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Introduction

Carole Pateman and
Mary Lyndon Shanley

1970s, feminist theorists have been examining the familiar,
t so familiar, texts of political theory. Their rereadings and
1s have revolutionary implications for an understanding
books themselves, but also of such central political categories
equality, freedom, justice, the public, the private, and
spite the importance of the new feminist scholarship, it has
most part alongside rather than as part of “mainstream”
‘Remarkably little attention has been paid to the implica-
arguments in the ever-increasing volume of commentary
exts, or in discussions of contemporary political problems.
illustrates the range and depth of feminist studies of the
g the essays together, we hope that their significance
and practice will be more readily acknowledged. Some
been published before, the earliest in 1977 and the
989; others have been specially commissioned for this
- t('erpretaﬂons presented here could be challenged by
s of cach of the texts, but we arc not aiming to
aset of definitive accounts. Rather, our aim is to make a
selection of feminist scholarship more easily accessible to
and to the general reader.

chapters raises the question of how uscful the texts of
€ or can be to feminist theonsts. The standard com-
texts invariably ecither ignore or mercly mention in
cnts of the great writers about sexual difference. These
¢ contrary, that arguments about the characters and
1 and women are fundamental to political theory. As

L
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Susan Okin commented in Women in Western Political Thought, “it is by no
means a simple matter to integrate the female half of the human race into
[the Western] tradition of political theory.”'

When feminists first turned to the classic texts they were mainly con-
cerned with exposing the misogyny of many famous theorists and the way
in which virtually every writer assumed that women’s stunted rationality
and moral and political capacities made them unfit for citizenship and
political life. Indeed, one initial reaction was to reject the whole tradition
of political theory and to call for feminists to begin again on completely
new terrain. Thus, Lorenne Clark and Lynda Lange announced that
“traditional political theory is utterly bankrupt in the light of present
[feminist] perspectives . . . [It] is up to us to remedy this by providing new
theories which refiect a deeper understanding of our historical position.”?
Most of the authors in this volume (including Lange) now suggest that the
theorists whom they discuss do have something valuable to offer to feminist
political theory. For example, Butler sces Locke as an embryonic “equal
rights” feminist; Lange presents Rousseau as providing insights into the
problems for women il social hfe is based on generalized competition
between individuals; Okin argues that Rawls’s theory has subversive
potential for reconceptualizing familial as well as political justice; Dietz
suggests that Arendt’s notion of the zila acliva should be incorporated into
any feminist vision of the good life; and Sawicki claims that Foucault
offers feminists a critical method and a “set of recommendations™ about
how to assess feminist theories.

The order of the chapters follows the conventional manner of discussing
political thinkers and there is a rough thematic pairing throughout; Plato
and Aristotle come first and we conclude with Mill and Rawls, de Beauvoir
and Foucault, and Arendt and Habermas. The volume is not entirely
conventional, however; two theorists included here, Mary Wollstonecraft
and Simone de Beauvoir, do not usually make an appearance in the canon
of texts that make up the standard curriculum of “political theory.”
Feminist scholarship has raised some awkward questions about the con-
struction of this canon. Why, for example, are Mary Wollstonecraft and
Simone de Beauvoir so rarely studied in courses on political theory?
William Godwin (Wollstonecraft’s husband) and Jean-Paul Sartre (de
Beauvoir's companion) are much more likely to be read, and many more
obscure, minor male authors of both the eighteenth and twentieth centuries
are discussed. _

Both Wollstonecralt and de Beauvoir were the friends of the leading
radicals of their time, led unconventional lives and wrote novels as well as
books of political theory and philosophy. Their major feminist works, 4
Vindication of the Rights of Woman and The Second Sex, are important works in
the history of political thought, raising questions that other advocates ol
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:"tghts of men and citizens,” and existentialist and individualist
osophers, repressed and ignored. The neglect of both writers appears
bmuse they were feminists writing about the relation between the
_a matter treated by contemporary political theonists as outside their
ot matter. John Stuart Mill wrote on the same issue from a feminist
ive, and, until very recently, his feminist writings have also been
y ignored by political theorists, despite the very extensive discussion
‘other work.
authors of these chapters write from a variety of perspectives from
n political theory and feminism; there is no single “leminist view™ of
nor is there a feminist conclusion about the theoretical way
Rather, this volume reflects the great diversity of both feminist
in general and feminist approaches to the history of political
onetheless, despite the varied approaches of the contributors,
rs are related because these scholars have approached the texts
y feminist questions in mind. The questions concern the
icance of sexual difference and men's power over women;
1 construction of central categories of political thought; the
nature, the sexes, reason and politics; the relation between
(in the sense of the domestic, the familial, the intimate) and
(in the sense of the economy and the state); and the political
of differences among women.
all the differences between theorists from Plato to
the tradition of Western political thought rests on a conception of
‘that is constructed through the exclusion of women and all
ited by femininity and women’s bodies. Sexual difference
are usually treated as marginal to or outside of the subject
tical theory, but the different attributes, capacities and
ascribed to men and women by political theorists are
way in which each has defined the “political.” Manhood
hand in hand, and everything that stands in contrast to
political life and the political virtues has been represented
* capacitics and the tasks seen as natural to their sex,
stherhood. Many political theorists have seen women as
part to play in social life — but not as citizens and political
women have been designated as the upholders of the
1 of the political world of men; or, as Saxonhouse argues
minity symbolizes the private ties, restraint and stability
- polis.
of sexual difference, that is to say, is inseparable from the
relationship between the “private” and the “public,”
through this volume. Mainstream political theory takes
generally ignores, a major distinguishing feature of modern

NCIng
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Western socicties: the fact that they are divided into two spheres, only one
of which, the public sphere, is seen to be of political relevance. Long
before the separation of the world of women and the houschold from the
masculine realm of politics and citizenship took its peculiarly modern
form, political theorists had set the “political™ in opposition to “private”
concerns. On the face of it, this may scem untrue of Plato, who, in Book V
of the Republic, had included women among his guardian class. Okin
argues that although Plato’s view that the most able upper-class women
could share in political rule was “more revolutionary than [that] of any
other major political philosopher,” whether or not women ruled depended
on Plato’s willingness to abolish the private family and with it women’s
subordination as wives and their consequent exclusion from political
activity. In the Laws, Plato demonstrated his unwillingness to undermine
the patriarchal household, and so inaugurated a tradition in which the
political and women were secn as incompatible.

For Aristotle there was no question about women's exclusion from the
reasoned discourse and activities of the polis. Aristotle insisted that the
natural order prescribed that the superior must govern the inferior. Saxon-
house stresses that, although Aristotle did not believe that all males were
naturally superior to all females, even those women who might be fit for
political life were precluded from it; in nourishing the young with their
bodies and preserving the houschold, women lacked the necessary leisure
to engage in politics. Nonetheless, Saxonhouse argues, women performed
a vital political role in sustaining the life of the polis. The view that women
must remain outside the public world of politics, even though they have a
fundamentally important political task to perform, recurs in many of the
classic texts.

In the modern period, however, the idea that women, by virtue of their
natural capacities, had a distinctive political part o play gave rise to a
problem that still remains unresolved. Before the proclamation of the
revolutionary modern doctrine that all men were by nature, or by birth-
right, free and equal to each other, the exclusion of women from political
life was unremarkable; many other categories of the population (such as
the poor, the propertyless, or slaves) were decmed unfit by nature for
citizenship. But once the “rights of man” became the currency of modern
political argument, women posed a special problem — precisely because
they are not the same as men. Standard accounts of the history of political
theory assume that the statement that “all men” are born free and equal
should be read as “all humankind™; that is, the doctrine of individual
frecdom and cquality is assumed to be universal, to apply 1o everyone. On
this reading, the incorporation of women into citizenship poses exactly the
same problem in principle as the inclusion of; say, propertyless men or
men of racial minorities. The only difficulty is putting theory into practice.

Introduction 5

a view is shared by contemporary feminists who press for equal
for women and men and for all differences between the sexes as
ens to be swept away through the enactment of gender-neutral laws
At this point textual interpretation becomes important. The standard

enitaries pay virtually no attention to the faci that almost all the
sus modern political theorists agree that “human naturc” is sexually
rentiated; womanhood and manhood do not have the same political
. But now the crucial question arises: what exactly is the signific-
' sexual difference? Do the different natures and capacities of
and men mean that women cannot be citizens? Or does it mean
women are citizens, their citizenship will differ in some ways from
men? Feminists have recently been conducting a vigorous debate
uality, difference and citizenship, and some contemporary feminists
hat women can make a distinctive and valuable contribution to
life. Sexual difference (women's specific attributes, capacities
, they claim, should be acknowledged in law and public

gs of the modern texts in these chapters reflect the wide

“‘opinion over sexual difference and equality, and also illustrate

of the relationship between masculinity and femininity,

tical and the private, equality, freedom and citizenship. The

ruction of separate public and private spheres was developed

th century, and two contrasting interpretations are offered

from that period. Hobbes stands alone in the tradition of
sht, although his singularity receives little attention from

theorists. Hobbes is the only writer received into the “tradition”

that the same human nature is common to women and men.

begins from the premise that women, like men, are born

's equals. Why, then, did he endorse the dominion of men
civil society, and how does he make the theoretical move
ality in the state of natre to patriarchal rule in civil
s reading of Hobbes is that all the women in the state of
red by men and so incorporated as servants into “famil-
their status as free and equal “individuals,” women lack
to participate in the original contract. Men thus make a
reates modern patriarchal marriage and the private sphere
imates men’s jurisdiction over women in civil society.

not share Hobbes’s view that the state of nature was a
xual equality. Butler's reading of Locke, however, is that
s the potential to be expanded to allow the incorporation of
- political life on the same basis as men. The crucial factor is
ed that women, like men, could be educated; thus women’s
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political fate was not determined by their nature. Women, Butler states,
are capable “of satislying Locke’s requirements for political life.” More-
over, Locke stands at the beginning of liberal individualism, a doctrine
with universal implications. Locke’s legacy, Butler argues, meant that
“liberals would be forced to bring their views on women into line with
their theory of human nature.”

The feminist John Stuart Mill was one liberal who saw the subjection of
women as a glaring anomaly in the modern world. Mill tried (albeit
without success) to bring the relation between the sexes into line with his
wider liberal principles, which meant that he had to attempt to bridge the
divide between public and private. The tenets of liberalism, Mill argued,
applied to marriage as well as political life. Shanley interprets Mill as
arguing for friendship, not domination, in marriage and she sees Mill’s
demand for equal opportunity for women as a means to marital friendship
rather than an end in itself. But Mill's attempt to universalize liberal
principles remains an exception in political theory. Other writers, in-
cluding twentieth-century theorists who figure prominently in the canon
of modern political theory, construct their arguments around the separation
between public and private.

For example, Hannah Arendt’s examination ol labor, work and action
assumes a strict division between the worlds of productive (male) and
reproductive (female) work and labor. As Dictz points out, “the funda-
mental activities Arendt designates have actually been lived out as either
male or female identities. Animal laborans, ‘the reproducer,” has been struc-
tured and experienced as if it were natural to the female, and homo faber,
‘the fabricator,” has been constructed as il it were appropriate to the
male,” rather than taken as irreducible dimensions of humanness itself. As
Fraser shows, Habermas’s extremely elaborate and sophisticated analysis,
with his distinctions between material and symbolic reproduction and
between socially integrated and system integrated action contexts, similarly
maintains the patriarchal division between private and public. Habermas'’s
theory has an impliat “gender subtext,” and, because he fails to investigate
how the public — the (masculine) worker and the workplace — are linked to
the private — the family — his theory defends “an institutional arrangement
which is widely held to be one, if not the, linchpin of modern women’s
subordination.”

The example of Habermas illustrates how even radical theorists are |

oblivious to the problem of sexual difference and sexual subordination.
Thus they rarely ask any questions about Rousseau’s credentials as the
father of radical democracy. Yet Rousseau could not be more explicit in
his exclusion of women, whom he sees as natural political subversives,
from citizenship. Many feminists have seen Rousseau as merely inconsistent
in his argument about the sexes, but Lange argues against this reading.
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Vithin the structure of Rousseau’s theory, political order requires that the
ic world reflect the sexual order of nature. The education of men and
must be different and women must maintain the family, the
ation of the state. If both men and women acted as competitors,
ing decisions on the basis of private advantage and subjective interest
hat is to say, il both sexes acted in the manner seen as properly
culine — then, Rousscau believed, women would always lose because
 already have an advantage in the competition. The lesson to be
it from Rousseau, Lange argues, is that women should be cautious
equality with men; “meaningful equality of right, or privilege, or
consideration, may have to be based on an accommodation of
_differences.”
¢ Rousscau, Hegel made his views on men’s and women’s political
clear enough; indeed, Hegel not only confined women to the private
; but even excluded them from listory. Yet Hegel, as Benhabib
izes, was an Enlightenment thinker who upheld the transformation
in the French Revolution — at least, where the freedom of the male
ct of the modern state is concerned. He drew back when faced with
cipated women of his day; his “views on love and sexuality . . .
1o be a counter-Enlightenment thinker.” Benhabib states that
“women’s grave digger”; he confines women to a doomed phasc
ectic. Hegel called women “an everlasting irony” in the life of
unity, and Benhabib urges the restoration of irony and the
s of the other” — that is, the difference of women — that Hegel
to expunge from political theory.
pervasive and protracted unwillingness of political theorists to
and question the arguments of theorists such as Rousscau and
ut sexual difference and the public and private is exacerbated
usion of feminist works from the canon of texts. Mary Wollstone-
instance, insisted that public and private, and, hence, the char-
and women, could only be understood in relation to each
tonecraft is especially interesting, too, because two different
can be found in her writings, an argument for women’s political
th men and an argument that motherhood, women’s special
or what she called their “peculiar destination,” meant that
1zenship must differ from that of men. Wollstonecraft was by
one in this mixture of arguments. In the late nineteenth and
th centuries, the suffragists also argued, on the one hand,
lical) virtue had no sex, and that justice demanded that women
the same political rights and be enfranchised on the same
n; on the other hand, they argued that women had a unique
10 make (and so had a different claim to the vote than men)
their special responsibilities as mothers.
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In many of her comments on motherhood, Wollstonecraft sounds like
the precursor of contemporary feminist thinkers who advocate bringing
the traditionally female practices and values associated with motherhood
into the public realm. In this volume, such arguments are represented by
Di Stefano’s discussion of Marx. Di Stefano makes the sweeping charge
against Marx that — regardless of or despite what he said explicitly about
women — the very structure and style of his thought is masculinist and
denies the importance, and even the existence, of mothers, mothering
activity and maternal labor. “Marx has cssentially denied and then
reappropriated the labor of the mother in his historical and labor-based
account of selfzcreated man.” The denial of the mother, in Di Stefano’s
view, maintains the domination of women and nature, and “the case of the
missing (m)other in western political theory,” not unique to Marx, supports
a deep misogyny in the tradition of political thought.

Wollstonecraft provides a necessary counter to this aspect of the tradition,
but onc problem in her arguments, Gatens states, is that she treats
women’s tasks as mothers as necessarily following from women’s em-
bodiment and biology; a political division of labor between women and
men is then justified as natural. Wollstonccraft agreed with Rousscau that
the family was the foundation of the state, but sharply disagreed that
women could be good mothers in conditions of marital despotism or
without public standing as citizens. Yet their dutics as citizens coincided
with their dutics as mothers. At the same time, Gatens suresses, Wollstone-
craft also insisted that reason had no sex. Women's apparent incapacity
was due to lack of education, and their natures were corrupted by passion
— the passion of men. Thus Wollstonecraft argues simultancously that the
bodily difference between the sexes is crucial for their citizenship, and
appeals to a disembodied reason, or what Gatens calls “the essential
sexual neutrality of the rational agent,” in her defence of the rights of
woman.

A defence of the rational agent is presented by Dietz and Okin in their
analyses of Arendt and Rawls. They arguc that to pay attention to sexual
difference in policy and public law is not only detrimental to women but
wrongly conceptualizes the nature and purpose of political life. Dictz
recoils from the strand of contemporary feminist theory that shares “an
emancipatory vision that defends the moral (or subversive) possibilities of
women’s role as reproducer, nurturer, and preserver of vulnerable human
life.” Okin takes Rawls to task for failing to see the need to apply liberal
principles of justice to the private sphere, and thus for not considering
how his acceptance of the conventional sexual division of labor excludes
women from public life and relieves men of domestic burdens. While both
Dictz and Okin argue that in the past the concept of the “universal
citizen,” or neutral rational agent, has not been universal or neutral but
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asculine, they think that one should be able to discern, and articulate
ad act according to, universal, gender-ncutral standards of justice.
In contrast, Spelman and Sawicki reject a unitary model of citizenship.
eir discussions of the works of de Beauvoir and Foucault they defend
ence and also go further by emphasizing that, if women differ from
<0 women also differ from cach other. Spelman and Sawicki acknow-
the danger that to sweep away universally applicable rules and
epts may put women back into a position where they have different,
lesser and secondary, obligations and nights from men. However,
the possibility of second-class citizenship as less of a problem than
ailure to recognize that “equality” (at least as presently conceived)
on binary oppositions — such as private/public, feminine/masculine,
‘woman — and denics the myriad and crosscutting differentiations
 individuals and groups.
voir's famous observation that “one is not born, but rather
a woman” may undermine notions that biology determines
estiny, but it also suggests to Spelman that there is no single,
al “woman” whose interests can shape a single feminist agenda.
n we must learn from the fact that, as Spelman argues, de
implicitly wrote from the perspective of a middle-class white
is not simply that political theory has ignored or not adequately
ed for women's political position, but that there is no “woman’s
inmediated by class, race, ethnicity, religion, sexual orientation
factors. Similarly, Sawicki argues that Foucault’s theory helps
o see that it is not necessary for all differences between women
ated if women are to be able to resist male domination. She
diflerence theory puts the “sexuality debate” that has polarized
nists into a new perspective. It becomes possible to see that
share common conceptions of power, freedom and sexuality
and deny the historical character and diversity of women’s
eriences, Unless the multiplicity of women's voices and interests
10 account, women in dominant groups are likely to neglect or
°F women Jjust as they have been neglected or silenced by most
theory is often taught as if reading (selected) classic texts — the
itical thought” — can be kept separate from pressing, current
lems. Feminist interpretations of the texts show that this is
casc, This volume illustrates that one of the major tasks facing
sts is to develop democratic theory into a theory of political
ity that encompasscs the differences between the sexes and
en so that full citizenship for varied women can be secured.
disagreements among the authors, they agree that among the
;s done to women has been their exclusion from taking part

]
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as full members and citizens of the polity in political debate, deliberation
and contest. The classic theorists, and the construction ol the academic
canon of political theory, have been instrumental in achieving and main-
taining this exclusion. We hope that the very diversity of feminist perspec-
tives that follow will encourage many others to join in reinterpretating the
texts, and so in the reconstruction of the discipline of political theory itself.
To join in the theoretical dialogue is to participate in the vital argument

over the purposes and goals of our common life which lies at the heart of

politics.

Notes

I Susan Okin, Women in Western Political Thought (Princeton, NJ: Princeton Uni-
versity Press, 1979), p. 286.

2 Lorenne M. G. Clark and Lynda Lange, The Sexism of Social and Political Theory
(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1979), p. xvii.

Philosopher Queens and Private Wives:
Plato on Women and the Family

Susan Moller Okin

Plato’s ideas about women have attracted considerable attention in recent
s.! This is not surprising, since his proposals for the education and
of the female guardians in Book V of the Republic are more revolutionary
those of any other major political philosopher, not excluding John
t Mill. However, Plato on the subject of women appears at first to
esent his reader with an unresolvable enigma, especially when his other
gues are taken into account. One might well ask how the same,
ally consistent philosopher can assert, on the one hand, that the
e sex was created from the souls of the most wicked and irrational
n and can argue, on the other hand, that if young girls and boys were
ined identically, their abilities as adults would be practically the same.
can the claim that women are “by naturc” twice as bad as men be
ciled with the radical idea that they should be included among the
.cﬂ philosophic rulers of the ideal state?
‘While 1 cannot here discuss all the relevant dialogues, the following
attempts, through analysis of Plato’s arguments about private
perty and the family in relation to the polis, to explain why he appears
nconsistent about the nature and the proper role of women. 1 contend
it when one compares the arguments and proposals of the Republic with
~of the Laws, it becomes clear that the absence or presence of the
family determines whether Plato advocates putting into practice
- Increasingly radical beliefs about the potential of women. Only by
imining the proposals of Republic V in the context of the overall aims
structure of the ideal society, and by doing likewise with the con-
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trasting proposals regarding women in the Laws, will we find the differences
intelligible.

The aim of the truc art of ruling, as Plato conceives of it, is not the welfare
of any single class or section, but the greatest possible happiness of the
entire community.? “Happiness,” however, can be a misleading word, for
il it leads us to thoughts of freedom, individual rights, or equality of
opportunity, we are far from Plato's idea of happiness (eudaimonia). Neither
equality nor liberty nor justice in the sense of fairness were values for
Plato. The three values on which both his ideal and his sccond-best cities
are based are, rather, harmony, cfficiency, and moral goodness; the last is
the key to his entire political philosophy. Because of his belief in the
intrinsic value of the soul and the consequent importance of its health,
Plato does not think that happiness results from the freedom to behave
just as one wants; it is in no way attainable independently of virtue.
Statesmen, therefore, should “not only preserve the lives of their subjects
but reform their characters too, so far as human nature permits of this.”?
Though the ultimate aim of the true ruler is the happiness of all his
subjects, the only way he can attain this is by raising them all, by means of
education and law, to the highest possible level of wisdom and virtue.

The gravest of all human faults, however, one considered by Plato to be
inborn in most people is that “excessive love of sell™ which is “the cause of
all sins in every case.”* Worse still, whereas the soul and next the body
should take priority, man’s all too prevalent tendency is to give his
property — in truth the least valuable of his possessions — his greatest
attention. Thus, in the Laws the currency and system of production, while
allowing for private property, are so designed as to ensure that “a man by
his money-making [will not| neglect the objects for which money exists: . . .
the soul and the body . . . Wherefore we have asserted (and that not once
only) that the pursuit of money is to be honoured last of all.” Clearly
Plato’s citizens were never to forget that material possessions were but
means to far more important ends.

The ruler’s task in promoting his subjects’ virtue is therefore two-fold.
He must aim to overcome their extremes of sclf-love and their fatal
preference for material possessions over the welfare of their souls. A man
who is to be virtuous and great must be able to transcend his own interests
and, above all, to detach himself from the passion to acquire. As Glenn
Morrow has noted, there is abundant evidence in both the Republic and the
Laws that Plato regarded the maintenance of a temperate attitude towards
property as essential for the security and well-being of the state.” It was
acquisitiveness, after all, that had led the first city Socrates depicted — the
simple, “true” and “healthy” city — into war with its neighbors and all the
complications that this entailed. Again, corruption that results from in-
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creasing possessiveness is the recurrent theme of Republic V111, which
analyzes the process of political degeneration.’

The Republic is an extremely radical dialogue. In his formulation of the
ideal state, Plato questions and challenges the most sacred contemporary
conventions. The solution he proposes for the problem of selfishness and
divisive interests is that private property and hence private interests be
abolished to the greatest possible extent. For in this city, not just harmony
but unity of interests is the objective. “Have we any greater evil for a city,”
asks Socrates, “than what splits it and makes it many instead of one? Or a
greater good than what binds it together and makes it one¢?” He concludes
that the best governed city is that “which is most like a single human
being.”® Nothing can dissolve the unity of a city more readily than for
some of its citizens to be glad and others to grieve over the same thing, so
that all do not work or even wish in concert. The highest possible degree of
unity is achieved if all citizens feel pleasure and pain on the same occasions,
and this “community of pleasure and pain” will occur only if all goods are
possessed in common. The best governed city will be that “in which most
say ‘n;y own’ and ‘not my own’ about the same thing, and in the same
way.”

If he had thought it possible, Plato would certainly have extended the
communal ownership of property to all the classes of his ideal city. The
first of the “noble lies,” according to which all citizens are told that they
are one big family, can be read as the complete expression of an ideal which
can be realized only in part. Because he believes in the tendency of most
human beings to selfishness, Plato considers the renunciation of private
Property to be something that can be attained only by the best of persons.
This is made clear in the Laws, where he rejects the possibility of eliminat-
ing ownership for the citizens of his projected “second-best” city, since
tilling the soil in common is “beyond the capacity of people with the birth,
rearing and training we assume.”'” What is impossible for the citizens of
the second-best city, with all their carefully planned education, must

regretfully be regarded as beyond the capacity of the inferior classes in the |

ideal city. Thus it is the guardian class alonc which is to live up to the
ideal of community of property and unity of interests."!

