

difficulties posed for post-capital

are worthy of examination. A

clouded the vision of the socialist

to the formulation of misconceiv

erate women "for production,"
they already enter into it. As a
work cannot be transformed by
rectly into the labor market. Nor
alternative to capitalism if it ser
lier mode of production. House
subjugation of labor by means of
be the precondition for the eman
mistaken for emancipation itself

that housework suggests, but cann

form of production which is le
production of exchange value u
These contradictions reveal a
also deserve serious examinatio
call for ''freeing" women for p
heeded by capitalism itself. Sinc
have been entering the labor fo

contrast with the early part of th

number of single working wom
ened and extended the antagonism

ter of sexual relations under ca

supposition of a free laborer in a
words, it has deepened women's
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tion between their status as proprietors of their p

capacities (mainly as sellers of labor power) and as ob

male sexual proprietorship. It is in this sense - and wholly

capitalism - that women's "liberation" from the home

potential political opposition to capitalist social arrangeme
Another aspect of this contradiction involves the anta

between the ideology of feminity, which places wom
pedestal and encourages them to believe they can eleva

social status through marriage, and the exploitation of all

ing women on the labor market. For those women wh

security in their dependent but ostensibly respected posit
subordinate mates to their husbands, the real degradati
rienced in the world of wage labor can produce knowle
conflict. It is here that the criticisms of the "feminine m
and the emphasis on transforming personal relations ar
for the theory and practice of the movement.

A major aspect of the contradiction between the f
women's work in the home and its social content is rev
the housewife's integration into social labor and her i
from the sphere of production of surplus value. Those wh
advocated wages, not housework, have often noted the
housewife's attachment to conservative neighborhood inst
like churches, small businesses, schools, bingo nights,
them, for the housewife to quit the home and join the un
been seen as a first step toward her liberation. Those w
advocated wages for housework, on the other hand, h
noted the potential for the community to become a l
social struggle. While I have noted the limitations of th
for housework demand,55 the perception that housewo
aspect of the productive process challenges movements fo
change more seriously to incorporate the insights of f
theory in drawing up strategy. The investigation of d
labor in the family thus has practical as well as theoretica

cations. It is toward such considerations that further contrib-

utions to Marxist feminist theory should be directed.
Hampshire College,
Amherst, Massachusetts
55 For a fuller argument on the inadequacy of the wages for housework demand, see my

article, "Wages for Housework: Subsidizing Capitalism?", Quest, Vol. II, No. 2, Fall
1975, 17-30.
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