The overcoming of selfish interests is regarded as most necessary for
those who are to have charge of the welfare and governance of all the other
citizens — quite apart from their greater capacity for it. Since a person will
always take care of what he loves, the guardians, especially, must love the
whole community, and have no interests other than its welfare. Above all,
then, the permitted property arrangements for them must be “such as not
Lo prevent them from being the best possible guardians and not to rouse
them up to do harm to the other citizens.”' Plato argues that the possession
by the rulers of private lands and wealth would inevitably lead to their

.
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formation into a faction, whereupon they would consitute “masters and
enemies instead of allies of the other citizens.”'® The combination of
wealth and private interests with political power can lead only to the
destruction of the city.

Plato’s ideal for the guardians is expressed by the proverb, “friends
have all things in common.”" But if communal ownership of inanimate
property is a great aid to the unity of the city, it appears to him to follow
that communal ownership of women and children will conduce to even
greater unity. It is clear from the way Plato argues that he thinks the
communalization of property leads directly to the abolition of the family.
He does not regard them as distinct innovations requiring separate justi-
fications. In fact, he slides over the first mention of the abolition of the
family, almost as a parenthesis,'” and in both the Republic and the brief
summary of this aspect of it presented in the Laws, the two proposals are
justified by the same arguments and often at the same time. In the Laws
especially, when Plato looks back to the institutions of the ideal city, the
classification of women and children with other possessions occurs fre-
quently. Thus he talks of “community of wives, children, and all chattels,”
and later, by contrast, of that less desirable state of affairs in which
“women and children and houses remain private, and all these things are
established as the private property of individuals.”'®

Women are classified by Plato, as they were by the culture in which he
lived, as an important subsection of property.'” The very expression
“community (or common having) of women and children,” which he uses
to denote his proposed system of temporary matings, is a further indication
of this, since it could just as accurately be described as “the community of
men,” were it not for its inventor’s customary way of thinking about such
matters.'®

Just as other forms of private property were seen as destructive of
society’s unity, so “private wives” are viewed by Plato as diverse and
subversive in the same way. Thus, in contrast to the unified city he is
propesing, he points to those institutional arrangements that foster the
ascendance of particularism and factionalism, with “one man dragging off
to his own house whatever he can get his hands on apart from the others,
another being separate in his own house with scparate women and children,
introducing private pleasures and gricfs of things that are private.”'?
Again, in the Laws, he strikes simultaneously against contemporary
Athenian practices with regard both to private property and to women:
“we huddle all our goods together, as the saying goes, within four walls,
and then hand over the dispensing of them to the women . . .”?? It is clear
that conventional marriage and woman in her traditional role as guardian
of the private houschold were seen by Plato as intimately bound up with
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that system of private possessions which was the greatest impediment to
the unity and well-being of the city.

In Republic V111, however, as Plato reviews the successively degenerate
forms of the political order, we can see his association of private women
with corruption at its most graphic. Just as women were communalized at
the same time as other property, so are they now, without separate
explanation, made private at the same time as other property, as the
course of the city’s degeneration is described. Once private, moreover,
women are depicted as hastening the course of the decline, due to their
exclusive concern with the particular interests of their families. First,
when the rulers begin to want to own land, houses, and money, and to set
up domestic treasuries and private love-nests, they will begin to fail as
guardians of the people, and the city will start to degenerate.®' Thereafter,
private possession of women is depicted as a major cause of further
corruption. The mother’s complaints that her husband’s lack of concern
for wealth and public prestige disadvantages her among the other women
make the timocratic youth begin to despise his worthy father and to feel
challenged into showing that he is more of a man. The wife with her selfish
concerns, who “chants all the other refrains such as women are likely to do
in cases of this sort,” is, like Pandora, the real originator of the evils that
follow.?

T'he fact that Plato identifies the abolition of the family so closely with
the communalization of property, and does not appear to regard the
former as a more severe emotional deprivation than the latter, must be
understood in the context of the functions and status of women and the
family in contemporary upper-class Athenian life. In view of the chattel
status of Athenian women and the “peculiarly close relation thought to
hold between a family and its landed property,” Plato’s blending of two
issues, which to us appear to be much more distinet, is far from in-
explicable.” There is abundant evidence in classical Greek literature that
the women who were eligible to become the wives of Plato’s contemporaries
were valued for silence, hard work, domestic frugality, and, above all,
‘marital fidelity. Confined to the functions of houschold management and
the bearing of heirs, they were neither educated nor permitted to experience
the culture and intellectual stimulation of life outside their secluded quar-
ters in the house. Accordingly, it was almost impossible for husbands and
‘wives to be cither day-to-day companions or emotional and intellectual
‘intimates.”* Consequently, as recent scholars of Greek life agree, “the
family does not bulk large in most Greek writing, its affective and psycho-
logical sides hardly at all,” and “family life, as we understand it, hardly
existed” in late fifth-century Athens.”® The prevailing bisexuality meant
that “two complementary institutions coexisted, the family taking care of




16 Susan Moller Okin

what we may call the material side, pederasty (and the courtesan) the
affective, and to a degree the intellectual, side of a man’s intimate life.”*¢

On the other hand, while the family was certainly no center of the
upper-class Greek’s emotional life, it did function in ways that the modern
family does not — ways which rendered it potentially far more socially
divisive. The single-family household had emerged from the clan in com-
paratively recent times, and only gradually did the polis gain the loyalty
that had once belonged to the autonomous clan. Antigone represents the
paradigm example of this conflict of loyalties; there were, in fact, various
areas of life where it had not yet become clear whether family or civic
obligations should prevail. The extent to which the victim’s kin, rather
than the rulers, were responsible for ensuring that erime was properly
avenged is well documented in the Laws.?” Again, the predominance of
duties to parents over any notion of legal justice is clearly indicated in the
Euthyphro, where Socrates is incredulous that a man could even think of
prosecuting his own father for the murder of anyone who was not a
relative.”® Despite its minimal functioning as an emotional base, then, the
Athenian family of the early fourth century, as a firm economic entity and
the focus of important duties, constituted an obviously divisive force and
potential threat to civic loyalty.

Those Plato scholars who have expressed profound horror at the idea
that the family be abolished and replaced by those mating arrangements
designed to produce the best offspring seem to have treated the issuc
anachronistically, by neglecting the function of the family in Athenian life.
When G. M. A. Grube, for example, objects to the system of temporary
matings advocated for the guardians as “undesirable because it does
violence to the deepest human emctions” and “entirely ignores the love
element between the ‘married’ pair,”® he scems to be forgetting that at
the time, the family was simply not the locus for the expression of the
deepest human emotions. Even a cursory knowledge of the Symposium,
with its deprecating comparison of those who turn their love towards
women and raise families with those whose superior, spiritual love is
turned towards boys and philosophy, reveals that Plato and his audience
would not have regarded the abolition of the family as a severe limitation
of their intimate lives. Stranger still is the attitude taken by Leo Strauss,
who not only assumes that the family is “natural” and any move to
abolish it *eonvention,” but makes the issue of whether the abolition of
the family is possible or not into an acid test for determining the feasibility
of the entire ideal state.™ Those passages of the Republic to which he refers
in order to demonstrate the supposed “fact that men seem to desire
naturally to have children of their own” are remarkably inadequate w
prove his point. Morcover, his objection that Plato’s controls on hetero-
sexual behaviour mean that “the claims of eros are simply silenced”
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implies a complete denial of the prevailing homosexual eros of the time. It
is very probable that Plato’s listeners would have regarded the ideal
state’s restrictions on their homosexual behavior as more repressive of
their sexual feelings than the abolition of the family and the controls
placed on heterosexual intercourse.

The same scholars — Grube, Taylor, and Strauss — who reject the
abolition of the family as impossible, are those most intolerant of the
proposed alternative, in which partners are chosen for each other, sup-
posedly by lot but, in fact, for cugenic purposes. Those who reject such
proposals as quite impracticable, given human nature, because of their
“intolerable severity™' would do well 1o consider the position of respect-
able Greek women. For they were just as controlled and deprived in their
sexual lives as both sexes of guardians were to be in the ideal city, and

‘without having available to them the compensations of any participation
in life outside the domestic sphere, The Greek woman was not permitted

to choose her sexual partner, any more than Plaw’s guardians were,
Moreover, in her case the partner had not only the absolute right to
copulate with and reproduce via her for the rest of her life, but also all the
powers which her father had previously wiclded over her. Once married, a
‘woman had no condoned alternative sexual outlets, but was entirely
dependent on a husband, who might have any number of approved
‘hetero- or homosexual alternatives, for any satisfaction that he might
choose to give her. The extent of the double standard is brought clearly
into relief by the fact that the Greek word for adultery meant nothing but
sexual intercourse between a married woman and a man who was not her
husband. Needless to say, the punishments were very severe. Even if her
husband died, a woman had no control over her life or her body, since she
‘was returned to the custody of her father or guardian, who could remarry
her at his pleasure. Alternatively, a citizen could give his sister or daughter
into concubinage, from which she could be sent to a brothel without any
reproach to her owner.%?

If Athenian women of the highest class, living in one of the most highly
€ultured socicties the world has known, could be controlled and deprived
to this extent, it is hardly arguable that the exigencies of human nature
render the Platonic mating system, with its requirement of supposedly
“unnatural continence,”** impossible to cnact. Women’s sexual lives have
been restricted throughout the greater part of world history, just as rigidly
as Plato proposcs to control the intimate lives of his guardians. “The
claims of eros” have been “simply silenced” in women with considerable

 Success. It is apparent from much of the history of the female sex that,

with suitable indoctrination and strong sanctions, human beings can be

“Conditioned to accept virtually any extent of control on their sexual and
~emotional lives. The point is, of course, that the scholars concerned have
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used the terms “human emotions” and “human nature” to refer only 10
men. What seems really horrific 1o Grube, Taylor, and Strauss is that
whereas the Greeks, like many other peoples, merely reserved women for
the production of legitimate issue and controlled their lives accordingly,
Plato has dared 1o suggest that the sexual lives of both male and female
guardians should be controlled for the purpose of producing the best
possible ofispring for the community.

The significance of Plato’s abolition of the family is profound; the
proposal has been echoed by a number of subsequent theorists or rulers of
utopian societies that depend to a very high degree on cohesion and unity.
As Stanley Diamond has asserted, in an illuminating essay which analyzcs
the significance of Plato’s treatment of the family, “The obvious aim is to
disengage [the guardians] from all connections and motives which might
diminish their dedication to the state . . . Plato clearly sensed the antagonism
between state and family, and in order to guarantee total loyalty to the
former, he simply abolished the latter.”** It is important 1o notice that
Plato’s revolutionary solution to the conflict was not to obliterate the
primary ties of kinship, but to extend them throughout the entire ruling
class. The guardians were in fact “to imagine that they were all one
family,”* and it is stressed in many ways that the formation of the rulers
into one family is to be no mere formality. They are required not only to
address but to behave towards each other as brother, parent, and so on.
“It would be ridiculous,” Glaucon agrees, “if they only mouthed, without
deeds, the names of kinship. " Thus, the fear and shame associated with
violence towards a parent will operate as an unusually strong sanction
against attack on anyone at all of the older generation. Likewise, lawsuits
and factional disputes will be no more common than they would be within
a family, and the city’s success in war will be in large part due to the fact
that soldiers will be no more likely to desert their comrades than to
abandon members of their own familics.®” Indeed, as Gregory Vlastos has
concisely stated, “The ideal society of the Republic is a political community
held together by bonds of fraternal love.”%8

The most radical implication of Plato’s transforming the guardian class
into a single family concerns the role of women. Rousseau, in the course of
a bitter attack on Plato both for doing away with the family and for giving
equal opportunities to women, nevertheless reveals a perceptive under-
standing of the connection between the two innovations. “I am well aware
that in the Republic Plato prescribes the same exercises for women as for
men,” he says. “Having dispensed with the individual family in his system
of government, and not knowing any longer what to do with women, he
finds himself forced to turn them into men.” It appears that he is correct,
except that in place of “men” we should substitute “people,” since for
Rousseau in many important respects only men were people. Scholars

On Plato 19

who have considered the connection between the first two “waves of

radox” of Book V — the granting of equal opportunitics to women and
the abolition of the family -~ do not, however, agree. Some have stressed
the independence of the two proposals, some have maintained that there is
probably a causal link between them but have not committed themselves
on its direction, and at least one has asserted, without giving any reasons,
that it is the emancipation of women which renders necessary the abolition
of the family.* For a number of reasons, however, it seems that any causal
connection that exists between the two paradoxes goes the other way, as
Rousseau claims.

In the ideal city, since there is no private wealth or marriage for those in
the guardian class and since their living arrangements are to be communal,
there is no domestic role such as that of the traditional housewife. Since
planned breeding and communal childrearing minimize the unpredict-
ability of pregnancy and the time demanded of mothers, maternity is no
longer anything approaching a full-time occupation. Thus, women can no
longer be defined by their traditional roles. However, every person in the
ideal city is defined by his or her function; the education and working life
of each citizen are to be dedicated to the optimal performance of a single
craft.*! [f the female guardians were no longer to be defined in relation to

particular men, children, and houscholds, it seems that Plato had no

alternative but to consider them persons in their own right. If they were to
take their place as members of the guardian class, cach must share in the

functions of that class. Thus Plato had to convince his skeptical audience

that women were able to perform tasks very different from those customarily

‘assigned to them.

Socrates first reminds his audience that they have all agreed that each
individual should be assigned work that is suited to his or her nature. But,

~ he says, since none of them will claim that there is no difference of nature

between the male and the female, they are in danger of contradicting
themselves if they argue that the female guardians should do the same

‘work as the male. However, there are many ways in which human beings
‘can differ, and we do not regard all of them as relevant in assigning
different functions to different persons. Socrates asserts that we have not
yet considered “what form of different and same nature, and applying to
‘what, we were distinguishing when we assigned different practices to a
different nature and the same ones to the same.”* But, he continues, is it
‘not reasonable o consider only those differences and similarities that have
‘Some bearing on the activity in question? We do not worry about whether
a4 man is bald or longhaired when assessing his capacity to be a good
shoemaker. There is, therefore, no reason to consider the difference in
Procreative function between the sexes — “that the female bears and the
male mounts” — as relevant in deciding whether they should play equal
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roles in the ruling class. Socrates lays the burden of proof firmly on
whoever should claim that it is. He argues, rather, that since the char-
acteristics of the soul determine whether a person is capable of a certain
pursuit, and since sex is no more related to the soul than the presence or
absence of hair, members of both sexes will be skilled in all the arts,
depending on the nature of their individual souls. Thus, though he asserts
that women in general are not as capable as men in general, especially in

physical strength, individual members of both sexes will be capable of

performing all the functions needed by the city, including guardianship
and philosophy. The only way to ensure that persons are assigned the jobs
for which they are best suited is o assess the merits of each, independently
of sex.

This argument, simple as it seems, is unique in the treatment of women
by political philosophers, and has revolutionary implications for the female
sex. Plato’s bold suggestion that perhaps there is no difference between
the sexes, apart from their roles in procreation, is possible only because
the requirement of unity among the ruling class, and the consequent
abolition of private property and the family, entail the abolition of wife-
hood and the absolute minimization of motherhood. Once the door is

open, the possibilities for women are boundless. The annihilation of

traditional sex roles among the guardians is total — even the carliest
childeare is to be shared by men and women.** Plawo concludes that,
though females as a class are less able, the best of women can share with
the best of men in the highest functions involved in ruling the city. The
“philosopher monarchs,” as they should always have been called, were o
include both sexes.*

The overwhelming hostility from male scholars to Plato’s first wave of

paradox is fascinating in its own right, but this is not the place 1o discuss
it. However, one charge that has been laid against him must be dealt with
here. Leo Strauss and Allan Bloom have claimed that Plato’s arguments
for the equality of women depend on his “abstracting from” or “forgetting”
the body, and particularly his “abstracting from the difference between
the sexes with regard to procreation.”® Clearly they do not. Plato is very
carcful to take into account those differences between the sexes that are
palpably biological and therefore inevitable — pregnancy, lactation, and a
degree of difference in physical strength, These scholars, in the company
of millions of other people, mistakenly assume, as Plato very rationally
does not, that the entire conventional female sex role follows logically from
the single fact that women bear children. The real significance of the
treatment of the women question in Republic V is that it is one of the very

few instances in the history of thought when the biological implications of

femaleness have been clearly separated from all the conventional, insti-
tutional, and emotional baggage that has usually been identified with
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hem. Plato’s elimination of a private sphere from the guardians® lives
entailed the radical questioning of all the institutionalized differences
between the sexes.

During the argument about the proper education and role of women,
Socrates twice indicates directly that these and the abolition of the family
are really parts of the same issue. He 1alks, first, of the “right acquisition
and use of children and women” and later of “the law concerning the
poss ession and rearing of the women and children.”* In addition, the way
e introduces the emancipation of the female guardians is in itsclf significant.
aving dropped in an aside the proposal that the guardians will have
women and children as well as their other possessions in common, Socrates
is challenged, at the beginning of Book V| to justify this important decision.
In answer to this challenge, he embarks on his discussion, first, of the
q al education and treatment of women and, second, of the communal
breeding and rearing arrangements. It scems, then, that having decided to
do away with the conventional role of women by doing away with the
family, he feels impelled to support this proposal by demonstrating that
women are capable of filling many roles outside of their traditional sphere.
A bncf passage from the Laws shows how aware Plato was of the danger of
frecing women from their confined, domestie role without giving them an
'_ ternative function. He thought the example of the Spartans should be
enough to discourage any legislator from “letting the female sex indulge in
ury and expensc and disorderly ways of life, while supervising the male
™ Thus it was his dismantling of the family which not only enabled
Plato to rethink the question of women and their potential abilities but
forced him to do so.

- Two additional arguments show clearly that it is the abolition of the
lamily that leads Plato into emancipating the female guardians rather
than vice versa. First, no mention is made of the women of the inferior
classes. We are told that among these householders and farmers, private
d, houses, and other property are to be preserved. The close connection
cen these things and the private ownership of women and children
mplies, though we are not specifically told this, that the family too is
reserved among the lower classes. * Efficiency is no doubt one of Plato’s
g ary aims in the organization of the artisans. But although the argu-
ment in Book V about women’s talents IS_]US( as applicable to the other
(Gralis as to that of governing the city, there is no suggestion of applying it
he women of any class but the guardians. The only possible explanation
s to be that where the family is retained, women continue to be
Private wives and functional mothers, so that their equality with men in
Other roles is not considered an open issue.*

Second, what happens to women in Plato’s second-best city — that
depicted in the Laws — overwhelmingly confirms our hypothesis. On the
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subject of women, Plato in the Laws is a study in ambivalence. He is
caught in a dilemma caused by the impossibility of reconciling his in-
creasingly firm beliefs about the potential of the female sex with the
reintroduction of private property and the family into the social structure
of his city. On the one hand, having thought about women as individuals
with vast unused talents, Plato seems to have been more convinced than
ever, by the time he wrote the Laws, that existing practice with regard to
women was foolish and that they should be educated and used 0 their
greatest capacity. In theory, the radical statements about women from
Republic V are carried in the Laws 10 new extremes. On the other hand, the
Laws is a considerably less revolutionary document than the Republic; far
from being “a pattern laid up in heaven,” the second-best city is put
forward as a far less utopian construct.” The very title of the dialogue,
usually translated “Laws,” is in fact more accurately rendered as “Tra-
dition.” A significant casualty of this “realism™ is Plato’s conception of the
role of women. What is proposed for them in general terms is simply not
fulfilled by the details of the society, in which they are again private wives
‘and the functioning mothers of particular children.

Plato’s arguments and conclusions in the Laws about the natural poten-
tial of women are far more radical than those of the Republic. He appears to
attribute to the different rearing and education of the two sexes practically
all differences in their subsequent abilities and achievements. Pointing to
the example of the Sarmatian women, who participate in warfare equally
with the men, as proof of the potential of the female sex, he argues that the
Athenian practice of maintaining rigid sex roles is absurd. Only a legislator’s
“surprising blunder” could allow the waste of half the state’s available
resources, by preseribing the “most irrational” practice — “that men and
women should not all follow the same pursuits with one accord and with
all their might.**' In addition, a few speeches before these striking assertions
are made, Plato prepares the way for them by means of an elaborate
metaphor about ambidexterity — a lightly veiled allusion to his belief that
men and women, like right and left hands, would be far more equal in
ability if they reccived equal training.*

By the time he wrote the Laws, then, Plato had clearly come to recognize
that female human nature was not fairly represented by the deprived and
stunted women of his own society. Indeed, it was as yet unknown, although
one could derive some impression of what women were capable of achieving
from the example of the female warriors who in other societies held their

own with the men in battle. However, in the Laws, the statements of

general principle about women are far more radical than the actual details
of the society as it is drawn up. Having made the general proclamation
that the law should prescribe the same education and training for girls as
it does for boys and that “the female sex must share with the male, to the
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atest extent possible, both in education and in all else” — should “share
with men in the whole of their mode of life”® — Plato’s Athenian legislator
fails to apply these precepts, in many of the most crucial instances. In
order to understand the inconsistency between the general statements
about women and the detailed specifications given for the most important
of civic dutics, we must turn to the effects on women of the reintroduction
of private property and the family.

Though it is clearly a source of regret to Plato, he concedes that the
citizens of the second-best city, not being gods or sons of gods, are not
capable of holding their property in common. The reinstatement of private
property, one of the most far-reaching differences between the Laws and
the Republic, brings with it in the same paragraph the reintroduction of
marriage and the family.” It is clear from the context that the need for a
property-holding man to have an heir requires the disappearance of the
communal ownership of women and children simultaneously with that of
other property. However, the identification of women and children to-
gether with other possessions was so automatic to the Greek mind that,
again, no separate justification is felt to be neeessary. The failure to
achieve communism of property, it seems, entails the private possession of
women.

] The family, moreover, is the basis of the polity planned in the Laws. As
Glenn Morrow has noted, “the state is a union of houscholds or families,

Plato’s state is evident at many points in his legislation.”*® The existence
‘of family shrines, the complexity of marriage and inheritance laws, the

isions indicate the central and authoritative position of the family.>®
marriage laws are the first to be drawn up, and their repercussions for
position of women are immediate and extensive. In contrast to the
porary mating system of the Republic, in which neither sex had more
to choose or refuse a mate than the other, the reintroduction of
anent marriage scems to involve, without any explanation, a very
cerent degree of choice of spouse for women and men. Marriage is to be
pulsory for all, since procreation is regarded as a universal duty. But
reas a man, subject to the provision that he seck a partnership that
result in the best offspring for his society, decides whom he will marry,
‘woman is “given” in marriage.”” The “right of valid betrothal” of a
an belongs in turn to a long succession of male kindred, and only if
i¢ has no close male relatives at all can she have any say in choosing her
usband. Ironically, considering this preemption of women’s choice, Plato
Tetuses to enforce legally the prohibition of unsuitable marriages, since he
Considers that to do so, “besides being ridiculous, would causc widespread
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resentment.””® Apparently what was to be customary for women was
considered intolerable control if applied to men.

The treatment of women by the marriage laws is closcly related to the
fact that they are virtually excluded from property ownership. Even if she
has no brothers, a daughter can participate in the inheritance of the family
estate only by serving as the instrument through which the husband her
father chooses for her can become her father’s heir, if she has no brothers.™
The Laws documents the essential connection of property and inheritance
to the marriage system and position of women. When a man owns in-
heritable property, he must own a wife too, in order to ensure a legitimate
heir. The fact that women are private wives entails that in many ways
they are treated as property rather than as persons. They themselves
cannot inherit real property, which to a large extent defines personhood
within the socicty (a disinherited son must leave the city unless another
citizen adopts him as his heir);" and they are treated as commodities to
be given away by their male relatives. Given these basic features of the
social structure of the city, it is not surprising that Plato, in spite of general
pronouncements to the contrary, is not able to treat women as the equals
of his male citizens. Their status as property scems to prevent the execution
of his declared intentions.

Although the legal status of women in Plato’s second-best city is an
improvement on that in contemporary Athens, it is not one of equality
with men. Glenn Morrow has said that “it is certainly Plato’s expressed
intention (though not fully carried out) to give women a morc equal status
under the law . . .”%" The proposed divorce laws, unlike the marriage laws,
do treat women considerably more equally than did thosce of contemporary
Athens; the criminal statutes enforce the same punishments for the
wounding or murder of wives as of husbands, and they are generally
applied without discrimination according to the sex of either plantiff or
defendant.®® The most striking instance of equal treatment before the law
is in the case of extramarital intercourse, where the same penalties are
extended to offenders of both sexes.* This unusual departure from the
double standard that one might expeet to find in a society so firmly based
on monogamy and inheritance can probably be explained by Plato’s wish
to make all the members of his city as virtuous and temperate as possible.
After all, the standards are not relaxed for women, but they are consider-
ably nghtened up for men. However, the Athenian concept of women as
legal minors is still present in significant ways in the Laws. Besides not
being eligible to own property, they are not allowed until the age of forty
to give evidence in a court of law or to support a plea, and only if
unmarried are they allowed to bring an action.”* Women, cspecially if
married, are still 1o a large extent fermmes couverles.

What begins to be revealed through the denial of important civil and
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al rights to women is strongly confirmed by the roles allotted them
in the official governmental sphere. In the Republic, once we have been
d that women of the guardian class are to share with men in every
t of ruling and guarding, they are not specifically assigned 10 any
icular offices, and there is no implication that they are incligible for
The only case where women are specifically mentioned as being
ble for office is at the end of Socrates” account of the philosophers’
ucation. Here, presumably because the very idea must have seemed so
putrageous, Plato feels it necessary to remind his audience that everything
he has been saying applies equally to all women with the necessary
abilities.®® It is most unlikely that the women guardians, if allowed to
pete for the highest rank of all, would have been excluded from any
pther office.
* In the Laws, by contrast, in spite of the general pronouncements cited
above, Plato both specifies when a certain function, such as the priesthood,
is 10 be performed by persons of both sexes, and makes particular mention
men's holding certain offices, frequently with the strong implication
only women are cligible for them.® Thus, it is women who supervise
ied couples, who look after infants, whose role in the educational
is to provide the children’s meals and oversee their games — in
ort, who perform, in positions not of the highest rank, all those domestic,
uring, child-oriented tasks to which women have traditionally been
ed. On the other hand, there is no hint of women’s participation in
the magistracy, or the “divine nocturnal synod,” whose role parallels that
of the philosophers in the Republic.” The children are given their lessons
by male educational officers; the post of supervisor of education is “by far
the most important . . . of the highest offices of State” and must be filled by
“that one of the citizens who is in every way the most excellent,” and it is
icitly laid down that its occupant be male, for he must be “the father
gitimate children.”™ This qualification adds weight to what is implied
ghout the work — that in the second-best city, unless the eligibility of
en is plainly mentioned, most offices, and especially high ones, are
feserved for men."” Even for those in which she can share, a women is not
ligible until age 40, whereas a man is eligible from the age of 30.
In spite of his controversial proposal in the Laws that, in the interests of
brder and discipline, even married women should take their meals com-
nally, though segregated from the men, it is clear that Plato was
ibivalent about the wisdom, or perhaps the feasibility, of bringing wives
Wt of their domestic seclusion. Thus when he describes the funeral
ocessions for distinguished citizens, women of childbearing age are
iceably omitted from a list in which every other class of citizen has its
Place. They are similarly omitted from the choral competitions.”' Most
femarkable, however, given his previous insistence that neither gymnastics
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vomen, and that trained women can perform
dly as well as men,” is the fact that, once the
> ing made, he exempts women almost entirely
- Ygung girls are Lo learn the military arts only “if
5 it,” whereas they are obligatory for the boys.”® Then,
he makes the general provision that men, women, and children
'participate in military training at least one day a month, when
‘the details are given, women after the age of marriage (20 at the latest) are
again noticeably absent. They are not included either in races or in
wrestling, both of which are integral parts of the training. As for horse-
manship, it is decreed that “it is not worthwhile to make compulsory laws
and rules about their taking part in such sports,” but that they may do so
“without blame,” if they like.” It should be noted that Plato was not in
the habit of making aspects of his educational systems optional — par-
ticularly those relating to the defense of the state.

Finally, whereas the term of military service for men is from the ages of
20 10 60, “for women they shall ordain what is possible and fitting in cach
case, after they have finished bearing children, and up to the age of fifty, in
whatever kind of military work it may be thought right to employ their
services.””® This means that for all the grand assertions about the necessity
and rationality of women’s being trained equally with men to share in the
defense of the state, they arc in fact allowed, not compelled, to train up to
the age of| at latest, 20, they arc then excluded from most military activity
until they are past childbearing, and they arc subscquently exempted
again at 50. In a socicty in which men had no other condoned sexual
outlet than their wives, and contraception was hardly in an advanced
state, this could well mean an expectation of five years of military service
from adult women. Surely this was no way to produce Amazons.

Despite Plato’s professed intention to have the women of the second-
best city share equally with the men in all the duties of citizenship, the fact
that they are private wives curtails their participation in public life for
three reasons. The first is pregnancy and lactation, which is not controlled
and predictable as it was in the Republic, where the guardians were to mate
only at the behest of the rulers. In the Laws, since women are permanent
wives, they are far less able to time or limit their pregnancies and cannot
be held continuously liable for public and, especially, military dutics.
Second, the reinstitution of the private household makes cach wife into the
mistress responsible for its welfare, and it is clear that in the Laws a
mother is to participate far more in carly childcare than did the female
guardian, who was not even to know which child was hers.”®

The third reason is that Plato found it inconceivable that women who
are “private wives” — the private property of the male citizens — should
play the samc kind of public and, especially, military roles as the female
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rdians, who were not defined in terms of a traditional relationship to a
‘man. Whereas the female guardians, like their male counterparts, could
exercise naked, the young girls in the Laws must be “clad in decent
apparcl,” as if a maiden who was shortly to become the respectable wife
and private property of a citizen could hardly be seen naked by the world
at large.”” Plato expresses as much expectation of ridicule for his suggestion
in the Laws that wives should dine at public, though segregated, tables as
he had expressed in the Republic for his proposal that all the guardians of
both sexes should exercise together naked.”® Although he thought it even
more dangerous to leave women undisciplined than to neglect men and
insisted that women too should dine in public, he was well aware that, in
the kind of socicty he was planning, there would be enormous resistance to
such an idea. Consequently, although he deplored the fact that even the
supposedly trained women of Sparta had panicked and run when an
enemy invaded their city, and thought it folly that so important a potential
for defense as the entire female sex should be neglected, he seems to have
found it impossible to hold to his original proposal that women should
participate in military activities equally with men. If the segregated public
dining of private wives could cause a general outery, there was no knowing
what revolutions might be provoked by the proposal that men should
mingle with other men’s private wives on the battleficld. Despite all his
professed intentions in the Laws to emancipate women and make full use
of the talents that he was now convinced they had, Plato’s reintroduction
of the family has the dircet effect of putting them firmly back into their
traditional place.

In the Republic, because the abolition of property and the family for the
guardian class cntails the abolition of woman’s traditional sphere, the
difference between the sexes is reduced to that of their roles in procreation.
Since the nature of the women of this class is declared to be the same as
that of the men, the radical proposal that their educations and lifestyles
are to be identical follows accordingly. Plato has preseribed an androgynous
character for all the guardians; both male and female arc to be courageous
and gentle, and both, because of their education and continued fellowship,
will hold precious the good of the entire community, For the purposes of
this society, thercfore, the abolition of traditional sex roles is declared to
be far more in accordance with nature than is the conventional adherence
to them.

In the Laws, by contrast, the reinstatement of property requires mono-
gamy and private houscholds, and thus restores women Lo their role of
“private wives” with all that this entails. Although his general statements
about women’s potential are considerably stronger here than in the Re-
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public, Plato cannot, because of the economic and social structure he has
prescribed, carry out to any significant extent the revolution in woman’s
role that would seem to follow from such beliefs. In this society, the
“pature” of woman must be different from the “nature” of man. She must
be pure and respectable, as befits a private wife who is to ensure the
legitimacy of the property owner’s heir, while he is to retain the noble and
courageous qualities which resemble those of the idcal guardian.

The striking difference between the roles of women in the Republic and
the Laws, then, is not due to a change in Plat’s beliefs about the nature
and capacitics of women. On the contrary, his convictions appear to have
changed in exactly the opposite way. The difference is due to the abolition
of private property and the family, in the interest of unity, in the former
dialogue, and their reinstatement in the latter. When a woman is once
again perceived as the privately owned appendage of a man, when the
family and its needs define her function, the socialization and regulation
preseribed for her must ensure that her “nature™ is formed and preserved
in accordance with this role.
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Arlene Saxonhouse

Teleology and Nature

Aristotle was the son of a Greek physician serving at the court of the
Macedonian king. Whether or not Aristotle’s interest in scientific questions
can be traced to the influence of his father, the study of the natural world
plays a central role in the development of his thought. The study of the
physical world, of which animals are a part, is for Aristotle the study of
nature, physis; and for him the study of nature is the study of how things
grow. The Greek term physts derives from the verb phueo, which means “to
grow.” The questions which Aristotle asks as he analyzes the natural
world have to do with growth and change over time, according to set
patterns of development. We understand living things, according‘-m him,
by understanding their patterns of development, whether we are talking
about a flower, an carthworm, a woman, a family, or a political community.
Growth as we see it in the natural world is not indiscriminate. There are
certain patterns of growth in nature for cach class of things. A maple
sapling does not suddenly become an elephant: if the maple sapling
follows the course prescribed by nature, it becomes a maple tree. Every
living thing, including oursclves, possesses a certain potential. We have
the capacity to grow into something, and it is that something at the end of
our growing process that defines what we are — for instance, a human
being or a tree.

Aristotle’s study of living things is based on the apprehension of the end
toward which cach thing directs itsell. The sapling has the potential o
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become a maple tree when it has come to the conclusion of its growing

ss. This process may not be the usual or normal pattern followed by
all maple saplings. Indeed, most dic. But, according to Aristotle, in order
1o fulfill its nature, the maple sapling skould become a maple tree. It is this
focus on the normative end that defines Aristotle’s work as teleological.
Each plant and animal, including the human being, has an end, a telos, a
point at which it attains its final form, toward which it is directed from the
moment of generation — that is, from the moment it is put into motion. Ifit
fails to reach that end, it has not fulfilled its potential, and it has not
become what it can become under normal conditions.

There is an end toward which cach must aspire by nature. This “must”
is implanted by nature, and with the acceptance of nature as an end
becomes a moral “must.” In order to be good, that end must be pursued.
Not to attain that end is a deformity, a deviation from natural patterns of
growth. For the human being, that completion is attained when, as a fully
grown person, onc exercises one’s reason to make the right choices con-
cerning good and bad, right and wrong actions. The end for the human
being is not a static condition but one of activity, specifically the activity of
choices according to reason, which, for Aristotle, is the source of human
happiness.

In order to attain this end, the human being must live in the polis — that
is, the human being is a political animal. The individual must associate
with others in the political realm and benefit from the educative processes
of the polis and its laws. The natural end of the human thus does not come
simply from nature. For other animals, the end, their perfection, is deter-
mined by nature; if they arrive at the perfection of their nature, they do so
whether they chose to or not. If nature succeeds, they reach that point. If
nature fails, which is often the case (the sapling dics, the acorns rot), then
they do not. But for humans this is not the case. Human actions work with
nature. The human being must employ convention, the laws of the city, in
order to reach a condition of completion. Life must be ordered through the
creation of the polis and its law. There must be human activity directed
specifically to the creation and preservation of the realm of the city, the
realm of reasoned choice, speech, and education.

The human being is different from other living creatures because of the
possession of reason (loges), a term that in the Greek also entails speech.
To exercise our reason-speech is the fulfillment of our natures, but in
exercising our reason we must engage in discourse with others, must make
choices, and must be able to explain to others the choices we have made.
These choices and the grounds we have for making them determine the
kinds of lives we shall lead. The difference between the maple sapling and
the human being is that the human engages in choice; the maple sapling is
influenced by external factors: the weather, the gardener, the soil con-

.
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openness, but they also allow

‘according to Aristotle’s model of
works he applics this mode of
look at his analysis of the female as a

er, what we find is not particularly
quality. For Aristotle the biologist studying

of living things, the female of the species,
defective male. She arises when the growth
process is not completed according to its natural pattern.

The duality of the sexes, Aristotle explains, is necessary: “To be is
better than not to be and to live is better than not to live: on account of
these causes there is the generation of animals. Since it is impossible that
the nature of one born is to be everlasting, it is everlasting according to the
way open to it, that is, generation.”' In order that there be this generation
that keeps specific classes of beings in existence, it is necessary that there
be both the male and the female principle.? However, though both are
necessary for generation, Aristotle continues, it is also necessary that the

‘]rnalc and the female be kept separate, “for the better and the stronger are
to be kept apart from that which is inferior.”?

The male is better in this context because he gives to that which is
generated both the final cause, the lelos, the reason for existence, and the
form, the shape that being will take when it has reached its completed
state. The female provides only the matter. Aristotle offers an elaborate
comparative analysis of semen and menstrual fluids to support his ob-
servations, which include the notion that the female’s body is incapable of
concocting the necessary heat, the “pneuma,” which transfers to the
generated being both reason and form.* He does not deny the necessity of
the female’s participation in this process. Both male and female contribute
“residucs,” the diflference being that the male’s residue is “concocted”
through the presence of heat, while the female’s is not.®

Behind his attempts to offer scientific presentations of the processes of
generation lie Aristotle’s biological assumptions concerning the physical
inferiority of the female because she cannot “concoct” the pneuma” that
gives form to matter. This failure on the part of the female comes from a
disruption at the point of conception. Aristotle begins Book 1V of The
Generation of Animals by noting that the distinctions_between male and
female arise while the animals are still Apcomplete: the female arises when
the male_principle, the. semen, fails to gain masiery over the female
principle. The case for the weakness of the male principle is the absence of

heat. Aristotle then proceeds T support these speculations with evidence:
yodfig parents produce more female offspring, and more female oflspring
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arc conceived when the wind is in the north or when the moon is waning.
All these conditions are characterized by reduced heat and lead to the birth
of females and deformed children.® The growth pattern of the human
being normally leads to the full-grown male; the existence of the female
suggests that the pattern was not fully followed. Throughout his work on
the generation of animals, Aristotle compares the female to a child or a
boy. The female is understood as an infertile male, but whereas the child

has the potential to continue o grow and (0 become theTertile male, the
femalc’s growth has already been diverted and she retains no such potential. ~

With analyses such as these from his biological works, Aristotle if::%y ,
become the béte noire of ancient philosophy, the classic male chauvinist
who assumes the natural inferiority of the female, she who failed to

become male.

Hierarchy and the Limits of Observation

The world for Aristotle is hierarchically structured. Aristotle’s teleology
entails an orderly, structured perspective on the universe, and part of this
order is the relation of things to one another, specifically in terms of better
and worse. For the human being this hierarchy begins on the most basic
level: the soul is superior to the body. In an ordered individual, living
according to his nature, the soul rules the body. This hierarchy is crucial if
life on earth is to continue. The mind must rule the body, or the body
could not be fed and clothed and housed. Similarly, according to Aristotle’s
analysis of the generation of the female as the defective, incomplete male,
the male is superior to and should have authority over the female — if all
works according to naturc and if the intentions of nature are clearly
understood and capable of being implemented.

Reading Aristotle’s comments concerning teleology and the processes of
generation, and his justification of hierarchy, might casily lead (and has
led) to a view of him as a simple supporter of the socicty of ancient Athens,
where the female was indeed considered an inferior being entirely subject
to the males around her, incapable of making appropriate choices in
marriage or in monetary affairs. But all this would assume that the society
of ancient Athens is the society that comes [rom the natural growth
processes that Aristotle emphasized elsewhere in his works, that nothing
similar to the absence of heat in the generation of the female hindered
Athens’s growth, that all the choices entailed in the “growth” of Athens
were correctly directed not to the apparent but to the true good.

This was not the case. Athens is not the regime according to nature. At
the very end of Book II1 of the Politics, Aristotle tells us that the regime
according to nature is that in which the best rules; he who is most able by
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those who by nature arc inferior.” How-
@iﬂ'ﬂm; Aristotle turns in Book IV to the
Jly those he finds in his own time, such as
hy at Chalcis in Euboca; there the
y is one of the defective regimes. It
acts in the self-interest of the many
-with the oligarchics found clsewhere,
¢ of the best. Indeed, Athens has even
the best from the city.®
and what should be in 2 world organized
w having authority over the inferior is
otle’s discussion of the problems presented
. He begins by noting that the slave is an
. problem, however, occurs when the question is
‘who is to be this picce of animate property and who is to
an | a relationship between human beings be based on
diately, what is not sufficient for the subordination of one
other is clear: “It is necessary to look to that by nature
ich obt daccording to nature rather than to those [relations) which
have been corrupted.™ In the corruption of Aristotle’s society we find
slaves who exist in such a condition according to the laws of the society
but not necessarily according to nature.

The slaves in Athens are those whose cities have been conquered by the
stronger forces of the Athenians. Though some would argue that such
strength would justify the enslaving of those conquered, since the stronger
are the better by nature, Aristotle does not agree. N cvertheless, even if one
were to grant this position, Aristotle further argues that we cannot take the
children of slaves as slaves as well. The cnslaving of the children of slaves
assumes that “just as humans are born from humans, and beasts are born
from beasts, so too the good are born from the good.” Aristotle demurs:
“But while nature may wish to do this often, it is not, however, always
able to do so.”1°

As a consequence, Aristotle suggests, those who are not worthy by
nature to rule over others remain masters while those not worthy by
nature to be subjected remain slaves. Force rather than friendship, there-
fore, is necessary to preserve the hierarchical structure of slavery."" The
pattern of growth within the city has been perverted, and slavery is but
one example of this problem.

What holds for the master—slave relationship may also be true in the
casc of the male—female relationship. According to nature the male is
superior to the female, but in the cases where nature has not fulfilled itself,
which are outside or against physis, the female may be superior to the
male; and when she is, then it is against the natural hierarchy that the
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male rule over the female. In this case, the inferior rules over the superior.
Aristotle does not state that all males are better than all females, only that
this is natural. We cannot be assured that nature is in control at all times.

At the end of the first book of his Politics, Aristotle discusses fleetingly
the relationships within the family. He distinguishes between the rule of
the master over the slave and that of the husband and father over the wife
and children. The latter two forms of rule he defines as political, while the
former is despotic. Rule over the child and the wife is rule over free
individuals, though in the case of the child it is rule over one who has not
yet reached a condition of completion — that is, the reasoning powers have
not matured.

In other words, wife and child are free and to be treated as one treats
fellow citizens — or potential fellow citizens. Aristotle’s understanding of
the political relationships that he attributes to the husband—wilfe relation-
ship entails the process of a rule among equals, those who are equal in
taking their turns to rule. In the case of the wife, though, what he sces
around him is that the rule of the male is permanent, whereas in other
political relationships the process is one of taking turns to rule and be
ruled. Later, he will say of political relationships: “In the largest number
of states the ruler and the ruled exchange positions, wishing to be equal in
nature and differing in nothing.”"?

Aristotle brings home the ambiguity of the ascription of power according
to sex or birth with an allusion to a play by Sophocles. Concerned with the
problem of whether the virtues of the ruler and the ruled are the same, he
turns to the question of the unity or multiplicity of virtues: is virtue the
same for all, ruler and ruled, master and slave, male and female? Aristotle
quotes Sophocles to show the common assumption concerning the virtue
of the female: “Silence brings orderliness to a woman.”"* These words are
spoken by Ajax to his wife Tecmessa in Sophocles’ tragedy the Ajax. Ajax
is angered that Achilles’ shield has been given to Odysseus rather than to
himself. This brings on his madness, his slaughter of the cattle of the
Grecks, which he mistakes for the heroes of the Greek army. Tecmessa
tries to calm him, urging him not to put on his armor in his rage.

It is in this context that Ajax speaks the words concerning the appro-
priateness of silence for women. In this context they arc entirely in-
appropriate, an indication of his madness and failure to see the truth in
what she says. Had he listened to her words, he would not have acted so
destructively. He would have maintained the order that he claims Tec-
messa’s silence would preserve. The natural hierarchy of the male over the
female has been reversed, and it is the failure of Ajax to recognize this
aberration in the natural way of things that leads to disaster. Virtues are
not casily assigned to a class of people or things. The context and the
particularity of the situation must be taken into account if what is natural
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is to be preserved. To treat all those who lived in conquered cities as
slaves, or all these born female as lacking sense, is to fail to recognize the
diversity of nature and to limit oneself 10 a functionalist perspective.

The problems for women in Aristotle’s model of socicty and sexual
relations do not come from their reproductive role, as some have suggested,'?
but from the perception of women as controlled by their emotions rather
than their reason (logos). In the story of Teemessa and Ajax, however, it is
the male who lets his emotions and his anger rule, while the female retains
perspective on the situation. The subordinate position of women comes
from their being inferior by nature, but the problem with society — and
precisely where Aristotle is critical of the hierarchical relations in the
society in which he lived — arises when it is unable to determine when the
female, and which females, may have something to offer to the males to
whom society has given authority. The failure to recognize such times and
‘such women is a sign of the defects of the society, a sign that it is not ruled
by the best.

Al the cnd of Book I, when Anistotle is trying to clarily the differing
rel: within the family, he does so at one point with reference to
the deliberative power (to bouleutikon) of each member of the family. The
deliberative power gives each individual the capacity to choose actions
and to be able to express in words the justifications for such choices. The
activity of the city is deliberative — that is, it debates courses of action as
participants justify to each other one policy or another. Therefore, it is in
their interest to be the subjects of those who can choose. In a child the
deliberative capacity is not yet fully developed, and thus the child must be
educated so as to mature into an individual who can make the appropriate
choices and be able to justify his actions to others. In the female, the
deliberative power, Aristotle maintains, is akuron, without authority.

Here there is a problem with translation: often akuron is translated as
“inferior” and kuros as “superior.” In the Greek, though, kuros is associated
with the possession of authority or the right to rule over another. When
the male is deseribed as being kuros over the female, Aristotle is not saying
that he is superior, only that he has authority. Thus, the deliberative
power in the female lacks authority, The problem of translation goes
further, though: does Aristotle mean authority within the soul, or in the
female’s relationships with others? If we are meant to take this only as
referring to relationships within, then women would appear to be emotional
cripples, unable to control their desires through rational choice. On the
other hand, if we sce akuron as referring to relations between people, we
can sec that Aristotle is suggesting that the female lacks authority with the
males around her, who would refuse to listen to the advice of a woman just
as Ajax refused to listen to the advice of Tecmessa. The actual meaning of
akuron here is ambiguous, but this ambiguity is crucial because it leads to
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an ambiguity concerning who should rule and who should have authority
in situations that arisc in opposition to nature, such as thosc in which the
female may be more “deliberative” than the passionate male.

The failure of Athenian society to understand when the female bouleutikon
should and should not have authority leads to the indiscriminate ex-
clusion of the female from all deliberations, and thus fails to take account
of the natural (rather than the conventional) hierarchy. The city has had
to rely on an inadequate criterion, sex, in order to determine that hicrarchy,
and thus the actual regimes give precedence to those who are inferior (the
many) rather than the superior, just as within the family the Athenians
always give authority to the male rather than the female.

The problem arises because the city needs some external standard by
which to distinguish between people, by which to decide who shall rule
and who shall be ruled, who shall participate in government and who
shall not. But a problem arises: virtue resides in the soul, which we cannot
see, and thus it is difficult to recognize the goodness of one individual in
contrast with another. The problem is particularly acute for Aristotle in
the case of the slave.

Nature wishes to make the bodies of free men and of slaves different, the
latter strong for the sake of life’s necessities, the former straight and uscless
for such work, but useful for the political lifc. . . . but often the opposite
happens and slaves have the bodies and souls of free men. Since this is clear,
if in body alone men would differ so much as the statues of the gods, then all
would agree that those who are inferior are worthy of being enslaved to
them. And if this holds concerning the body, then by so much more justly is
this said with regard 1o thc soul, But it is not entircly easy to see the beauty
of the soul as of the body."

We can’t see the souls of the individuals who are placed in a position of
authority because nature does not always relate the beauty of the soul to
the beauty of the body. The problem of political life, for Aristotle, is how
to discover superior and inferior, who should rule and who should be
ruled. Nature has not made it casy for us to answer this question, since
obscrvations of what exists do not give us information about the worth of
the individuals who have power.

The task of politics, for Aristotle, is how to deal with this problem of
distortion. The answer is not to install the best in positions of power, since
we cannot know the best. Therelore, observing the problems in the society
in which he lives — the instability of the political regimes in which men
disagree about who should have power, since they cannot sce the best —
Aristotle turns to the question of stability: “For the good of cach thing
preserves that thing.”'® Tt is not simply preservation for preservation’s
sake, but that stability ensures the leisure that is necessary to pursue the
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higher things in life. In Book VII he claboratcly develops the point that
war is for the sake of peace and that the polity, giving us lcisure to become
full human beings exercising our capacity to make reasoned choices, must
be preserved. But how can the political system that is not directed by the
best preserve itself? Although much of Book V, on revolutions, is devoted
to this question, it is in Book II that we learn how women specifically help
or hinder the preservation of order and stability in the political realm.

The Family, the Female, and the Problem of Political Stability

At the beginning of Book [ of the Politics, Aristotle explains the genesis of
the political community and expresses the view that the growth of the city
entails the transformation of the human concern with mere life into a
concern with the good life. The polis provides the condition for the good
life, the life of moral choice; but before we can live the good life, the
necessities of the body must engage us. We must live in order to live well.
Thus, Book I of the Politics quickly becomes a compendium of ways to ensure
life itself on the most basic levels of reproduction, manual labor, and food
gathering. Even on this level, Aristotle assumes social interaction, coopera-
tion between individuals to draw forth from nature that which creaces and
supports life. He presupposes that there must be families. They exist by
nature and are the expression of our most fundamental drives. Even more
basic than our lifc in the polis is our life in the family. The move toward the
family comes initially from an inclination no different from animals’
inclinations to reproduce themselves. There is no choice for animals but,
according to Aristotle’s conception of the development of human reason,
the human being moves beyond simple inclination, to choice.

The attempts of philosophers and lawgivers to envision and create the
best political regimes evidence a deep concern with the family. The social
organization of the family, unlike the social orgamization of the ancient
city, includes both the female and the male, the slave and the master, the
child and the parent. How does the female fit into the society dedicated to
the preservation of life, and how does the organization of this association
affect the polis’ problems of stability? If the barbarians ordered their
private life incorrectly, what is the right way to order private life?

The answer is clearly not just submission to the husband’s authority.
Even as defective male, the female is not a slave, nor is the difference
between male and female so great as to lead to slavery for women.'” But
where does the diflerence that does exist lead? What solution is possible?
In Book Il Aristotle discusses several very diflerent solutions, two of
which are presented below. On the one hand, he explains the Spartan
answer, license for women of the city: freedom from laws and constraints,
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and little contact with their husbands. On the other hand, he offers for
consideration the solution that Socrates in Plato’s Republic proposes: a
community of wives and children in which anything that is private is
destroyed among those, including women, who are to be the rulers in his
cty.

Freedom for women: the case of Sparta

The freedom given women [in Sparta] is harmful concerning the aims of the
regime and the happiness of the city. Just as the man and the woman are a
part of the household so it is clear that it is necessary to think of the city as
divided into almost two equal parts, that of men and that of women, so that
in existing regimes which hold as trifling matters the affairs having to do
with women, it is necessary to think of one half of the city as being without
laws and legislation. This is what has happened |in Sparta] for the lawgiver
wishing to make the entire city strong, has done so clearly among the men,
but was unconcerned with the women.'

The result in Sparta, according to Aristotle, has been a regime that,
though directed toward military superiority, the expression of virile power,
is in fact ruled by women. The women, uncontrolled by the traditions and
the laws of the society, live a life showing no restraint, dedicated to the
pursuit of luxuries. Thus, the regime from which we get our term “spartan”
is one that honored wealth. The principles of the Spartan regime had not
been directed toward women, and thus the polis was divided within itself—
on the one hand ascetic and martial in its aims; on the other, luxurious
and effete. When Sparta was attacked, Aristotle notes, the women offered
no help: they had not been trained in the art of courage, and thus they
created more commotion than the encmy did.

In this brief analysis of the Spartan constitution, Aristotle goes against
the conventional wisdom of his time, which had commended that consu-
tution for its good laws, its eunomia. Tradition had it that these laws had
survived 700 years. They had provided for a strong military city considered
the model of orderly existence for the Greek world." Aristotle here does
not criticize the aim of the regime®” but, rather, its failurc to recognize the
distinction it unwittingly made between male and female. The men of the
city came to understand the demands of a social life from their experience
on military campaigns. There they had learned to submit to the discipline
required in a political community. They had thus been willing to submit
to the authority of the laws that governed their lives ofl the battlefield as
well as on it. But the women, having been left at home to do as they liked,
were free from the exigencies of the military life and did not learn the art of
submission to authority. They resisted the restraints of political authority
even within the city, and pursucd private rather than communal aims.
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In his critique of the Spartan regime and its failure to take seriously the
political education of women, whether it be through military campaigns
or otherwise, Aristotle recognizes the importance of the female in the
political life of Greece. Precisely because he recognizes her importance, he
rejects the common opinions of the Greeks concerning the virtue of the
Spartan regime, a regime not attendant to its women. In the Rheloric he
also criticizes the Spartans: “Whoever treats the aflairs of women as
worthless, as the Spartans do, lacks one half of happiness.”' He sces not
only the license and lack of courage that came from the failure to deal
appropriately with the women, but also the avarice of the society as a
whole. The women are greedy and, as rulers over their men, they make
the city as a whole one that is governed by greed: even as success greeted
the male warriors, the seeds of internal decay were growing.

The passage cited at length above, taken out of context, might lead to
the view that Aristotle saw women as naturally weak and licentious.
Nevertheless, there are two important points to note here: the men were
not as weak or as lascivious as the women because they were taken out on
military campaigns and thus learned the art of submission, while the
women were left free at home; and the problem is not insoluble, for since
men had learned to submit to political and military authority, so could the
women. The latter were lacking in discipline because the male lawgiver
had forgotten them. The female must be part of the city, part of its
educative process. The city is to train men to make them part of the
community, to make choices that correspond to the needs and the interests
of that community; and if it forgets about the education of women, it
creates within itselfl a destabilizing lorce.

Political life must attend to the problem of stability because it cannot
discern who is best; thus, such a disregard for the education of the females
in the city undermines the entire political endeavor. Socrates’ city in the
Republic, with its education for women and its inclusion of the female in the
city’s army, seems to answer Aristotle’a reservations about the Spartan
regime, But Socrates adds a community of wives and children, which in
Aristotle’s mind undermines Socrates’ whole endeavor and becomes a
destabilizing force.

The community of women: the case of Socrates’ cily

When a modern reader turns to Plato’s Republic and the utopian scheme
therein, the most striking suggestion for many is the proposal that women
be allowed to participate along with men of equal talents in the political
and military life of the city. Aristotle, when he evaluates Socrates’ proposals,
ignores the issue of sexual equality. Rather, he finds the most novel
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proposal to be the community of wives; the question of equality would
arisc only if there were such a community. For Aristotle the community of
wives assumes the equality of the sexes, while the preservation of the
family entails the maintenance of sexual inequality. So long as there
continue to be females to keep the race in existence, there will be, for
Aristotle, hierarchy, authority, and inequality — the family.

T'he problem that Aristotle poses for himself as he begins to consider
Socrates’ city is how much should be held in common in the political
association: some, all, or none? Clearly some, since without something
held in common there is no city. At the most basic level the land on which
the city is located must be shared. But Socrates goes to the other extreme
and says that all must be held in common. His arguments for this com-
munism are varied, but behind them all lies the concern with the stability
of the political system that comes from unity.

The female and the family exist within a private realm that locuses on
what is particular rather than on what is universal; thus they work, as
Socrates presents it, in opposition to the interests of the community, which
must emphasize a devotion to the universal. By destroying the private
realm through the destruction of the family and its particularistic orienta-
tion, Socrates aims to leave the self open to the complete devotion to the
public.

This had been possible in Socrates’ city because Socrates had abstracted
from the body, which ties one to the procreative and nutritive aspects of
the family. He had worked through education in poetry to train his
warriors to scorn their bodies and their bodily needs. The abstraction
from the body had removed a concern with the private and the particular.
The bodies of Socrates’ citizens did not define who they were, and thus the
female body could be ignored in the communism of the city and the
cquality of the sexes introduced at the beginning of Book V.

Aristotle does not abstract from the body; instead, he emphasizes how
the body works against Socrates’ proposals, how nature turns our attention
to our bodies, what is particular about them, and how, by nature, we love
our own bodies. Socrates abstracts from diflference by avoiding bodies.
Anistotle emphasizes bodies and, thus, dillerence. For instance, he finds
support for the ties between children and specific parents in the natural
physical resemblances between parent and child. He suggests that the
people in Socrates’ city would be driven to discover their own relations.
“Furthermore, it is not possible to escape some form of guessing about
who are brothers, and children, and fathers and mothers.”?? Socrates’
citizens will engage in this guessing precisely because it is possible to
recognize similarities between children and parents. Our bodies indicate
these connections.

Bodies, by revealing these connections, accomplish what intellects,
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¢ abilities. Socrates himsell had stressed this as he began to found
ity in the city of pigs.
~ nature the male is not the same as the female. Though in Aristotle’s
2 oical works these differences are often expressed in terms of defects,
: _,, “practical” pieccs he focuses on the differences in virtues. “The
es of a youth are moderation and courage in the soul. . . . The virtue

is beauty and greatness of body, and in the soul moderation and a
of work without slavishness.”” That diversity must be retained on
ivate level, or the city — lacking cobblers and doctors, men and
on — will die. Socrates’ abstraction from the private realm casts doubt
the survival of his city. In contrast, on the public level, the realm of
l life, there must be an equality, a focus on what unites through
ity. All are citizens, all are capable of ruling and being ruled. The
lar differences between individuals defined as equal become ir-
t. But we can reach this state of cquality only when the necessities
demand diflerentiation have been met.
sproblem with Socrates’ model, as Aristotle sees it, is that Socrates,
pposing sexual equality in the political realm, had done so through
o the diversity demanded in the private realm, through ignoring
: public must build up from the private. As shown in Book I of the
es, Aristotle cannot discuss the good life until he has discussed life
In Book V of the Republic, Socrates tries to ignore life in order to
 headlong into the good life. As a result, as Aristotle understands it,
destroys the potential for both.
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particularly Socrates’ intellect, may wish to ignore. Denying such con
nections, as Socrates tries to do in the Republic, is, according to Aristo
1o act against nature. Acting against nature leads to unholy and imp
decds that are oflensive even in the contemplation of them. In referring &
such deeds, Aristotle moves from violent acts against one’s parents 1o
sexual liaisons that would occur between the members of one’s
natural family: fathers with daughters and even, what he considers
most horrendous and unnatural of all, brothers with brothers. The ay
onymity imposed by Socrates’ scheme, and thus the lack of shame §
restrain human actions, opens the door for all these acts against natus
Aristotle finds further problems with Socrates’ city, for it fails to tz
account of the natural love of oneself and of what is one’s own, “
vain,” he says, “does cach have a love of oneself. This is accord
nature.”®” We love ourselves and we love what we create. We |
through activity, and since we love our existence, we love what
existence has brought into being, be it our children, our handiwo
writings. We act in accordance with a love of ourselves and of w
have created.*® Socrates’ community climinated that natural love of
self and one’s creative activity, This distortion of our natural ¢
Aristotle claims, will cause instability and lead to the demise of the
He uses the example of houschold slaves to support this point: if too
slaves are assigned a particular task and no one feels that the accom
ment of that task entails his or her creative activity, the task will
performed. The many, having no particular attachments to the ta
having no sense of secing themselves in the accomplishment of that &
will leave the work to others. “There is the least concern for wha ' ; 3 ; i
common, but the most care for what is pn'va.tt'."25 E bl e bk s
The female, as the symbol of what is private, of the home and
particular, as the source of children who are one’s own and recogniz
such by the city at large, is a vivid expression of the need all hu
to tic themselves to that which is particular and one’s own. To commu
the female is to destroy the private and to overemphasize the pub
its universalistic aims; for Aristotle this is the same as destroyin
moral and psychological bases of the city. The community of wi
opposed to the demands of nature, cannot support the city as an ins|
arising from the natural drive of men to perfect themselves.
There are other problems with Socrates’ city. By removing the
and ignoring the difference between male and female, Socrates o
the diversity, multiplicity, and interdependence at the core of |
Aristotle argues that diversity is essential for the city; we need col
well as doctors. T'o make the cobblers and the doctors the same,
what is diflerent about them, and to expect the same expertise from
to change the city into an individual. By nature we are different 2

e seems to be a friendship between man and woman by nature. For the
1 being by nature is more disposed to live in pairs than in the polis,
uch as the houschold is prior in time and more necessary than the
‘and the creation of children is more common with other animals.
other animals, the community extends only this far [to the creation
n|, but for the human being, living together is not only for the sake
uction, but also for various aspects of their lives. Immediately, the
divided, and there 1s one task for men and another for women. So
assist one another, putting their individual talents into the common
On account of these things, there seems to be both usefulness and
* in this sort of friendship. This friendship also exists in accordance
e, if they are both good. For there is a virtue of each, and they are
by this. . . . [t seems that children are a bond, wherefore marriages
children dissolve more quickly. For children are a common good for
what is common holds them together.”’

ge offers a picture of human involvement in the family often
one turns to the Aristotle of the famed “man is a political
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animal™ quote. Here he portrays the human being as an cconomic being,
in the true sense of the term. We see in this passage a concern with the
community that is the family, the pleasure that both members, male and
female, derive from a [riendship devoted to what is common and their
individual talents exercised in their attention to what unites them. The
family here is not a dark recess of subordination and domination, but a
prepolitical condition incorporating into itself many of the clements of
unity and [riendship that the actual cities of Greece in Aristotle’s time
failed to exhibit.

Neither the Spartan lawgiver nor Socrates recognized the special value
that Aristotle attributes to the lamily, a value that takes it far beyond the
process of reproduction that ties the human species to other animals. The
Spartans with their men at war all the ime and Socrates with his com-
munism ignored the family and the female who was a part of it. Anstotle
wants to reassess the stature of the family, and his criticism of the utopian
and the practical regimes is a major part of that reassessment.

In Socrates’ city Aristotle had found a community with no family to
educate in a love that goes beyond the self, a community where the door
had been opened for the common practice of impiety. Socrates’ city left no
room for liberality. If one identified the city as being the same as oneself,
to act for the city could not be called a liberal act. Thus, the communism
of his city destroyed all the potential for virtue. The Spartan regime had
failed to educate women in the art of submission to authority that all
regimes must entail. The failures of others are captured in Aristotle’s
attempt to justify and resuscitate the family. The polis arises, in his view,
to help complete what the family ultimately cannot do successfully: educate
the young. It is to continue the process begun in the family, not to make
the family irrelevant, as the others had tried to do.

Throughout all the criticisms of Socrates’ city and the Spartan regime,
Aristotle never focuses on the inherent deformity of the female that had
been a part of his work on the biology of animals. His arguments against
communism do not come from arguments about the incquality of women,
that women need supervision, as does the natural slave. The value of the
family for Aristotle is not that it brings about subordination, but that it
provides the orderly community of love and [riendship, the natural hierarchy
whose stability offers the preconditions for the pursuit of virtue. Though
the family may not always conform perfectly to the rule of superior over
inferior, it appears to order itsell naturzlly, to be founded on a natural
hierarchy that the city composed of supposed equals can only pretend to
approximate.

Because of the problems with obscrvation noted above, it is difficult
within the context of the city to determine who is equal, who should rule,
and who should be subject. The justice of the city in distributing offices is
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artificial rather than complete. It is dependent on an inequality that
cannot be secure. All polities depend on this justice. Within the family the
hierarchy in operation is closer to the natural way of things. The family is
the model of the natural aristocracy. By this Aristotle means an association
in which the man rules according to his worth “and about those things
that it is necessary for a man to rule, but whatever fits well with a woman,
he hands over to her.”

If the man chooses 10 rule in those areas where he is not suited by
nature to rule, he transforms the aristocratic relationship into one that is
oligarchic, one in which he rules in his own self-interest and not in the
interests of the community. A few lines before the passage just cited,
Aristotle had suggested that an oligarchy is a regime in which the rulers
do not distribute the affairs of the city according to worth, but give all the
good things to themselves. The well-structured family recognizes the
differences between the members and takes these differences into account
as they all work toward the common good. Within the city that is based on
equality and a sharing in the process of rule, the diflerences between those
who are citizens must be ignored and cach has the same tasks as cveryone
else. With all citizens determined by artificial criteria of equality, there
can be no distribution of offices or tasks according to worth, since all must
share in the activities of the political community.

When cities are threatened with revolution and instability, it is because
there is disagreement about the meaning of equality, who is to be equal
and who is to be subject. In Book V of the Politics, Aristotle notes that in
all cases, “on account of inequality, there is internal conflict.”® While
men agree that justice is simply distribution according to worth, “they
differ nevertheless with some saying that if they are equal according to one
attribute, then they are completely equal, while others claim that if they
are uncqual in one attribute, then they are worthy of uncqual treatment.”
In families in which the difference between the sexes and the generations
at the base of the distribution of tasks is more readily observed, the
distribution of tasks and authority is more easily accepted.

The city’s inequality and equality arc not precise. They therefore remain
constantly subject to debate and are an incentive for internal strife. The
city becomes, in a sense, only an imperfect reflection of the natural
hicrarchy of the family, and the order of the family is only inadequately
captured by men’s attempts to set up barriers among themsclves, barriers
for which nature has offered no clear signposts. Even within the patriarchal
household, where differences are more subject to obscrvation, mistakes
can oceur, as in the case of Ajax and Tecmessa. Thus, even within the
smaller unit of the family, true justice is not always at work, because the
criterion of diflerentiation is not always adequate to justify differential
treatment.
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The portrait of the female within the family may not earn much admira-
tion from contemporary students of women in the social sphere, but
Aristotle’s analysis of the family, as a cooperative adventure in which the
[riendship between the members comes from a common concern for the
welfare of the unit, goes far beyond the view of the family in ancient Greek
socicty that many have offered to us. Students of the Greek legal system
trace a set of relationships in which the female is little more than the
instrument for transferring property from one family to another and for
giving birth to future protectors of the religious rites of a particular family.
Aristotle’s understanding of the family goes beyond such “uses™ for women
and suggests that the family must be understood as a set of associations
and relationships from which the grander and more important polis derives.

Within the family, the role of the female, that task assigned to her
because of her special abilitics, is the same one taken up by the statesman
within the city — preserving what has been acquired, providing for stability.
Nevertheless, however important the female may be in the family, Aristotle
never envisions her as part of the public realm of the city. Again this view
derives from his understanding of the notions of equality and inequality.
The family as a realm of hierarchy stands in contrast with the city as a
realm of equality. Within the family the male retains authority over the
female, the father over the son, the master over the slave. Inequality of
authority or power derives from differences with regard 1o sex, age,

The family, unlike the city, is characterized by its differences; and in
order for it to continue over time, it must incorporate these differences.
The male must be different from the female if there is to be sexual
reproduction. The master must have the intelligence that the slave lacks,
and the slave must have the physical capacity that the master need not
develop. The relations of difference within the family maintain the unit.
Within the polis, the criterion must be one of cquality: citizens must be
equal in their possession and exercise of reasoned specch, of discourse
about the just and the unjust, and they must be equal in their leisure to
engage in such speech. Thus, as workers captured by the necessities of
exastence, lacking the leisure to participate in such discourse, cannot be
part of the citizen body, neither can the female, who, because she is
nourishing the young with her body, lacks such leisure.

For Aristotle, then, the exclusion of women is based in part on their
uncqual leisure time, their role as the preservers of the houschold and the
bearers of the young. However, more significant for Aristotle’s exclusion
of the female from the public realm is the lack of authority of her reasoned
discourse. Since the polis is to be a realm of activity for the logos, the
female, in whom that loges is not predominant, cannot participate fully.

In being so excluded, women are not alone. Slaves obviously are ex-
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cluded, but so are workers, not because Aristotle the aristocrat rejects the
lower classes, but because his conception of political life requires the
participation of those who engage in the reasoned discourse of the complete
human being. Workers lack the leisure for this engagement. In con-
temporary society, where political participation is not defined by the
activity of reasoned discourse, the restrictions that Aristotle established
appear meaningless or downright unjust, but his concern that the public
realm serve as the arena for the highest human activities (after philosophy)
led to his demand for such an intellectual engagement.®!

In the last two books of the Politics, Aristotle discusses the city of his
dreams. 32 Women figure here only very briefly as he considers the issues of
reproduction and the earlicst stages of the child’s life. The legislator must
have the best material with which to work, and that means the healthiest
population. To ensure this health, he must attend to the laws governing
matrimony and reproduction. Aristotle is particularly concerned that
reproduction not begin at too young an age, when deformed offspring
(including women) are likely to be born.

But Aristotle slips from these biological considerations to psychological
ones. Picking up on the themes in the Ethics, he maintains that the
legislator must also be concerned with the community that is created
within the family and must ensure that there is a compatibility of sexual
life for the married couple. This means that the ages of husband and wile
must match, so that one will not be able to be reproductively active when
the other can no longer function in this capacity. Thus, since he sees 70 as
the age for men’s declining sexual potency and 50 for women, he suggests
that the man be 20 years older at the time of marriage.™

Once conception has taken place, the female is to exercise her body, but
not her mind, for her body must be strong in order to give strength to the
growing child, just as something growing draws from the carth.* If we
look only at these last words comparing the female to the soil, Aristotle
could justly be accused of seeing only the material role of the female. She
is the matter out of which the citizens grow, but the earlier comments
expressing concern for the compatibility within marriage suggest that
Aristotle has a deeper understanding of the female’s place in the polity.
Though she is not a part of the public community, the private community
depends on a nonexploitive, communal relationship between the male and
female.

Again, however, the student of Aristotle must go further to understand
fully the place of the female in his analyses of the best city. Specifically,
one must note the persistent hostility to the city as an armed camp com-
posed of virile warriors, spirited in their desires to acquire dominion. As
Aristotle expresses it at the beginning of Beok VII, the best city, the one
that need not worry about stability, is the one that promotes the individual
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ysical, in tellectual, and moral qualities of the individual who has reached
he completion of his growing process.
~ Aristotle’s understanding of the female in the political world leads to a
of hierarchy, but not submission on all levels. The woman, he
dfastiy maintains, is not a slave. Thus he must understand her distinet
in society, and he finds it in her capacity within the structure of the
ily — a realm in which she not only gives birth but also gives stability,
rves and cducates the young of the city. It is a realm in which she can
monstrate her unique virtue.
The Socratic vision in the Republic had excluded the private realm. All
¢ was public. Aristotle retains the private and encourages the pursuit
excellence and community there. Without that excellence on the part of
the male and the female, there can be excellence nowhere in the life
the city. Cities that ignore the female and her potential for excellence,
ch as Sparta or Socrates’ city, Aristotle warns, arc placing themselves in
ardy of internal conflict, dissolution, and chaos. In no way can we
stend that the female is the central issue in Aristotle’s writings, but she
for him a variety of questions and alternative perspectives with
he must deal before he can complete his presentation of the full
tical life for the human being.
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happiness of its citizens. The task for Aristotle is to explain the condit
that would provide this happiness. The mistake of the many, according
him, is that they equate happiness with what is external, with the ex.
accumulation of goods. For these men conquest, war as the means
acquire goods, becomes the source of happiness. Aristotle argues that
city must not be structured to facilitate the continual pursuit of goods,
the limitless pursuit of virtue. And how does one pursue virtue?
through conquest, but through education, through attention to the

In chapter 7 of Book VII, Anstolle attacks regimes dominated
spirited love of war. He associates such regimes with the cannib
practiced by the Cyclops. The most choiceworthy life, with which Arist
investigation into the best regime began, is not one of domination
country over another, the male over the female, the master over the s
all of which are based ultimately on war and inequality — but one of
processes of ruling over men who are cquals.

Thus, Aristotle’s analysis of the best regime focuses on the proc
education in moderation, the charactenstic that he had previously a
to the good woman. The cities of Aristotle’s time that catered 1o a ¢
with material wealth emphasized the virility that was necessary to p
domination. The city of Aristotle’s dreams exalts the feminine
restraint. While the female herself appears only in her reproductive cap
in these last two books, the feminine, as opposed to the masculine,
provides the foundation for the city that offers human beings the
happy life. The body of the female is not the same as the female soul;
just as those who attend exclusively to what is external are mista
their evaluations of the source of happiness, so are those who a
exclusively to the body of the female. Aristotle’s books on the best @
incomplete, but in what remains, little is actually said about the publi
of the citizen; the focus is on education in moderation. The female
of that education, and thus part of the true life of the city.
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Conclusion

Aristotle is well known in the literature today as the classic
and his words have often been used to support misogyny throug|
ages.™ The accusation of misogyny today can condemn an a
relegate him to the scrap heap. In Aristotle’s writing there is no b
women; rather, there is the attempt, from the perspective of the
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female is a defective male, but so are most of the males whom ¢
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“God Hath Ordained to Man a
Helper”: Hobbes, Patriarchy and
Conjugal Right

Carole Pateman

The decisive moment in the conjuring lrick has been made, and it was the very one we
ight quile innocent. ;
L. Willgenstein, Philosophical Investigations

ost studics of Hobbes have nothing to say about the relation of his
theory to seventeenth-century patriarchalism. Writers who have
ht it worthwhile to consider the question have almost all agreed that
cs's argument is patriarchal, although more recently the claim has
madc that, for example, Hobbes’s views were subversive of “patri-
attitudes,” or that his theory is free from patriarchal assumptions.'
trongly, in a rational choice interpretation of Hobbes (which shares
’s radical individualism) the implicit assumption is that Hobbes’s
32 Questions have been raised about the order of these books. For the most is so far opposed to patriarchalism that his sovercign can be

assessment_ that would place them afier Book ITI, see Carnes Lord, = to as “she.”® Despite such differences, political theorists are

Character and Composition of Aristotle’s Politics,” Political Theory, 9, Novers pn one point; they agree that to argue about patriarchy is to argue

ol op. &8 72 he family and paternal power. Hobbes is assumed to be a patriarchal
93 Eelises, VIL 10 (13003100 in the same sense that his deC‘l‘Sary Sir Robert Filmer i1s a

34 Ibid., (1334b19). : ; ,
So M : f WA » : alist; or, conversely, Hobbes is assumed to be opposed to patri-
35 Sce Maryanne Cline Horowitz, “Aristotle and Woman,” Journal of the be (’:a use his theory: is antithetie A

Biology, 9, Fall 1976, pp. 183-213: she traces some of the uses

Aristotelian quotes about women were put in the Middle Ages. mjm- debiren o BRI e des: have

rducted by feminists, not mainstream political theorists, but
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feminists have paid remarkably little attention to political theory in the
controversy over the meaning and usefulness of the term “patniarchy.”
The predominant assumption among feminists, or, at least, among those
engaged in the theoretically informed controversics over patniarchy, is
also that patriarchal relations are familial relations and that patriarchal
political right is paternal right.? To be sure, many feminists also use
“patriarchy” to mecan the power that men cxercise over women more
generally — what 1 shall call masculine right — but, notwithstanding the
copious empirical evidence available to support this interpretation, the
usage has not yet been given a great deal of theoretical substance. A major
reason for this lack of theoretical robustness is feminist neglect of the
arguments among political theorists about patriarchy in the seventeenth
century. Feminist scholars have undertaken some very revealing and
exciting work on the classic texts of political theory, but little attention has
been paid to Hobbes, whose writings are of fundamental importance for
an understanding of patriarchy as masculine right. Hobbes is a patriarchal
theorist — but the possibility that is considered by neither conventional
political theorists nor feminists is that he is a patriarchalist who rejects
paternal right.

Both feminism and political theory are dogged by a anachronistic,
although literal, interpretation of patriarchy as father-right. Patriarchy is
assumed to be about fathers and mothers. For example, Di Stefano has
argued that Hobbes is a masculinist theorist, but her reading of Hobbes is
that his arguments rest on a denial of the mother. His picture of natural,
atomized individuals, who spring up like mushrooms — “consider men as if
but even now sprung out of the earth, and suddenly, like mushrooms,
come to full maturity, without all kind of engagement to cach other™ —
denies any significance to the mother—child relationship and the depend-
ence on the mother that provides the first intersubjective context for the
development of human capacities. Di Stefano claims that there is no
room for nurture within the family in Hobbes’s state of nature; “men are
not born of, much less nurtured by, women, or anyone clse for that
matter.”® Hobbes’s family is certainly very peculiar, but the problem with
Di Stefano’s argument is that, in the state of nature, mothers, far from
being denied, are enthroned. For Hobbes, political right in the natural
condition is mother-right. Hobbes goes to great lengths to deny that
father-right is the origin of political right, yet he is still scen as a patri-
archalist in the same sense as Filmer for whom political and paternal
power were one and the same.

A different problem confronts the writers who argue that Hobbes sub-
verts patriarchalism, or merely tacitly assume that the terms “men” and
“individual” in Hobbes’s texts are used generically; they fail to explain
why Hobbes’s writings contain so many references to the rightful power of
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fathers — or why he endorses the subjection of wives to husbands. Com-
mentators on Hobbes, like almost all political theorists of the recent past,
see no problems of political interest arising from the subordination of
wives to husbands. Conjugal nght, the right exercised by men, as husbands,
over their wives, is not a matter that falls within their scholarly purview.
The standard interpretations of the theoretical battle between the classic
contract theorists, including Hobbes, and the patriarchalists of the seven-
teenth century is that the engagement concerned the political right of
fathers and the natural liberty of sons. That the father was a master,
exercising jurisdiction over servants and apprentices, is acknowledged,
but another inhabitant of the family is usually ignored. The father is also a
husband, and as a husband is a master over his wife. In discussions of
Hobbes and patriarchy, the position of the wife in the family is rarely
mentioned. She appears, if at all, in another capacity, as a mother. When a
problem about women is admitted to exist, it is taken to be that of
maternal jurisdiction over children.

The failure to distinguish marriage from the family and to recognize the
existence of conjugal right means that the most distinctive aspect of
Hobbes’s political theory is disregarded. Hobbes is the only contract
theorist (and almost the only writer admitted into the “tradition” of
Western political theory) who begins from the premise that there is no
natural dominion of men over women. In his natural condition female
individuals are as frec as, and equal to, male individuals. The remarkable
starting point of his political theory is usvally passed over extremely
quickly. Even in discussions that focus on patriarchy no questions are
asked or explanations offered about why and how it is, in the absence of
sexual dominion in the state of nature, that marriage and the famly take a
patriarchal form. Nor is anything odd seen in the fact that Hobbes argues
both that women are naturally free and always subject to men through
(the marriage) contract.

There are also other problems about Hobbes, patriarchy and contract
when “patriarchy™ is interpreted literally. Some commentators have noted
certain tensions in Hobbes's arguments between contract and patriarchy;
one earlier scholar, for instance, took the logical position that if Hobbes is
interpreted as a patriarchalist then the original contract is superfluous.®
Another commentator has attributed a consensual form of patriarchy to
Hobbes and argued that his patriarchalism is, therefore, the strongest
form — and even a more typically English variety.” Hobbes took contract
much further than most other classic contract theorists and claimed that
even infants (could be said to have) contracted themselves into subjection
to mothers. To posit a contract by an infant is to reject outright any
suggestion that political subjection is natural and to confirm in the most
emphatic possible manner that all dominion is conventional in origin. Yet
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it was precisely the doctrine of the natural freedom of mankind and its
corollary, contract and consent, that Sir Robert Filmer saw as the major
cause of sedition and political disorder. Why, then, should a purported
advocate of patriarchy as paternal right, and a writer who, in his own
way, was as absolutist as his opponent, take so many pains to deny the
assumptions of Filmer's theory? More generally, if political right has a
natural origin in fatherhood and contract is thus superfluous — and,
according to Filmer, politically dangerous — why should Hobbes argue
that civil society was created through an oniginal contract?

To remain within the standard, patriarchal interpretation of “patriarchy”
as fatherly power is to remain within a patriarchal reading of Hobbes’s
texts, a reading that ignores the subjection of women. Hobbes's patri-
archalism is a new, specifically modern form, that is conventional, contractual
and originates in conjugal right, or, more accurately, sex-right; that is, in
men’s right of sexual access to women, which, in its major institutional
form in modern society, is exercised as conjugal right (a term also pro-
viding a polite locution in, say, a discussion of Adam and Eve). To
appreciate the character of Hobbes’s patriarchal theory the distinctive
features of his natural condition — mother-right and the absence of natural
dominion of male over female individuals — have to be taken seriously as
fundamental premises of his political theory. In addition, Hobbes’s extra-
ordinary conception of the “family” needs to be emphasized. Hobbes did
not merely leave no room for nurture or argue that the family was
conventional, a political rather than a natural social form. For Hobbes, a
“family™ was solely composed of a master and servants of various kinds
and had its origins in conquest.

Before looking in greater detail at Hobbes’s arguments it is necessary to
say something more about patriarchy and to look again at Filmer's patri-
archalism.® A good deal of confusion over the term “patriarchy” has
arisen because of the failure to distinguish between three different historical
forms of patriarchal theory: traditional, classic and modern. Traditional
patriarchal argument assimilates all power relations to paternal rule. For
centuries the family and the authority of the father at its head provided
the model and metaphor for political society and political right. The
traditional form is also full of stories, of conjectural histories, about the
emergence or creation of political society from the family or the coming
together of many families. Such stories are also to be found in the writings
of the classic contract theorists, even though they defeated and eliminated
the second, shortlived form of classic patriarchalism. Classic patriarchy
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was formulated and died in the seventeenth century and is exemplified by
Sir Robert Filmer’s arguments. Schochet shows in Patriarchalism in Political
Thought that Sir Robert broke with the traditional form by insisting that
paternal and political rule were not merely analogous but identical. In the
1680s and 1690s, “the Filmerian position very nearly became the official
state ideology.” The classic form was a fully developed theory of political
right and political obedience and was the first of its kind; “there was no
patriarchal theory of obligation prior to 1603.”'" The standard claim in
political theory is that patriarchalism was dead and buried by 1700 - but
the form that passed away was Filmer's classic patriarchy.

Filmer wrote in response to the challenge posed by the doctrine of the
natural freedom of mankind. If men were born free and equal then,
necessarily, political right or the dominion of one man over another could
be established in one way only; through an agreement (contract) between
those concerned that such a relation should be brought into being. Ac-
cording to Filmer, acknowledgement that Adam had been granted
monarchical power by God by virtue of his fatherhood cut the ground
from under the feet of the contract theorists, At the birth of his first son,
Adam became the first king and his political right passed to all subsequent
fathers and kings, who were one and the same: all kings ruled as fathers in
consequence of their procreative power, and all fathers were monarchs in
their families. Sons were born into political subjection to their fathers and
hence to the monarch: no such political nonsense as talk of contracts was
required to justify political subjection. Filmer’s account of the natural
origin of political nght appears straightforward enough, and no hint is
given in discussions of the relation between the theories of Hobbes and
Filmer that patriarchy is more complicated.

Paternal right is only one dimension of patriarchy — as Filmer himself
reveals. Filmer's apparently straightforward statements obscure the original
foundation of political right. Paternal power is not the origin of political
right. Father-right is established only after political right has been brought
into being. Another act of political genesis is required before a man can
acquire the natural right of fatherhood. Sons do not spring up like mush-
rooms, as Filmer was quick to remind Hobbes. Adam’s political title is
granted before he becomes a father. If he is to be a father, Eve has to
become a mother. In other words, sex-right or conjugal right must necessarily
precede the right of fatherhood. The genesis of political dominion lies in
Adam’s sex-right, nof in his fatherhood.

Filmer makes clear that Adam’s political right is originally established
in his right as a husband over Eve: “God gave to Adam . . . the dominion
over the woman,” and, citing Genesis 3:16, “God ordained Adam to rule
over his wife, and her desires were to be subject to his,”"" (Genesis states
that Eve’s “desire shall be to thy husband, and he shall rule over thee”.)

it .
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Adam’s desire is to become a father, but in no ordinary sense of “father.”
He desires to obtain the remarkable powers of a patriarchal father. Filmer
briefly mentions Adam’s original, divine grant of political right over Eve
at various points, but it has a shadowy presence in his writings. In recent
(patriarchal) commentaries on his texts, sex-right has completely dis-
appeared. And, to be sure, when reading Filmer from the perspective of
only one dimension of patriarchalism, conjugal right is not easy to discern
under the cloak of Adam’s fatherhood.

The biblical patriarchal image (here in Locke’s words) is of “nursing
Fathers tender and carefull of the publick weale.”'? The patriarchal story
is about the procreative power of a father who is complete in himself, who
embodies the creative power of both female and male. His procreative
power both gives and animates physical life and creates and maintains
political right. Filmer is able to refer to Adam’s power over Eve so
casually because classic patriarchalism declares women to be procreatively
and politically irrelevant. The reason that Adam has dominion over “the
woman” is, according to Filmer (here following the patriarchal idea of
fatherhood, which is very ancient), that “the man . . . [is| the nobler and
principal agent in generation.”"™ Women are merely empty vessels for the
exercise of men’s sexual and procreative power. The original political
right that God gives to Adam is the right, so to speak, to fill the empty
vessel. Adam, and all men, must do this if they are to become fathers. But
men’s generative power has a dual aspect. The genesis of new physical life
belongs in their hands, not in the empty vessel. Men are the “principal
agents in generation,” and “generation” includes political creativity. Men’s
generative power includes the ability to create new political life, or to give
birth to political right.

In view of the character of the extraordinary powers that classic patri-
archalism arrogates to men, it is appropriate that the powers are contained
in the name of “father” and encompassed under the writ of “fatherhood.”
The presence of conjugal right is very faint in Filmer's writings because
(although at one level he must acknowledge it) Adam’s original political
right is subsumed under the power of fatherhood. For instance, after
stating that Eve and her desires are subject to Adam, Filmer continues in
the next sentence, “here we have the original grant of government, and the
fountain of all power placed in the Father of all mankind.” Moreover,
Adam is also Eve’s father. In the story of the Book of Genesis, Eve is
created only after Adam and the animals have been placed on earth. God
creates and names the animals and Adam but, we are told in Genesis 2:20),
“for Adam there was not found an help meet for him.” Eve is then
created, but she is not created ab initio but from Adam, who is, in a sense,
her parent, and Adam, not God, gives Eve her name. Filmer is therefore
able to treat all political right as the right of a father. Eve is not only under
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the dominion of Adam, but he is (with Ged’s help) the “principal agent”
in her generation. The father in classic patriarchal theory is not just one of
two parents — he is the parent, and the being able to generate political
right.

The greatest story of masculine political birth is the story of an original
contract that creates civil freedom and civil society. The classic patri-
archalists lost the battle over fathers and sons and the natural engin of
political right. Patriarchalism, in the sense of paternal right, ceased to be
politically relevant by the end of the seventeenth century. Civil society is
constituted by the (ostensibly) universal, conventional bonds of contract
not the particular, natural bonds of kinship and fatherhood. However, the
standard account of the defeat of patriarchy ignores the fact that the
contract theorists had no quarrel with classic patniarchalism over the true
origin of political right; they fought against paternal right but had no wish
to disturb the other dimension of patnarchy, conjugal right.

The “freedom of mankind” in contract argument means what it says,
the freedom of men. The victory of contract doctrine over the classic form
of patriarchal argument was, rather, the transformation of classic patriarchy
into a new form. The contract theorists constructed their own, modem
patriarchal argument — the third of the historical forms. Modern patriarchy
is contractual not natural and embodies masculine right not the right of
fatherhood. Hobbes, the most brilliant and bold of contract theorists, is a
patriarchal theorist in the modern sense, but his arguments differ in some
significant respects from those of his fellow contract theorists and, in the
end, it was they, not Hobbes, who provided the necessary theoretical
framework for patriarchal civil society.

II

On the face of it, Hobbes’s writings scem unequivocally opposed to both
dimensions of classic patriarchy. Hobbes's theory rests on mother-right
and the absence of natural sexual dominion; how, then, does Hobbes
transform natural maternal power and women’s natural freedom into
patriarchal right, and why have scholars been able to identify so many
passages in Hobbes's writings where he apparently falls back on the
traditional form of patriarchal argument? The appropriate place to begin
to consider the conjuring tricks is with Hobbes's picture of the natural
condition. Hobbes’s imaginative resolution of civil society into its most
fundamental (“natural”) parts was much more rigorous than the similar
undertakings of the other contract theorists. Hobbes was willing to take
the logic of individualism to its most radical conclusions in this as in other
respects. When Hobbes reconstitutes natural entities in perpetual motion
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into something recogmzably human, the result is that humans interact in
a natural condition that can barely be recognized as social. Hobbes’s state
of nature is the famous war of all against all, and, in a statement which is
rarcly seen as of political significance, Hobbes writes that in the natural
condition there are *no matrimonial laws.”'* Marriage — that is to say, a
long-term relation between the sexes — must be brought about in exactly
the same way as any other relation between the inhabitants of the state of
nature where there is no natural order of dominion, and no politically signi-
ficant difference m strength or prudence between individuals. Relations
can arise in two ways only: either individuals contract themselves into a
given relationship; or one, by some stratagem, is able to coerce another
into the desired arrangement. This is also true of relations between a man
and a woman. In the natural condition women face men as free equals;
Hobbes writes that “whereas some have attributed the dominion to the
man only, as being of the more excellent sex; they misreckon in it. For
there is not always that difference of strength or prudence between the
man and the woman, as that the right can be determined without war,”1?

In the state of nature there is no law to regulate marriage — and no
marriage. Marriage does not exist because marriage is a long-term arrange-
ment, and long-term sexual relationships, like other such relationships,
are very difficult to establish and maintain in Hobbes’s natural condition.
The boundaries scparating the inhabitants one from another are so tightly
drawn by Hobbes that each one can judge the rest only from a subjective
perspective, or from the perspective of pure self-interest. Natural indi-
viduals will, therefore, always break an agreement, or refuse to play their
part in a contract, if it appears in their interest to do so. To enter a
contract or to signify agreement to do so is to leave oneselfl open to
betrayal. Hobbes’s natural state suffers from an endemic problem of
keeping contracts and of “performing second”; “If a covenant be made,
wherein neither of the parties perform presently, but trust one another; . . .
upon any reasonable suspicion, itis void: . . . And . . . he which performeth
first, does but betray himself to his enemy.”'® The only contract that an
individual, of his or her own volition, can enter into in safety is one in
which agreement and performance take place at the same time. An agree-
ment to perform an act of coitus provides an example of a contract that
comes close to meeting this criterion, but an agreement to marry, to enter
into a long-term sexual relationship, would founder in the same manner as
contracts to create other relations that endure over time.

The women and men in Hobbes’s state of nature can engage in sexual
intercourse and, therefore, children can be born. A child, however, is born
a long time after any act of intercourse. As Hobbes notes, in the absence of
matrimonial laws proof of fatherhood rests on the testimony of the mother.
Since there is no way of establishing paternity with any certainty, the
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child belongs to the mother. Hobbes’s argument is all the more striking
since he, oo, suggests that men are the “principal agents” in generation.
Echoing the classic patriarchal view of fatherhood, Hobbes writes that “as
to the generation, God hath ordained to man a helper” 17 _ but the female
“helper” in the state of nature becomes much more than an auxiliary once
the birth takes place. Hobbes insists that no man can have two masters
and so only one parent can have dominion over the child. In the natural
condition the mother, not the father, enjoys this right. In direct contra-
diction of Sir Robert Filmer and the patriarchal doctrine that political
right originates in the father’s generative power, Hobbes proclaims that
“every woman that bears children, becomes both a mother and a lord.”'" At
birth, the infant is in the mother's power. She makes the decision whether
to expose or to nourish the child. To have the power to preserve life is,
according to Hobbes, to exercise rightful dominion, whether the subject is
a newly born infant or a vanquished adult. If the mother preserves the
infant, she thereby becomes a lord; “because preservation of life being the
end, for which one man [or infant] becomes subject to another, every man
is supposed to promise obedience, to him [or her], in whose power it is to
save, or destroy him.”""

From 1861 for a half century or more (following the publication of Sir
Henry Maine’s Ancient Law and Johann Bachofen’s Mother Right) another
controversy raged about political origins, matriarchy and patriarchy. The
proponents were all reluctant to admit that matriarchy in the literal sense
~ rule by women as mothers — ever existed, even hypothetically.” Similarly,
some contemporary theorists still find it necessary to take issue with
Hobbes’s logic on mother-right. The rather amusing objection has been
raised that Hobbes is mistaken; a mother “simply does not wicld” the
power Hobbes ascribes to her.?' The “helper” herself always requires
another helper. In Hobbes's day, the objection continucs, the mother was
attended by a midwife or male physician, and it is the latter who, at the
moment of birth, has power over the child in her or his hands. Hobbes
should have concluded that neither fathers nor mothers possessed an
original political power in the natural condition, but then his argument
against natural paternal right would have been “more absurd still.” In his
cagerness to combat Filmer, Hobbes “overlooked the defects attached to
an argument which would transfer this power to a party — the mother—
whom no one supposed ever had a proper right or even opportunity to
exercise it (given the establishment of a civil society).”*? Precisely; in
patriarchal civil socicty, past or present, political theorists rarely are
willing to contemplate that mothers (women) could legitimately exercise
political right, even in an hypothcuczlllattlff naturc or as a matter of
mere logic. The other social contract theorists, unlike Hobbes, built
masculine sexual dominion as a natural fact of human existence into their
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political theories and so demonstrated in a straightforward fashion that,
for all that their arguments are couched in universal terms, equality,
freedom and contract are a male privilege — although contemporary
political theorists still manage to avoid noticing the fact.?* Hobbes’s logic
is impeccable. In his natural condition (whatever the facts of childbirth in
the seventeenth century) a pregnant woman would not give herself up asa
hostage to fortune by enlisting helpers in her labors; no free, strong
woman would place her right of dominion at risk with such assistance.

By nature, a mother is a lord who can do as she wills with her infant. If
she decides to “breed him,” the condition on which she does so, Hobbes
states, is that “being grown to full age he become not her enemy.”?* That
is to say, the infant must contract to obey her. The mother’s political right
over her child originates in contract, and gives her absolute power. A
woman can contract away her right over her child to the father, but, when
the premise of Hobbes’s argument is that women naturally stand as
cquals to men, there is no reason why a woman should do this, and, least
of all, why she should always do so. To arguc that a tiny infant can
contract, or should be regarded as if it had contracted, with its mother is,
as Filmer insisted, anthropological nonsense. In terms of Hobbes's under-
standing of “contract,” however, this agreement is as convincing an
example of a contract as any other in Hobbes’s writings. Scholars have
drawn attention to Hobbes’s claim that the reasons and circumstances
under which agreement are given are irrelevant to the validity of the
contract; for Hobbes, it makes no difference whether a contract is entered
mto after due deliberation or with the conqueror’s sword at one’s breast.
Submission to overwhelming power in retum for protection, whether the
power is that of the conqueror’s sword or the mother’s power over her
newly born infant, is always a valid sign of agreement for Hobbes. Hobbes’s
assimilation of conquest to contract, enforced submission to consent, is
often remarked upon, but the political significance of his peculiar notion of
contract for the origin of the family in the state of nature and for the
making of the original pact is less often appreciated.

III

The logical conclusion of Hobbes's resolution of civil society into its
natural parts of rational entities in-motion, and his reconstitution of the
natural condition, is that the sexes come together only fleetingly and that
the original political right is mother-right. Yet Hobbes also writes in a
passage (cited by Richard Chapman and Gordon Schochet, for example),
“that the beginning of all dominion amongst men was in families. In
which, . . . the father of the family by the law of nature was absolute lord of
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his wife and children: [and] made what laws amongst them he pleased.”*
And he also refers to familial government or a “patrimonial kingdom” in
which the family:

if it grow by multiplication of children, either by generation, or adoption; or
of servants, cither by generation, conquest, or voluntary submission, to be
so great and numerous, as in probability it may protect itself, then is that
family called a patrimonial kingdom, or monarchy by acquisition, wherein the
sovereignty is in one man, as it is in a monarch made by political institution.
So that whatsoever rights be in the one, the same also be in the other.2

Morcover, Hobbes also makes statements such as “cities and kingdoms . . .
are but greater families,”” and “a great family is a kingdom, and a little
kingdom a family.”?® He also remarks that Germany, like other countries
“in their beginnings,” was divided between a number of masters of families,
all at war with each other.*” Such statements have been treated as evidence
that Hobbes was a patriarchalist like Filmer and that his natural condition
was composed of families not individuals. Such an interpretation leaves
unanswered the questions of how the transformation comes about from
mother-right to the patnarchal family in the state of nature and how the
family is generated.

Chapman has stressed that Hobbes’s family is an artificial, political
mnstitution rather than a natural social form, but its extraordinary character
consists in more than a conventional, political origin. No attention is paid
to the most bizarre aspect of Hobbes’s account of the family because
conjugal right and the position of a wife are ignored. Indeed, the scholars
involved in the debate about Hobbes and the family have not paused to
wonder how there can be wives in the state of nature where there is no law
of matrimony. Nor have they asked how families can come into existence
when marriage does not exist and yet marriage is the “origin” of the
family. Hobbes’s “family” is very curious and has nothing in common
with the families of Filmer’s pages, the family as found in the writings of
the other classical social contract theorists, or as popularly understood
today. Consider Hobbes’s definition: in Leviathan he states that a family
“consist[s] of a man and his children; or of a man and his servants; or of a
man, and his children, and servants together; wherein the father or master
is the sovereign.”™ In De Cive we find “a father with his sons and servants,
grown into a civil person by virtue of his paternal jurisdiction, is called a
Sfamily.”*' What has happened to the wife and mother? Only in Elements of
Law does he write that “the father or mother of the family is sovereign of
the same.”*? But the sovereign cannot be the mother, given the conjectural
history of the origin of the family implicit in Hobbes’s argument.

The “natural” characteristics postulated by Hobbes mean that long-
term relationships are very unlikely in his state of nature. However,
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Hobbes states in Lezzathan that, in the war of all against all, “there is no
man who can hope by his own strength, or wit, to defend himself from
destruction, without the help of confederates.”® But how can such a
protective confederation be formed in the natural condition when there is
an acute problem of keeping agreements? The answer is that confederations
are formed by conquest. If onc male individual manages to conquer
another in the state of nature the conqueror will have obtained a servant.
Hobbes assumes that no one would willfully give up his life, so, faced with
the conqueror’s sword, the defeated man will make a (valid) contract to
obey his victor. Hobbes defines dominion or political right acquired
through force as “the dominion of the master over his servant.”** Conqueror
and conquered then constitute “a little body politic, which consisteth of
two persons, the one sovereign, which is called the master, or lord; the
other subject, which is called the servant.”*” Hobbes distinguishes a servant
from a slave, but his definition of a servant makes it hard to maintain the
distinction: “the master of the servant, is master also of all he hath: and
may exact the use thercof; that is to say, of his goods, of his labour, of his
servants, and of his children, as often as he shall think fit.”*®
The master and his slave-servant form the littde body politic of a

defensive confederation against the rest of the inhabitants of the state of
nature. That is to say, according to Hobbes’s definition of a “family,” the
master and his servant form a family. For Hobbes, the origin of the family-
is entirely conventional. A “family” is created not through procreation but
by conquest, and a family consists of a master and his scrvants; that is, all
those, whatever their age or sex, who fall under his absolute jurisdiction.

A “family” composed only of a master and his malc servants is a singular
institution and it becomes more singular still if this male household

contains children. Hobbes remarks at onc point that sovereignty can be
established “by natural force; as when a man maketh his children, to
submit themselves, and their children to his government.”” Children
have again sprung up like mushrooms, ready to submit to (contract with)

their fathers. And what of their mothers; how are they included in the

“family”? In the natural condition there arc two ways only in which

sexual relations between free, cqual women and men can take place.

Either a woman frecly contracts to cngage in intercourse or she is outwitted

and taken by force. There is no reason why a woman should contract of
her own free will to enter into a long-term sexual relationship and become
a “wife,” that is, to be in servitude to — to become the servant (slave) of —a
man. In the state of nature a woman is as able as a man to defend herself
or to conquer another to form a protective confederation of master and
servant. Why then does Hobbes assume that only men become masters of
servants?

The answer is that, by the time the original contract is entered into, all
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the women in the natural condition have been conquered by men and
become servants. Hobbes is explicit that “dominion amongst men” begins
in the defensive confederation or small body politic he calls a family, but
he does not spell out that men also gain dominion over women by creating
“families.” A conjectural history of how this comes about might run as
follows. At first, women, who are as strong and as capablc as men, are
able to ensure that sexual relations arc consensual. When a woman
becomes a mother and decides to become a lord and raise her child, her
position changes; she is put at a slight disadvantage against men, since
now she has her infant to defend too. Converscly, a man obtains a slight
advantage over her and is then able to defeat the woman he had initially
to treat with as an cqual. Mothers arc lords in Hobbes’s state of nature,
but, paradoxically, for a woman to become a mother and a lord is her
downfall. She has then given an opening for a male enemy to outwit and
vanquish her in the ceaseless natural conflict. Mother-right can never be
more than flecting.

The original political dominion of maternal lordship is quickly over-
come and replaced by masculine right. Each man can obtain a “family” of
a woman servant and her child. Thus mother-right is overturned and the
state of nature becomes filled with patriarchal “families.” All the women
in the natural condition are forcibly incorporated (which for Hobbes, is to
say contract themselves) into “families” and become the permanent ser-
vants of male masters. The “help” given by women to men in procreation
then becomes the unending help of domestic servitude. The “wife” is
relegated to the status of a helper too politically insignificant to be worthy
of listing as a member of this peculiar protective association. A story along
these lines is necessary to explain the existence of patriarchal “families™ in
the state of nature, and also to explain why a patriarchal law of matrimony
is instituted through the original contract.

But it is hard to tell a consistent and convincing story about women’s
subjection when beginning from the postulate of natural freedom and
equality between women and men.* The conquest of women would surely
take more than one generation. Some women, cither by choice or the
accident of nature, would be childless and so would remain free. Indeed,
once childless women saw the fate of women who decided to exercise
maternal lordship they would, as rational beings, choose to remain child-
less and conserve their natural freedom. Frec women would, however, be
found only in the first generation in the natural condition. Childless
women would die, and all subsequent generations of women would be
born into servitude (and so, according to Hobbes’s definition of servitude,
would be under the jurisdiction of the master). The problem with this
version of the conjectural history is that, if therc are free childless women
in the first generation in the natural condition, there is no reason why they
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should not form protective confederations of their own by conquering
men, or cach other, and so obtaining servants. Women and men would
then wage the war of all against all as masters of “familics” — and who
knows who might win in the end? But in Hobbes's theory we do know
who wins, and thus there is only one story that can be told. Women must
all be conquered in the first generation; there can be no female masters in
the state of nature or there will be no original contract and no law of
matrimony.

IV

The method through which Hobbes constructed his picture of the state of
nature meant that, as a ruthlessly consistent theorist, he had to begin from
the logical but shocking premise of an absence of sexual dominion and
original mother-right. But Hobbes was well aware, as indicated in the
passages that I cited above, that, historically, paternal right and the
subjection of wives was the established custom. In the lngical beginning,
all political right is maternal right. In the historical beginning, masculine
or “paternal” nght holds sway. The story of the defeat of women in the
state of nature explains how patriarchal “families,” incorporating all the
women, are formed through conquest and ruled by “fathers.” This stage
of the history of the natural condition must be reached if men are to enter
the original contract, exercise their political creativity and create a new
phase of history in the form of modern patriarchal society. Commentators
on contract theory generally take it for granted that there are no problems
i referring to “individuals” entering into the original contract, so implying
that any or all of the inhabitants of the state of nature can participate.
Some commentators are more careful, and Schochet, for example, notes
that in the seventeenth century fathers of families were assumed to have
sealed the original pact. He argues that Hobbes shared this assumption.
Despite Hobbes’s use of traditional patriarchal language, his “families” are
not ruled by men as fathers but by men as masters. Masters of families
rule by virtue of contract (conquest) not their patcrnal, procreative capa-
city. Men as masters — or as free and equal men — enter into the original
contract that constitutes civil society. Women, now in subjection, no
longer have the necessary standing (they are no longer free and equal or
“individuals”) to take part in creating a new civil society.

The civil law of matrimony, which upholds conjugal right, is created
through the original pact. Political theorists consistently omit to mention
one of the most remarkable features of Hobbes’s political theory. Hobbes
makes it quite clear that conjugal right is not natural. Conjugal right is
created through the original contract and so is a pelitical right. The right is
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deliberately created by the men who bring civil society into being, The
other classic contract theorists presuppose that the institution of marriage
exists naturally and that conjugal rclations are nonpolitical relations,
carried over mto civil society. In Hobbes's theory, the law of matrimony is
created as part of the civil law. Contemporary political theorists, too, take
for granted that the structure of the institution of marriage 1s nonpolitical
and so they pay no attention to conjugal right. Hobbes’s political theory
makes clear what the other classic contract stonies, and contemporary
commentaries on contract theory, leave implicit: that the oniginal contract
is not only a social contract that constitutes the civil law and political right
in the sense of (state) government; it is also a sexual contract that institutes
political right in the form of patriarchal = masculine — power, or govern-
ment by men, a power exercised in large part as conjugal right.

Hobbes states that in civil socicty the husband has dominion “because
for the most part commonwealths have been erccted by the fathers, not by
the mothers of families.” Or again, “in all cities . . . constituted of fathers,
not mothers governing their familics, the domestical command belongs to
the man; and such a contract, if it be made according to the civil laws, is
called matrimony.”* If free and equal women could enter the original
contract there is no reason whatsoever why they would agree to create a
cvil law that sccures their permanent subjection as wives. Matrimonial
law takes a patriarchal form because men have made the original contract.
The fact that the law of matrimony is part of the civil law provides another
reason for self-interested individual men to make a collective agreement.
In addition to securing their natural liberty, men as a sex have an interest in
a political mechanism which sceures for them collectively the fruits of the
conquests made severally by each man in the natural condition. Through
the civil institution of marriage they can all lawfully obtain the familiar
“helpmeet” and gain the sexual and domestic services of a wife, whose
permanent servitude is now guaranteed by the law and sword of Leviathan.

Hobbes had no wish to challenge the law of matrimony of his own day,
embodied in the common law doctrine of coverture. The law of coverture
was given classic expression by Sir William Blackstone in his Commentaries
on the Laws of England in the eighteenth century. Under coverture, a wife
had no independent juridical existence; she was a civilly dead being,
absorbed into the person of her husband. No one, it would seem, could fail
to be struck by the legal powers given to husbands, whether in Blackstone’s
gloss on the law or in marital practice — powers that can only be compared,
as they were regularly compared by feminists in the nineteenth century, to
those of slave-masters.”! Yet patriarchy runs so deeply in the contemporary
theoretical consciousness that Chapman comments (echoing Blackstone)
that “the most striking feature of the common law family is the liabilities
attached to the man, particularly regarding the acts of his wife and
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servants.”* Now, if women had made the original contract, civil law
might well reflect the fact and attach all manner of “liabilities” to men,
Bu‘( we did not make it, and could not have made it, and so “the most
striking feature” of coverture is the juridical nonexistence of a wife (just as
she disappears in Hobbes’s definition of the “family” in the state of
nature). The liabilities of the husband that impress Chapman are the
other side of the wife’s subjection. “Liabilities” arc the price the husban&
pays for being a master, that is, a protector. The most fundamental
premise of Hobbes's political theory is that no individual will give up the
right of self-protection.™ In the state of nature women too have this right,
but in civil socicty women as wives have given up (been forced to give up)
this right in favour of the “protection” of their husband — and husbands
are now protected by the sword of Leviathan.
Students of Hobbes do not usually make a connection between the

original overthrow of mother-right and the establishment of Leviathan.
The crucial political significance of the conquest of women in the natural
confiition is that, unless the defeat occurs, Leviathan is impossible to
envisage. The conjuror Hobbes is far too clever a wizard for his patriarchal
successors and the trick is never remarked on in discussions of his theory.
If women took part in the original contract the awcsome figure of the
m?mi god Leviathan could not be created. Leviathan can be brought into
Enqg only if participation in his generation is confined to men. The
creation of civil society is an act of masculine political birth; men have no
n‘agﬁitf a “h(flpcr" in political generation. In the state of nature, individuals
mdi&mﬂamd only by their sex; that is to say, by their bodily form (in
s#mgth, rationality and prudence there is no politically significant differ-
ence between individuals with female bodies and individuals with male
bndu:s) Hobbes’s account of the institution of Leviathan makes sense
?nly if the participants in the original contract all have the same bodily
orm,
The ereation of Leviathan, Hobbes tells us, involves “more than consent
or concord; it is a real unity of them all, in one and the same person."";
When men cease to be a mere natural multitude and transform them-
selves through the act of contract into a unified body, or body politic,
bmfnd l(‘:gﬂlu.-r through the conventional bonds of contract and civil law,
their unity is represented in a very literal sense by the person of their
(absolute) master and ruler, Leviathan. They create him “to bear their
person,” and, Hobbes states, “itis the unity of the representer, not the unity
of the represented, that maketh the person ene.”*> No such unity would be
possible if both sexes took part in the constitution of Leviathan — there
coul_d be no representative figure who could represent the “person,” the
bf)dlly form, of both sexes. Men must be represented and their civil unity
given literal symbolic personification by one of their own kind. Similarly,
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“private bodies” arc also represented by one person, and Hobbes uses the
example of “all familics, in which the father, or master ordereth the whole
family.” Husband and wife cannot govern jointly in the family; there can
be one master only, and the husband is the necessary “one person repre-
sentative” of the family in civil socicty.'® An act of masculine political
birth creates civil beings and their sovereign in the image of their makers
(only Adam, the first man, through the hand of God, could generate a
woman). If the representer is to be unified, he must be fe. To attempt to
represent both sexes within the figure of one master would be to dissolve
his unity and oneness and to shatter political order.

\%

Hobbes turned classic into modern patriarchy but several features of his
argument worked against him becoming a founding father of modern
patriarchal theory. For ecxample, Hobbes negated Filmer’s arguments but
that was not sufficient to create the theory required for civil patriarchy.
Hobbes turned Filmer’s social bonds into their opposite. Filmer saw
families and kingdoms as homologous and bound together through the
natural, procreative power of the father. Hobbes saw familics and king-
doms as homologous, but as bound together through the conventional tie
of contract, or, what for Hobbes is the same thing, the force of the sword.
Hobbes also agreed with Filmer that sovercignty must be absolute — but
sovereignty in the state, not in private bodics. Civil fathers and masters
arc not miniature Leviathans. Their powers run only so far as permitted
by Leviathan’s laws and his sword. Leviathan thus enabled Hobbes to
offer a solution to the problem that dogged Filmer’s classic patriarchalism.
Hinton has noted that if fathers were kings then there could be no king
with true monarchical power.*” Hobbes’s civil masters cannot detract
from the absolute mastery of Leviathan. Hobbes’s solution, however,
retained absolutism in the state, the form of political right that, as Locke
argued, had to be replaced by limited, constitutional government in a
properly civil order.

The absolute power of Leviathan’s sword was not the only problem
with Hobbes’s patriarchalism. Hobbes was too revealing about cwvil society.
The political character of conjugal right was expertly concealed in Locke’s
separation of what he called “paternal” power from political power and,
ever since, most political theorists, whatever their views about other forms
of subordination, have accepted that the powers of husbands derive from
nature and, hence, arc not political. Not only are a range of important
questions about domination and subjection in our own socicty thus sup-
pressed, but some other important questions about the “origin” of civil
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society are also neatly avoided. In the past two decades, individualism of a
radical, Hobbesian kind has become very influential, although the abso-
lutist conclusions that Hobbes drew from his individualist premises are
rejected in favour of a view of the state as a minimal, protective asso-
ciation.*® The association is held to have a legitimate origin in voluntary
transactions between individuals in the state of nature. In the final chapter
ol Leviathan, Hobbes writes that “there is scarce a commonwealth in the
world, whose beginnings can in conscience be justified.”" Hobbes's
“beginning” of the original contract between men can only be justified if,
as he believed, political order depended on the crection of Leviathan.
Without Leviathan, and from Hobbes's starting point of free and equal
women and men, a voluntary beginning might be possible. Such a story
could not be told by political theorists who acknowledge only half the
original contract (the social contract) and thus endorse patriarchal right.
T'he origin of the patriarchal protective state in Hobbes’s theory lies in the
conquest and scrvitude of women in the state of nature and in their civil
subjection and domestication as wives.

Hobbes’s theory is an early version of the argument, presented in the
later nineteenth and carly twenticth centuries in elaborate detail and with
reference to much cthnographic data, that civilization and political society
resulted from the overthrow of mother-right and the triumph of patriarchy.

The silences and omissions of contemporary political theory and the

standard rcadings of Hobbes’s texts do nothing to question that argument.
Scholars do not mention the problems about women and the civil order
arising from Hobbes's theory and the subscquent development of contract
theory. For example, why has conjugal right never been seen as political
when every other form of power has been subjected to the closest serutiny
and judgment? Why is women’s exclusion from the original pact not
mentioned in most discussions of contract theory? If women can take no
part in the original contract what is their status as parties to the marriage
contract? Has Hobbes's identification of enforced submission with consent
(contract) any relevance to present-day sexual relations? By the beginning
of the eighteenth century, when, according to political theorists today,
patriarchalism had come to an end, Mary Astell asked, “if all Men are born
Free, how is it that all Women are born Slaves?”* Most political theorists
have yet to recognize the existence or relevance of Astell’s question — or
the political significance of the fact that Hobbes did not think that we were
so born.
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4 The Statement of Patriarchy: Sir Robert Filmer
Full-blown patriarchal political theory was occasioned primarily by the
turbulence of seventeenth-century English politics, but patriarchal ideas
and intimations could be found in political writings long before they
received more systematic theoretical expression in the writings of Sir
Robert Filmer.? ‘

In that era of “divine right kings,” the legitimacy of a monarch’s claim

to absolute rule could be proved if the source of a divine grant of power
could be found. Patriarchal political theory satisfied this need. It offered il
an explanation of the historical origins of the king’s political power and of '
the subject’s political obligation. By tracing the king’s power back to
|

Early Liberal Roots of Feminism:
John Locke and the Attack on
Patriarchy

Melissa A. Butler

Adam, the theory provided more than mere historical justification; it j

provided divine sanction. ¥
The explanation derived its effectiveness from a general awareness of !

the obvious truth which patriarchalism told.* The patriarchal family

experience was universal. The family patriarch was a universally-acknow-

red authority figure with immense power. By linking the authority of

ing with the authority of the father, a theorist could immediately

the nature of a subject’s political obligations. Moreover, monarchical

grounded in patriarchal power took on the legitimacy of that least

ngeable social institution, the family. The linkage of paternal and |

chical power provided a means for transcending any intermediate |

ies a subject might have. Absolute, patriarchal, monarchical power

‘vested in the king. It was to the king, not to the local nobility, that

and obedience were rightfully owed.

archalists insisted that God, nature and history were on their side.

, onc need only consult the Book of Genesis. Not only was |

; ! divinely inspired, it was also the oldest ible historical source '

of social and political orgamzatmn Whigs such as Sidncy, ° best guide to man’s nature. There, in tl:::ssGencsls account, was

Locke grounded political power in acts of consent made by ce that God had created Adam in His image — patriarch and

individuals. Contract and individual choice supplanted blrth n h He created him.

designation as crucial factors in social and political analysis. - ual unfolding of biblical history showed that the basic institution

raised problems concerning the status of women in thencw chy, the patriarchal family, had always been a fundamental

liberal theorists resisted the suggestion that the old as “sodiety. Throughout Judeo-Christian society, family life, bolstered

women might have to be abandoned. The champions of ¢ d divorce laws, primogeniture and property mles' continued \

saw no need to sccure the consent of women. Yet their cnma _ psmamlul down to the seventeenth century.®

excluding women violated the very theory of human nature o - W Jivi

llbcrallsng‘l was based. Eventually, liberals would be fnmsd' h M e e e aae

views on women into line with lhmrtheoryaf hum

image of women certainly played a p t

which paved the way for th

f 3

In early seventeenth-century England, patriarchalism was a do
world view.' 1t was a fully articulated theory which expressly ac
for all social relations — king—subject, father—child, master—servant,
in patriarchal terms. Sir Robert Filmer and other patriarchal
insisted that the king ruled absolutely, the divinely ordained father
people. No onc was born free; cveryone was born in subjection to
patriarchal superior. Each individual human being could find his
proper place by consulting patriarchal theory. Places were not
individual choice but were assigned according to a divinely o
pattern set down at the Creation.

By the end of the seventeenth century, the patriarchal world vi
crumbled. It was replaced by a new understanding of human n

it
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(1648), and Observations upon Anristotle, Touching Forms of Government (1652).
The work for which he is most remembered, Patriarcha, was begun around
1640, but was published posthumously in 1680.°

To claborate his patriarchal theory of politics, Filmer turned to both
classical and constitutional sources. But Filmer’s most important, most
authoritative source was always scripture. The scriptural arguments for
monarchy illustrat¢ the most litcrally patriarchal aspects of Filmer's
thought. In brief, his account of the biblical origins and justifications of
patriarchy was as follows:

God created only Adam, and of a piece of him made the woman; and if by
generation from them two as parts of them, all mankind be propagated: if
also God gave to Adam not only the dominion over the woman and the
children that should issue from them, but also over the whole earth to
subdue it, and over all the creatures on it, so that as long as Adam lived no
man could claim or enjoy anything but by donation, assignation, or per-
mission from him.

Again and again throughout his works Filmer recalled the divine grant
of paternal, monarchical power to Adam. Filmer drew upon the Book of
Genesis, specifically Genesis 1:28, when he claimed that “the first govern-
ment in the world was monarchical in the father of all Aesh.”

As eritics from Filmer’s own century were only too happy to observe, Sir
Robert had erred in his biblical analysis. Filmer had assigned all power to
Adam, but God had given dominion to Adam and Eve. The divine grant
of power in Genesis 1:28 was made to “them,” ostensibly the male and
female whose creation had been announced in the preceding verse. Sir
Robert had to tamper with the text because the original grant of power
detailed in Genesis 1:28 was not, as he maintained, an exclusive grant of
private monarchical dominion given to Adam, the patriarch. On the
contrary, the blessing was given to both the male and the female.

If evidence for the patriarchal theory could not be found in God’s
blessing, perhaps it could be found in His curse. Filmer could have
maintained that the lines of patriarchal authority were established after
the Fall. Genesis 3:16 could have been offered as proof: “Thy desire shall
be to thy husband, he shall rule over thee.”

Indecd, in the Anarchy, Filmer did refer to these lines as proof that “God
ordained Adam to rule over his wife . . . and as hers so all theirs that
should come of her.”¥ Nevertheless, Sir Robert preferred the Genesis 1:28
passage. By using that text, he could show that patriarchal order was in
accord with man’s original nature, not simply with his fallen nature.
Filmer hoped to show that the human hicrarchy was established in the zery
beginning. Each passing second made monarchical power appear less
natural, and shared dominion more legitimate. Consequently, Filmer
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preferred to insist that Adam was monarch of the world from the very first
moment of creation: “By the appointment of God, as soon as Adam was
created he was monarch of the world, though he had no subjects; . . .
Adam was a King from his creation . . . Eve was subject to Adam before
he sinned; the angels who are of a pure nature, are subject to God.”"!

Genesis was not the only biblical source of patriarchal theory. The
Decalogue, too, served to support patriarchal political authority, according
to Filmer: “The power of the government is scttled and fixed by the
commandment of ‘honour thy father’; if there were a higher power than
the fatherly, then this command could not stand and be obscrved.”"!
Filmer’s omission is obvious. In service of political patriarchalism, the last
half of the fifth commandment was dropped. All honor due to mother was
forgotten,

Filmer and the Contract Theorists

Filmer’s selective quotation was not overlooked by his critics. In the 1680s
Whigs severely attacked Pairiarcha by dredging up one biblical reference
after another to prove Sir Robert had flagrantly abused scriptural texts to
support his theory.'? In the eyes of his fellow Englishmen who shared his
world view, the only way Sir Robert could be refuted was by destroying
his scriptural base.'?

In the course of the seventeenth century, standards of evidence and
styles of argument changed dramatically. Forms of argument which had
been perfectly acceptable in ecarlier political discourse were rejected in
favor of newer “rational” arguments. Although john Locke would champion
the new mode of thought, the old form still had a hold on him. Locke took
Filmer’s biblical arguments seriously, as challenges to be met and over-
come. Locke’s attack on Filmer, though incomplete, gives the impression
that once the biblical eriticism was fimished, he believed Filmer stood
refuted and the attack on contract theory rebutted. This was not necessarily
true.'*

Filmer staunchly insisted that man was not by nature free. Rather, man
was born to subjection: “Every man that is born is so far from being free-
born t?a[ by his very birth he becomes a subject to him that begets
him.”!

By looking to the Garden of Eden, Filmer thought he could demonstrate
the truth about natural man and his natural forms of association, but his
assertion did not reccive its force solely from the scriptural account. Sir
Robert also relied on constituti al sources to complement
his biblical cvidence his claims were
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of the father and of the king was evident to all who would but look about
them. So too, paternal power in a kingdom would remain constant:
“There is and always shall be continued to the end of the world, a natural
right of a supreme Father over every multitude.”'®

There was absolutely no room in patriarchal theory for frec-born in-
dividuals. Government could not begin with an act of consent made by
frec and equal individuals in a state of naturc. Filmer insisted that such
government could be based on no more than myth. Furthermore, he
insisted that contract theories which advanced such a myth would be
replete with contradictions and logical fallacics.

Filmer offcred a theory which was truly comprehensive and coherent,
one which provided a place for cvery individual in socicty. His opponents,
on the other hand, were far less able to provide a satisfactory accommoda-
tion for all the individuals and groups which made up scventeenth-
century English socicty. They wished to destroy the patriarchal base of
monarchy, and sever the connection between patriarchalism and divine-
right politics, yet they were unable to reject less comprehensive forms of
patriarchalism as basic organizing principles of government and socicty.
They developed a new theory of human nature, but did not forsee or
develop the implications of that theory.

Despite their criticisms of patriarchalism and their arguments based on

consent, neither Edward Gee nor Algernon Sidney nor James Tyrrell, nor -

his friend, John Locke, were willing to allow participation to all comers.
Tyrrell, for example, wished to limit participation to male property owners.
Locke, as MacPherson argues, would have limited participation to the
demonstrably rational (read “acquisitive”) classcs.'” But these limitations
were swept away by historical actualitics over the next two centuries,
Rights to political participation were gradually extended to all men and
subscquently to all women. Indeed, Filmer rather than Locke or Tyrrell,
proved the better predictor of the historical course plotted by the liberal
logic when he wrote of government by the people:

If but one man be excuded, the same reason that excludes one man, may
exclude many hundreds, and many thousands, yea, and the major part
itself; if it be admitted, that the people are or ever were free by nature, and
not to be governed, but by their own consent, it is most unjust 1o exclude
any one man from his right in government.'®

No one could be excluded from political participation if contract theorists
were to remain true to their principles. Filmer understood that in speaking
of “the people” and their natural liberty, one had to talk about all
mankind.,

Though contract theorists came to consider their theories as logical or
moral rather than as historical, Filmer used the historical problems of the
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social contract in an attempt to undermine the logical and moral status of
the theory. Filmer insisted that the state of nature and the social contract
became logically and historically unacceptable doctrines i “the people”
were to be equated with “all mankind.” Furthermore, he believed that
contract theorists themselves would recoil when faced with the full im-
plications of their theory.

Filmer demanded to know the details of the great meeting where the
contract was approved. When did the meeting occur? Who decided the
time and place? More importantly, he wanted to know who was invited.
Filmer saw these as serious problems for consent theorists since:

Mankind is like the sea, ever ebbing and flowing every minute one is born
another dies; those that are the people this minute are not the people the
next minute, in every instant and point of time there is a variation: no one
time can be indifferent for all of mankind to assemble; it cannot but be
mischevious always at least to all infants and others under the age of
discretion; not to speak of women, especially virgins, who by birth have as
much natural freedom as any other and therefore ought not to lose their
liberty without their consent.'”

Filmer’s attack was no longer simply historical; it was now logical and
moral as well. It was clear to him that if the “natural freedom” of mankind
was to be taken seriously, obviously the natural freedom of women and
children would have to be considered. If women and children were free,
they would have to be included in any sort of compact. “Tacit consent”
was an impossibility, and was rcjected by Filmer as “unrcasonable™ and
“unnatural.” Simply to “conclude” the votes of children, for example, in
the votes of parents would not be adequatc:

This remedy may cure some part of the mischiel, but it destroys the whole
cause, and at last stumbles upon the true original of government. For if 1t be
allowed that the acts of the parents bind the children, then farewell the
doctrine of the natural freedom of mankind; where subjection of children to
parents is natural there can be no natural freedom.™

Filmer would probably have agreed that the same line of reasoning could
be used to analyze the relationship of women to the social contract.

Filmer’s technique in this instance was one of his favorites — reductio ad
absurdum. His aim was to show the absurdity of the concept “consent of all
the people.” He insisted that “all the pecople” must be taken at face value.
It must include groups of people generally accounted unfit for such
decision making, that is, children, servants and women. Each of these
groups had been accorded a place within the social and political theory of
patriarchy. Each group’s place was in accord with a traditional evaluation
of its status.

T T
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Those who asserted the natural freedom of all mankind upset the
applecart. If men were bomn free and equal, status could not be ascribed at
birth, but would have to be achieved in life. If Filmer’s opponents were to
be consistent, new political roles would have to be opened up for those
previously judged politically incompetent. This consequence was never
fully clear to Filmer's critics. Though Tyrrell and Sidney criticized Filmer's
patriarchalism, they were not ready to break with all the trappings
of patriarchy. Consequently, they faced additional difficultics when
they tried to account for the political obligation of the politically in-
Cﬂmp{‘tm[.

They maintained that the obligation of disenfranchised groups stemmed
from their nurture, from the debt of gratitude owed to the government for
their upbringing and education. Members of these groups had no actual
voice and were themselves never expected to give free consent to their
government. Yet still they were held to be obliged — out of gratitude,

This sort of obligation theory is not far removed from Filmer’s. The
natural duties of Filmer’s king were “summed up in a universal fatherly
care of his people.”®' The king preserved, fed, clothed, instructed, and
defended the whole commonwealth. Government by contract would do
the same things for those who were not part of the contract. In return for
these services alone, political nonparticipants owed “a higher Obligation
in conscience and gratitude.” No participation, no express consent was
necessary to put an end to their natural frecdom.

A third problem was created for both Filmer and his critics when the
questions of participation and monarchical succession were considered
together. Filmer did not use patriarchal theory to challenge women's
claims to the throne. His eritics, especially Sidney, seized upon his silence,
protesting that Filmer would allow even women and children to rule as
patriarchs. Patriarchal theory enthroned “the next in Blood, without any
regard to Age, Sex or other Qualities of the Mind or Body.”?

Whig theorists did not render Filmer's arguments less damaging to
their cause, but they did turn them back on patriarchal theory. To Filmer,
contract theory was absurd because it entailed the participation of politic-
ally unfit groups in the formation of government and society. To Whigs,
the patriarchal position was outrageous because it risked giving a single,
similarly incompetent individual absolute unchecked dominion.

To summarize, both Whig and patriarchal theorists used the position of
women as a critical tool in evaluating competing theories. Both Whig and
patriarchal theorists had to find places for women in their theories. Each
criticized the other for the role and status cventually assigned to women.

In effect, Whigs substituted a community of many patriarchs for Filmer’s
supreme patriarch. Filmer, the patriarch, realized immediately that this
simple substitution alonc was much less than was required by the doctrine
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of natural frcedom of all mankind. Slowly, over the next two centuries,
cven liberal thinkers would be drawn to the same conclusion.

Locke’s Attack on Patriarchy

While other Whig writers simply declared that their theories necessitated
no new roles for women, John Locke treated the problem somewhat
differently. He was among the first to sense the inherent contradiction in a
“liberalism™ based on the natural freedom of mankind, which accorded
women no greater freedom than allowed by patriarchalism. New places
had to be opened to women. This is not to claim that John Locke planned
or even foresaw the feminist movement. It does scem true, however, that
Locke took his individualist principles very seriously, even when they
entailed an admission that women, too, might have to be considered
“individuals.”

Clearly Locke was not interested in creating a world in which all were
equal; in his view, there would always be differences among individuals.
The key question here concerns the extent to which a Lockean society
would discriminate on the basis of sex. Would the fact that some are more
equal than others necessarily be determined by traditionally assigned sex
roles?

Filmer’s patriarchal theory included a particular view of the status of
women, based on biblical arguments, so Locke’s refutation had 1o deal
with that view. Concerning the benediction of Genesis 1:28, Locke noted
that it was bestowed on “more than one, for it was spoken in the Plural
Number, God blessed them and said unto them, Have Dominion. God says
unto Adam and Eve, Have Dominion.”* This argument introduced the
possibility that Adam’s dominion was not exclusive but was shared with
Eve. Further, Eve’s subjection to Adam nced not have prevented her from
exercising dominion over the things of the Earth. Eve, too, might have had
property rights.

In the fifth chapter of the First Treatise, Locke argued against “Adam’s
title to Sovereignty by the Subjection of Eve.” He took issuc with Filmer’s
use of Genesis 3:16 (“And thy desire shall be to thy Husband and he shall
rule over thee”). Those words, Locke objected, were a “punishment laid
upon Eve.” Furthermore, these words were not even spoken to Adam. The
moment after the great transgression, Locke noted, “was not a time when
Adam could expect any Favours, any grant of Priviledges from his offended
Maker.” At most, the curse would “concern the Female Sex only,” through
Eve, its representative.”?

Here, Locke argued that Genesis 3:16 offered no evidence of a general
grant of power to Adam over all mankind. By limiting the curse to Eve

.
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and to women, Locke effectively removed males from the sway of the
patriarchal monarch. But he went even further, and suggested that the
arguments for the subjection of women based on the Genesis 3:16 passage
could be faulty.

First, the subjection of women carried no political import. The curse
imposed “no more [than| that Subjection they [women] should ordinarily
be in to their Husbands.” But even this limit on women’s freedom was not
immutable and could be overcome:

There is here no more Law ro oblige a Woman to such a Subjection, if’ the
Circumstances cither of her Condition or Contract with her Husband should
exempt her from it, then there is, that she should bring forth her Children in
Sorrow and Pain, if there could be found a remedy for it, which is also part
of the same Curse upon her.*

Nevertheless, Locke largely accepted the empincal fact of women’s
inferiority and saw it grounded in nature as ordered by God. He attempted
to avoid the conclusion that Adam became Eve’s superior or that husbands
became their wives® superiors, yet his cffort is fairly weak:

God, in this Text, gives not, that 1 see, any Authority to Adam over Eve, or
to Men over their Wives, but only foretells what should be the Woman's
Lot, how by his Providence he would order it so, that she should be subject
to her husband as we see that generally the Laws of Mankind and customs
of Naljinns have ordered it so; and there is, [ grant, a Foundation in Nature
for it.”

Locke was principally interested in refuting the idea of a divine grant of
authority to Adam. He lived in a world in which the subjection of women
was an empirical fact and he willingly yielded to the contemporary view
that this fact had some foundation in nature. His tone was hesitant,
though. Locke seemed to wish that God had not been responsible for
women’s inferior status. He tried to cast God in the role of prophet rather
than crcator. God merely “forctold” what women’s lot would be. Locke
found it difficult to keep God in the role of innocent bystander, however.
Where Locke admitted the use of divine power, he tried to remain tentative:
God, in his Providence, “would order” social relations so that wives would
be subject to their husbands. But God did not give men any kind of
rightful authority over women. Locke implied that God mercly suggested
one empirical relationship which was subsequently adopted by mankind
and reinforced by the laws and customs of nations. That these laws and
customs were largely established by males did not, in Locke’s opinion,
damage the case. It did not seem to bother him that such laws and
customs offered proof of the authority which men exercised over women.
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Locke simply wished to deny that male authority was exercised by virtue
of somc divine grant. At this point, he had no nced to reject the customary
exercise of such authority. It was enough to show only that it was human
and not divine in origin.

Peter Laslett notes that “Locke’s attitude towards the curse on women
in childbearing is typical of his progressive, humanitarian rationalism.”?’
But Locke’s views on women were also evidence of his individualism.
Though Locke believed there was a “foundation in nature” for the limita-
tions on women, he remained faithful to the individualist principles which
underlay his theory. In his view, women were free to overcome their
natural limitations; each woman was permitted to strike a better deal for
herself whenever possible.

In conjunction with his attack on Filmer’s use of Genesis 3:16, Locke
touched another of patriarchy’s soft spots. He sensed the weakness of
Filmer’s insistence on women’s inferiority in a nation where women had
worn the crown. Locke made no sustained analysis of this point, but
remarked, instead, “[will anyone say] that cither of our Quecens AMary or
Elizabeth had thcy Married any of their Subjects, had been by this Text
put into a Political Subjection to him? or that he thereby should have had
Monarchical Rule over her?”?

Locke also accused Sir Robert of performing procrustcan mutilations of
“words and senses of Authors”.” This tendency was most evident in
Filmer’s abbreviation of the fifth commandment. Filmer cited the command
throughout his works, always in the same terms, “Honour thy Father.”
Locke noted this and complained that “and Mother, as Apocriphal Words,
are always left out.” Filmer had overlooked the “constant Tenor of the
Scripture,” Locke maintained. To bolster his position, Locke produced
over a dozen scriptural citations showing the child’s duty to father and
mother. A mother’s title to honor from her children was independent of
the will of her husband. This independent right, he argued, was totally
inconsistent with the existence of absolute monarchical power vested in
the father.?" Ultimately, Locke denied that the fifth commandment had
any political implications at all.®'

In this analysis, Locke broke with onc of patriarchy’s strongest tradi-
tions. Political obligation had been justified through the fifth command-
ment. In seventeenth-century sermon literature and catcchism texts, the
subject’s duty of obedience was firmly rooted in this command. Locke
refuted these arguments, not by rejecting scriptural evidence, but by
analyzing the interpretations supposedly based on that source.

This completed the destructive part of Locke’s casc. His attack rent the
fabric of Filmer’s theory. Since patriarchalism represented a completc,
integrated theory of society, an adequate successor theory would have to
replace all its shattered parts. If all social relations could no longer be
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understood through the patriarchal paradigm, how could they be under-
stood? Locke’s answer came in the Second Treatise. There he made ks
positive contribution to the understanding of social relations.

Social Relations in the Second Treatise

For Filmer and his sympathizers there was only onc type of power:
paternal power. This power was, by its nature, absolute. Filmer’s simplistic,
uncluttered view of power fits in perfectly with his analysis of social
relations. Filmer admitted only one kind of social relationship: the paternal
relationship. Each member of society was defined by his or her relation to
the patriarchs of the family and of the nation.

Locke, however, maintained that there were many kinds of power and
many types of social relations. He analyzed several nonpolitical relation-
ships including those of master—servant, master—slave, parent—child, and
husband—-wife.** Each of these forms of association was carefully distin-
guished from the political relationship of ruler—subject. Two of the non-
political relationships, namely the parental and the conjugal, reveal a
great deal about the status of women in Lockean theory.

From the very outset of the discussion of the parent—child relation,

Locke rejected the terminology of patriarchy, claiming that “[paternal-

power] seems so to place the Power of Parents over their Children wholly
in the Father, as if the Mother had no share in it, whereas if we consult
Reason or Revelation, we shall find she hath an equal Title. . . . For
whatever obligation Nature and the right of Generation lays on Children,
it must certainly bind them equal to both the concurrent Causes of it.”**

The basic argument at the root of his terminological objection was one
famihar from the First Treatise. Patriarchal theory could not stand if power
were shared by husband and wife. As Locke argued in the Second Treatise,
“it will but very ill serve the turn of those Men who contend so much for
the Absolute Power and Authority of the Fatherhood, as they call it, that the
Mother should have any share in it.”™

Locke’s examination of the conjugal relationship demanded a more
extensive analysis of the roles and status of women in socicty. He described
conjugal society as follows:

Conjugal Seciety is made by a voluntary Compact between Man and Woman:
tho’ it consist chiefly in such a Communion and Right in one another’s
Bodies, as is necessary to its chief End, Procreation; yet it draws with it
mutual Support and Assistance, and a Communion of Interest too, as
necessary not only to unite their Care, and Affection, but also necessary to
their common Off-spring, who have a Right to be nourished and maintained
by them, till they are able to provide for themselves.™
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Conjugal socicty existed among human beings as a persistent social relation-
ship because of the long term of dependency of the offspring and further
because of the dependency of the woman who “is capable of concciving,
and de facto is commonly with Child again, and Brings forth too a new
Birth long before the former is out of a dependency.”® Thus the father is
obliged to care for his children and is also “under an Obligation to
continue in Conjugal Society with the same Woman longer than other
creatures.”?

Though the conjugal relationship began for the sake of procreation, it
continued for the sake of property. After praising God’s wisdom for
combining in man an acquisitive naturc and a slow maturing process,

~Locke noted that a departure from monogamy would complicate the

simple natural economics of the conjugal system.™ Though conjugal
socicty among human beings would be more persistent than among other
specices, this did not mean that marriage would be indissoluble. Indeed,
Locke wondered “why this Compact, where Procreation and Education are
sccured, and Inheritance taken care for, may not be made determinable,
cither by consent, or at a certain time, or upon certain Conditions, as well
as any other voluntary Compacts, there being no necessity in the nature of
the thing, nor to the ends of it, that it shall always be for life,”"
Locke’s tentative acceptance of divoree brought him eriticism over 100
years later. Thomas Elrington commented that “to make the conjugal
union determinable by consent, is to introduce a promiscuous concubin-
age.” Laslett notes that Locke was prepared to go even further and
suggested the possibilities of lefthand marriage.™ In Locke’s view, the
actual terms of the conjugal contract werc not fixed and immutable:
“Community of Goods and the Power over them, mutual Assistance and
Maintenance, and other things belonging to Conjugal Society, might be
varicd and regulated by that Contract, which unites Man and Wifc in that
Socicty as far as may consist with Procreation and the bringing up of
Children.”*!' Nevertheless, Locke described what he took to be the normal
distribution of power in marital relationships: “The Husband and Wife,
though they have but one common Concern, yet having different under-
standings will unavoidably sometimes have different wills, too: it therefore
being nceessary, that the last Determination, ie. the Rule, should be
placed somcwhere, it naturally falls to the Man's share, as the abler and
the stronger.”* Clearly all forms of patriarchalism did not dic with Filmer
and his fellows. Here, the subjection of women is not based on Genesis,
but on natural qualifications. Nature had shown man to be the “abler and
stronger.” Locke’s patriarchy was limited, though. The husband’s power
of decision extended only to those interests and properties held in common
by husband and wife. Locke spelled out the limits on the husband’s

power:
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[His power] leaves the Wife in the full and free possession of what by
Contract is her Peculiar Right, and gives the Husband no more power over
her Life, than she has over his. The Power of the Husband being so far from
that of an absolute monarch that the Hife has, in many cases, a Liberty to
separate from him; where natural Right or their Contract allows it, whether
that Contract be made by themselves in the state of Nature or by the
Customs or Laws of the Country they live in; and the Children upon such
Separgtion fall to the Father or Mother’s lot, as such contract does deter-
mine.

In addition, Locke distinguished between the property rights of husband
and wife. All property in conjugal society was not automatically the
husband’s. A wife could have property rights not subject to her husband’s
control, Locke indicated this in a passage on conquest: “For as to the
Wife’s share, whether her own Labour or Compact gave her a Title to it,
tis plain, her Husband could not forfeit what was hers.”*

There were several similarities between the conjugal and the political
relationship. Both were grounded in consent. Both existed for the preser-
vation of property. Yet conjugal society was not political society because it
conferred no power over the life and death of its members, In addition,
political society could intervene in the affairs of conjugal society. Men and
women in the state of naturc were free to determine the terms of the
conjugal contract. But in civil socicty these terms could be limited or
dictated by the “Customs or Laws of the Country.”

The extent to which the participants in the parental and conjugal
relationships could also participate in political relationships remains to be
considercd. We may gain some insight into the matter by following
Locke’s route, that is, by tracing the origins of political power from the
state of nature.

To Locke, the state of naturc was a “state of perfect Freedom” for
individuals “to order Actions and dispose of their Possessions, and Persons,
as they think fit.” Furthermore, Locke also described the state of nature
as;

A State also of Equality, wherein all the Power and Jurisdiction is reciprocal,
no one having more than another: there being nothing more evident, than
that Creatures of the same species and rank promiscuously born to all the
same advantages of Nature and the use of the same faculties should also be
equal one amongst another without Subordination or Subjection, unless the
Lord and Master of them all should by-any manifest Declaration of his Will
set one above another.”

Because of certain inconveniences, men quit the state of nature to form
civil society through an act of consent. It was in criticizing the formation
of society by consent that Filmer's theory was most cffective. Indeed,
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Locke found it difficult to show how free and equal individuals actually
formed civil society. Ultimately he was forced to admit that the first
political societies in history were probably patriarchal monarchies. He
described the historic origins as follows:

As it often happens, where there is much Land and few People, the Govern-
ment commonly began in the Father. For the Father having by the Law of
Nature, the same Power with every Man else to punish his transgressing
Children even when they were Men, and out of their Pupilage; and they
were very likely to submit to his punishment. and all joyn with him against
the Offender in their rurns, giving him therechy power to Execute his
Sentence against any transgression . . . [the] Custom of obeying him, in
their Childhood made it easier to submit to him rather than to any other.'

In this passage, Locke lumped paternal power and natural power
together, allowed for the slighrest nod of consent, and — presto — civil
society emerged. Even in a Lockean state of nature, patcrnal (parental?)
power could be effective. Children growing up in the state of narure were
under the same obligations to their parents as children reared in civil
society. What of natural freedom and cquality? Locke confessed:

Children are not born in this full state of Eguality, though they are born to it
Their parents have a sort of Rule and Jurisdiction over them when they
come into the World, and for some time after, but "tis but a temporary one.
The Bonds of this Subjection are like Swadling Cloths they are wrapt up in
and supported by in the weakness of their Infancy. Age and Reason as they
grow up, loosen them till at length they drop quite off, and leave a Man at
his own free Disposal.”’

Of course, once children reached maturity in the state of nature they no
longcr owed obedience to their parents, but were merely required to honor
them out of simple gratitude. At this stage, however, Locke introduced
another sort of power to support the father’s claim to his child’s obedicnce
— namcly that power which accrued to every man in the state of nature,
the power to punish the transgressions of others against him. But the
father’s power was reinforced by his children’s longstanding habit of
obedience to him. [n the state of nature, the father’s commands to his
mature children received added weight and legitimacy beeause he was
their father. His children would recognize this legitimacy and would join
their power to his to make him lawmaker. At this point, it scems, the
father’s former paternal power and his existing natural power were trans-
tformed by consent into political powcr.

[n this discussion, Locke was willing 10 concede the historical or anthro-
pological casc for patriarchalism. He was not ready to concede the moral
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case, however. Filmer had tied his moral and historical arguments together
by using the Book of Genesis as the source of both. Locke split the two
cases apart. Locke’s biblical criticisms were intended to demonstrare the
weakness of the moral conclusions which Filmer had drawn from the
Genesis creation account. Thus, at best, Filmer was left with only an
historical case. But, Locke insisted, history was not the source of morality.
He wrote that “an Argument fromi what has been, to what should of right
be, has no great force.”*® Instcad, he broke with history and based his
moral theory on a new understanding of human nature. In domg so,
however, he reopened questions closed by Filmer’s theory. Locke had to
deal with the political roles and status of women, children and servants.
He was somewhat sensitive to Filmer’s criticisms concerning the place of
these politically unfit groups within contract theory. He certainly tried to
make a consistent explanation of the relationship of children to cvil
society; “We are born Free, as we arc born Rational: not that we have
actually the Exercise of cither: Age that brings onc brings with it the other
too. And thus we sce how natural Freedom and Subjection lo Parenls may
consist together and arc both founded on the same Principle.”" No
immaturc child could be expected to take part in the social compact. Yet
children’s inability to participate in politics would not preclude their right
to consent to government when they reached adulthood. Locke indicated
the necessity of each person giving consent as a condition of full political
rights and full political obligation. Grown sons were free to make ther
own contract as were their fathers hefore them. An individual could not be
bound by the consent of others but had to make a personal comrmitment
through some separate act of consent.

But what of women? Unlike Tyrrell and Sidney, Locke remained silent
on the specific question of their participation in the founding of political
society. Of course, it is possible Locke referred to the role of women in the
lost section of the Treatises. Or, perhaps Locke understood that explicit
exclusion of women seriously weakened a theory grounded in the natural
freedomn of mankind. Yet Locke was also a good enough propagandist to
have rcalized how decply ingrained patriarchalism was in cveryday life.
Locke had criticized Filmer's usc of the fifth commandment — “Honor thy
father” — as a basis for political obligation. If the command were taken
seriously, he charged, then “every Father must necessarily have Political
Dominion, and there will be as many Sovereigns as there are Fathers.™™
But the audicnce Locke was addressing was essentially an audience of
fathers, houschold heads and family sovercigns. Locke had freed them
from political subjcction to a patriarchal superior — the king. He did not
risk alienating his audicnce by clearly conferring a new political status on
their subordinates under the patriarchal system, that is, on women. Never-
theless, despite the absence of any sustained analysis of the problem of
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women, we may draw some conclusions from an cxamination of Locke’s
scattered thoughts on women.

Though Locke gave the husband ultimate authority within conjugal
socicty, this authority was limited and nonpolitical. Yet when Locke’s
account of the husband’s conjugal authority was combined with his account
of the historical development of political society, several questions occur
which were never adequately resolved in Locke’s moral theory. Did not
the award of final decision-making power to the father and husband (in
conjugal society) transform “parental power” into “paternal power™ Was
the subsequent development of political power based on paternal power a
result of that transformation? What was woman'’s role in the cstablish-
ment of the first political society? Since her husband was to be permitred
final decisions in matters of their common interest and property, and since
political society, obvicusly, was a marter of common interest, would her
voice simply be “concluded” in that of her husband? If so, then Filmer’s
question recurs — what became of her rights as a free individual? Did she
lose her political potential because she was deemed not as “able and
sirong™ as her husband? If this were the case, Locke would have had to
introduce new qualifications for political life.

Locke portrayed political society as an association of [ree, equal, rational
individuals who were capable of owning property.”’ These individuals
came together freely, since none had any power or jurisdiction over others.
They agreed to form a civil society vested with power to legislate over life
and dcath, and to exccute its decisions in order to protect the vital
interests of its members. that is, their lives, liberties and estates. Yet John
Locke was certainly no believer in the ahsolute equality of human beings.
Indced, on that score, he was emphatic:

Though I have said . . . That all Men by Nature are equal, | cannot be supposed
to understand all sorts of Eguality; Age or Virfue may give Men a just
Precedency: Excellence of Parts and Merit may place others above the Common
Level; Birth may subject some and Alliance or Benefits others. 1o pay an
Observance to those whom Nature, Gratitude, or other Respects may have
made it due.™

But these inequalities in no way affect an individual's basic freedom or
political capacity, for Locke continued in the same passage:

yet all this consists with the Eguality which all Men are in, in respect of
Jurisdiction or Dominion one over another, which was the Equality 1 there
spoke of, as proper to the Business in hand, being that equal Right cvery Man
hath, to his Natural Freedom, without being subjected to the Will or Authority
of any other Man.*
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If “Man” is used as a generic term, then woman's natural frecedom and
equality could not be alienated without her consent. Perhaps a marnage
contract might be taken for consent, but this is a dubious proposition.
Locke had indicated that a marriage contract in no way altered the
political capacity of a queen regnant.” While decision-making power over
the common interests of a conjugal unit belonged to the hushand, Locke
admitted that the wife might have interests apart from their shared
interests. Women could own separate property not subject to their husbands’
control. If a husband forfeited his life or property as a result of conquest,
his conquerors acquired no title to his wife’s life or property.

Did these capacitics entitle women to a political role? Locke never
directly confronied the question; nevertheless, it is possible to compare
Locke’s qualifications for political life with his views of wornen. Locke
used the Genesis account to show that women possessed the same natural
freedom and equality as men. Whatever limitations had been placed on
women after the Fall could conceivably be overcome through individual
effort or scientific advance. Furthermore, women were capable of carning
through their own labor, of owning property and of making contracts.

Locke and the Rational Woman

The one remaining qualification for political lifc is rationality. For Locke’s
views on the rationality of women it will be necessary to turn to his other
writings, notably his Thoughts on Education.

In the published version of his advice on education, Locke mentioned
that the work had been oniginally intended [or the education of boys; but
he added that it could be used as a guide for raising children of cither sex.
He noted that “where difference of sex requires different Treatment, "twill
be no hard Matter to distinguish.”

Locke felt that his advice concerning a gentleman’s education would
have to be changed only shightly to fit the needs of girls. However, in a
letter to a friend, Mrs Edward Clarke, Locke tried to show that his
prescriptions were appropriate for her daughter and not unnecessarily
harsh.” On the whole, Locke believed that except for “making a little
allowance for beauty and some few other considerations of the s[ex], the
manner of breeding of boys and girls, especially in the younger years, 1
imagine, should be the same.™”

The differences which Locke thought should obtain in the education of
men and women amounted to slight differences in physical training.
While Locke thought that “meat, drink and lodging and clothing should
be ordered after the same manner for the girls as for the boys,” he did
introduce a few caveats aimed at protecting the girls” complexions.™
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Locke introduced far fewer restrictions in his plan for a young lady’s
mental development. [n a letter to Mrs Clarke he wrote: “Since. therefore
I acknowledge no difference of sex in your mind relating . . . to truth,
virtue, and obedience, I think well to have no thing altered in it from what
is [writ for the son].”™

Far from advocating a special, separate and distinet form of education
for girls, Locke proposed that the gentleman’s education should more
closcly resemble that of young ladies. For example, he favored the education
of children at home by tutors. Modern languages learncd through con-
versation should replace rote memorization of classical grammars. In
addition. Locke suggested that young gentlemen as well as young ladics
might profit from a dancing master’s instruction.

Taken as a whole, Locke’s thoughts on cducation clearly suggest a
belief that men and women could be schooled in the use of reason. The
minds of both men and women were blank slates to be written on by
experience. Women had intellectual potential which could be developed
to a high level.

Locke’s educational process was designed to equip young men for lives
as gentlemen. Since the gentleman’s life certainly included political activity,
a young man’s education had to prepare him for political life. If a young
lady were 1o receive the same education, it should be expected that she,
too, would be capable of political activity,

Finally, 300 years ago, Locke offered a “liberated™ solution to a con-
troversy which still rages in religious arcles — the question of the fitness of
women to act as mimsters, In 1696 Locke, together with King William,
attended a service led by a Quaker preacher, Rebececa Collier. He praised
her work and encouraged her to continue in it, writing, “Women, indeed,
had the honour first to publish the resurrection of the Lord of Love: why
not again the resurrcction of the Spirit of Love?”™ It is interesting to
compare Locke’s attitude here with the famous remark made by Samuel

Johnson on the same subject in the next century: “Sir, a woman’s preaching

is like a dog’s walking on his hindlegs. It is not done well; but you are
surprized to find it done at all.”"!

Perhaps a similar conclusion might be reached about the roots of
feminism in Lockean liberalism. In a world where political antipatriarch-
alism was still somewhat revolutionary, explicit statements of more far-
reaching forms of antipatriarchalism were almost unthinkable. Indeed.
they would have been considered absurditics. Thus, while Filmer had
presented a comprehensive and consistent patriarchal theory, many of his
liberal opponents rejected political patriarchalism by insisting on the need
for individual consent in political affairs but shied away from tampcring
with patriarchal attitudes where women were concerned. John Locke was
something of an exception to this rule. Though his feminist sympathies

a8 e
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certainly did not approach the feminism of Mill writing nearly two centuries
later, in view of the intense patriarchalism of seventeenth-century England, it
should be surprising to find such views expressed at all.
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Rousseau and Modern Feminism

Lynda Lange

Introduction

Jean-Jacques Rousseau has often been charged with inconsistency, despite
his own assertion that all his writing is informed by the same principles.’
Recently, however, there has been a different sort of charge of inconsistency.
It is claimed that his spirited opposition to sexual equality is grossly
inconsistent with his defence of equality for all citizens.” On the other
hand, the conservative Allan Bloom, who claims to detect consistency in
his approach to women and men, finds him a stay of contemporary
antifeminism.” I propose an interpretation of Rousscau which is different
from both of these perspectives. In my view, Rousseau is basically con-
sistent in his treatment of men and women, despite a few discrepancies.
However, writing as a feminist, 1 belicve his views can be studied to
advantage by feminists. Rousseau addresses almost every social issue that
contemporary feminism 1s concerned with, and he does this in a manner
which proves on examination to be surprisingly relevant to present prob-
lems, whether one agrees with his precise conclusions or not. With regard
to sexual equality, it is possible to “turn Rousscau on his head,” in a
manner of speaking.

The theory of women’s nature and their role in society which I shall
present has been developed on the basis of ideas and insights found in
many works of Rousseau. The years 1756 10 1759, immediately following
the writing of the First and Second Discourses, saw Rousseau’s production
of a large body of work devoted to a great extent to the relations of the
sexes and the nature and role of women. His major work on the subject is
found in_fulie ou la nowvelle Héloise, the Lettre a M. D °Alembert sur les spectacles,
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and Emile ou de léducation, all written during this period. Book V of Emile,
on the education of women, was written before the other books of that
work, immediately after the Lettre a M. d’Alembert. Prior 1o this period,
some footnotes in the Sccond Discourse, as well as the philosophical
anthropology concerning the origin of the family in that work, show that
this subject had carlier been of interest to Rousscau as well. In other
words, it is not peripheral to his central work as a political philosopher,
even from his own point of view.

Rousseau was a severe critic of what he regularly referred 10 as la société
civile. 1t is my view that la société avile, as Rousseau pictures it, has the
main features ol capitalism, or “possessive market socicty,” as it is modelled

by C. B. Macpherson.* Just as Macpherson demonstrated that the work of

Hobbes, Locke, and others had the cffect of justifying the crucial features
of “possessive market socicty” by showing that their assumptions and
conclusions conformed to that model of society, and not by showing that
they had a concept of “possessive market society,” I believe that Rousscau’s
criticism applies to that model, but not that he actually perceived the
emergence of capitalism out of feudalism. The view that Rousscau’s
criticisms are applicable 10 a certain form of avil society, and not to civil
society per se, bridges the gap between the vitriolic criticism of “civil
society” in the carly discourses, and the ideal of a good and legitimate
society present later in Du Contral Social. ’

All the evils of modern civil society, according to Rousseau, are derived
ultimately from the fact that personal or particular interest (Iintérel per-
sonnel, l'intérét particulier) is the dominant rationale for action. What is
worse, according to Rousseau, is that society is structured in such a way as
to make this type of behavior rational in the circumstances. For Rousseau,
the incompatibility of this with our authentic interests, and its deeply
corrupting eflect on our moral character, only appear after a thorough
study of nature and history.

Feminist ideas were widely discussed in prerevolutionary France, but
Rousseau thought that the idea that the sexes might both operate on these
modern principles and that women should not be denied the right to
advance their particular interests as men do was one of the most absurd
and lamentable consequences of this modern philosophy. It is in this area
that I find his views insightful and potentially instructive. It has been a
theme of feminist criticism that the opposition of interests, exploitation,
competition, and so on, endemic to our social and economic system, are,
in some sense, male values. Yet because these values are endemic, they
tend to shape feminism in their mold, and may be perfectly compatible
with a lack of social discrimination between the sexes. It is another
question, however, whether these individualist principles are ultimately
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uscful to democratic feminism. This essay addresses these concerns through
an examinaton of Rousseau’s works.

Origins and Foundations of Sexual Inequality

Ar:corc?ing to Rousseau, and contrary to contractarian theory, the innate
drive for sclf-preservation (amour de soi) docs not, in itself, suggest any
necessary opposition of interests. The gradual development of inter-
dependence and entrenched inequality of power and wealth transform the
expression ol the drive for self-preservation into rational egoism, or amour
propre. Since all develop these same concerns, their interests are necessarily in
constant opposition. It is frequently apparent that Rousseau’s views on
women are a response to feminist arguments, and he was a severe critic of
1I1gsr arguments, in a manner which was consistent with his general
cnticism of individualist thought.”

In Book V of Emile, Rousseau states the following essential difference
between the moral potential of men and women:

lee Supreme Being wanted to do honour to the human species in every-
thing. _While giving man inclinations without limit, He cives him at the
same time the law which regulates them, in order that he n-;ay- be free and in
command of himself. While abandoning man to immoderate passions, He
Jjoins reason [la raison| to these passions in order to govern them. w hile
abandoning woman to unlimited desires, He joins modesty [la pudenr] 10
these desires in order to constrain them.” -

The functions of these virtues, it may be noted, have a difference that
corresponds to the difference in their character. The man “controls” or
“governs” ( gouverner) his own hehavior with the use of reason; the woman
merely “restrains™ hers (contenir).”

' While the man under the sway of amour fropre may be thought to display
his human potential for rationality in a corrupted form, the woman so
swayed is sharply deflected from her unique human virtue of modesty.
How has Rousseau concluded that there are such great differences between
the sexes? It is done, surprisingly cnough, in a manner which appears on
analysis to be determinedly empiricist. Contrary to expectation, Rousscau
does not rely on custom, prejudice, or God's will in the course of his
attempt to justify a unique and inferior feminine role for women. It is
probably because he uses these modern methods that Rousscau’s theories
of feminine and masculine social roles have remained influential even 10
the present.

In the Discours sur Uorigine et les fondements de | ‘inegalité (Second Discourse),



98 Lynda Lange

and in Emile, Rousseau’s method is that of philosophical anthropology,
and he even uses a type of argument found in contemporary evolutionary
biology. This putatively scientific approach scems to him to jusufy the
quick inference of a prnciple with vast consequences. It is one which
1s only too [amiliar to the contemporary reader, but by no means evidently
true: “the man should be strong and active; the women should be weak
and passive.”™ The different biological contributions of the sexes to their
common aim (lobjet commun) of reproduction dictates this principle,
according to Rousscau. Equal strength and self-assertion are inconsistent
with the reproductive biology of each sex. This argument concerns homo
sapiens in the pure state of nature, prior to the development of any speci-
fically human culture or society. From a biological point of view, for
procreation to occur, Rousseau writes, “One must necessarily will and be
able; it suffices that the other put up little resistance.™

In another direct response to feminist debate, he argues that it is
scarcely natural that men and women should enter with equal boldness on
a course of action that has such very different consequences for each of
them.'” This response, however. presumes that the woman in the state of
nature knows the consequences of sexual interaction for herself, which is
at least debatable given what Rousscau says about the total inability of
homo sapiens o formulate ideas or project expectations in the pure state of
nature."!

Is sheer physical domination of women by men then natural? No. In the
pure state of nature men arc not very aggressive about anything, including
sex, and natural compassion (puti€) is undiminished. We may suppose
that a rebuff, or flight, or even a display of fear on the part of a woman
would probably be sufficient to discourage an unwanted partner in the
pure state of nature. Most importantly, honor is not at stake for men.
According to Rousseau, the violence and incessant competition commonly
attributed to male sexuality are a result of the knowledge and pride of
amour propre developed in social relations. They are not “natural.”

The timidity and weakness of the woman, according to Rousseau,
inspire her to be pleasing to a man out of the basic impulse of sclf-
preservation, that is if she is pleasing he is less likely to be violent.
Rousseau thinks this behaviour simultancously makes the man more
inclined to remain with her (an important consideration if one has given
up one’s autonomy). These arc the means she is given to supplement her
weakness, and therefore, to act to please men s a quality of women
directly derivable from nature. Rousscau writes:

If woman is made to please and to be subjugated, she ought to make herself
agrecable to man instead of arousing him. Her own violence is in her
charms. . . . From this there arises attack and defence, the audacity of one
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sex and the timidity of the other, and finally the modesty and the shame
with which natre armed the weak in order 1o enslave the strong.'”

However, as we have scen, these responses, based on natural compassion
(piti), are corrupted by the individualistic socicty of amour propre. 1f within
civil socicty the man is stronger and dependent on the women only
through desire, as Rousseau claims, whereas she depends on him through
desire and need,"” why should he bother 1o pleasc her, and refrain from
simply exercising his will? Rousseau has provided two answers to this
question in Emile, concerning women and men in what Rousseau considers
a good society.

The first argument is that real violence in sexual relations is contrary to
its own ends since it is a declaration of war which may result in death,
whereas the goal of sexual relations is the perpetuation of the species. This
is clearly a restraint which is based on sophisticated rationality. Rousseau
believes that it is reason that restrains masculine sexuality, and it is
noteworthy that it is not the mode of rational cgoisim which is said to be
the restraint in question. The goal of sexual relations is here defined as a
collective goal of the species, rather than in terms of individual self
interest.

The other argument is related to the ultimately conventional character
of paternity. It is that “a child would have no father if any man might
usurp a father’s rights.”"* This is meant 1o be a consideration that a man
might use to govern his own behavior, and is once again a collective,
rather than a purcly individual, motive. However, from a feminist per-
spective, this is a surprisingly explicit admission of male solidarity opposed
to women, rather than of fully social motivation."” Here Rousscau tips on
his head quite easily!

As we have scen, the male-dominated family is not a purcly natural
phenomenon for Rousseau, inasmuch as he does not suppose it o be
present in the pure state of nature. In the speculative history of the Second
Discourse, women are depicted in the state of nature as able to provide for
themselves and their dependent children. It is a momentous development
for humanity when increasing population drives some to less balmy climates
where they are motivated 1o learn 1o build permanent shelters. Rousseau
writes:

The habit of living together gave rise to the sweetest sentiments known (o
men; conjugal love and paternal love. Each family became a linle society all
the better united because reciprocal affection and freedom were its only
bonds; and it was then that the first difference was established in the way of
life of the two sexes, which until this time had had but one. Women became
more sedentary, and grew accustomed to tend the hut and the children,
while the men went to seek their common subsistence. '
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Though able to meet her own needs when solitary, the woman is assumed
to be weaker than the man, so that living together is assumed to result in a
division of labor."” It also results in more frequent pregnancy, which is
thought to entrench the dependence of the woman on the man. The man,
though quite insensible to love in the state of nature and utterly ignorant
of his connection to children, is thought to become attached w0 both
woman and children through constant association. This response is similar
to that of the woman in the state of nature, who is thought to care for her
offspring because she grows fond of them “through habit.”" However,
there is a crucial philosophic difference, which is a good example of the
way in which thought may be shaped by male bias. The woman's attach-
ment to her dependent offspring is “natural” in the fullest sense of the
word: 1t could be said to be merely instinctive, since it is presumed 10
occur when human beings live exactly like amimals. Pawernal affection,
however, is said to be a sigmficant development, the result of socialization,
and based on a rather abstract knowledge.

As such, paternity is a product of human artifice, based on knowledge
and custom, and therefore, according to this philosophy, specifically human
in a way that maternal love is not thought to be. Because of this, patermty
will not be treated as a disqualification for the highest forms of human
artifice, namely, political life and rational discourse. Allegedly natural
maternity, on the other hand, is typically treated as such by political
theorists, including Rousseau. This difference has important implications
for the structure of Rousscau’s political philsophy. For the moment,

however, we will confine our discussion of this issuc to the terms of

Rousscau’s own theory.

The sexual division of labor which appears as a result of the association
of the sexes is not simply the result of practical cooperation for Rousscau,
but a reflection of the essential difference between the sexes. The woman is
so consttuted that passivity and timidity are assets to her “proper purpose”
(leur destination propre) once social relations have developed. This purpose is
to reproduce within a faimily whose unity depends entirely on her behavior,
Natural passivity and umidity in sexual relations, according to Rousseau,
form the natural basc for modesty (la pudenr) which is the specifically
ferminine virtue in civil socicty.

Modesty is the virtue which may ensure biological patemity of the
children to the man she lives with, and the necessity Rousscau sees for this
dictates the retiving and wholly domestic life of good women. “She serves
as the link between them and their father; she alone makes him love them
and gives him the confidence to call them his own.”"” On account of the
artificiality and apparent fragility of the bond of the father to his children,
the woman is required to live a hife dictated by the necessity to appear
respectable, that is, to convinee her husband and everyone else that she is

On Rousseau 101

sexually monogamous. Nothing less than this degree of certitude. bolstered
by public opinion, is thought to be sufficient to induce him to remain
attached to that particular family and provide for its support.

By the very law of nature women are ait the mercy of men's judgments, as
much for their own sake as for that of their children. It is not enough that
they be esumable: they must be esteemed. [t is not enough for them to be
pretty; they must please. It is not enough for them to be temperate; they
must be recognized as such. Their honor is not only in their conduct but in
their reputation: and it is not possible that a woman who consents to be
regarded as disreputable can ever be decent.™

The wholly incompatible bases of masculine and feminine virtue are
summed up in the following sentence from Emile: “Opinion is the grave of
virtue among men and its throne among women.””'

This abandonment of moral autonomy for women is particularly damning
from Rousscau, who considers such autonomy essential not only for citizen-
ship, but even for true humanity.”” That the male-headed family requires
women 1o abandon moral autonomy functions without alteration as a
severe criticism of that institution.

Rousseau does not leave himself completely exposed to empirical refuta-
tion concerning the nature of women. In the Lettre a M. d’Alembert sur les
speclacles, he writes:

Even if it could be denied that a special sentiment of chasteness was natural
to women, would it be any the less true that in society their lot ought to be a
domestic and retired life, and that they ought to be raised in principles
appropriate to it? If the timidity, chasteness, and modesty which are proper
to them are social inventions, it is in society’s interest that women acquire
these qualities,””

Thus although Roussean does not argue that the male-headed biological
family is natural and unaffected by history, he does argue that it is
nevertheless a social institution that may be grounded on nature by
reason. He writes: “When woman complains ,on this score about unjust
man-made inequality, she is wrong. This inequality is not 2 human
institution — or at least, it is the work not of prejudice but of reason.””
This type of willingness to come to grips with a “tough necessity” still
seems to be bracing to conservative antifeminists!

[t is of philosophic significance that virtuous women in civil society are
characterized as closer to “nature” than virtuous men. The men must be
transformed and denatured in a good society, according to Rousseau.?
The modest woman appears still as little more than uncorrupted. As such
she will form a necessary link between the supreme artifice of the good
society on the one hand, and nature, on the other.
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The Problem of Female Power

According to Rousseau, the social equality of the sexes poses a serous
danger to civic virtue. His view of this danger is based on the critical
analysis of modern “civil society,” especially the concept of amour propre. Tt
is Rousseau’s belief that if women attempt to act in socicty according to
the norms of amour gropre, engaging in constant competition to further their
“particular interest,” they will inevitably be bested by the men. But this
does not signify his admiration for the success of the male within that
mode of social interaction.

The basic inequality of Rousseau’s approach appears, however, in his
belief that the woman who enters public life on the terms of amour propre
does even more violence to her nature than the man caught up in that
mode of interraction.

In the Lettre a M. d’Alembert, Rousseau argues at great length that one of
the major reasons why there ought not to be a theatre established at
Geneva 1s that this will result in women going out in public in company
with men. Because of the very nature of sexual relations, according to
Rousseau, the presence of women in public life undermines masculine
excellence and exacerbates amour propre. The frequent attendance of men
and women at public entertainments will focus attention on the natural
impulses of the sexes to be pleasing to one another. While this is an
expansion of the domain of women, since love is their “empire,” it dirmmishes
men. This occurs because the standards of behavior appropriate to love
and courtship are inevitably feminine standards, given Rousseau’s view of
female power. According to Rousseau, men who lead a life of constant
association with women become enervated and weak.”” Such men will be
far more prone to turn their learning or talent to the pleasing performance
ansing from amour propre, rather than to the rigorous, or morally chal-
lenging, pursuit of truth, since they will inevitably compete with one
another for feminine approbation. He writes: “By themselves, the men,
exempted from having to lower their ideas to the range of women and to
clothe reason in gallantry, can devote themselves to grave and serious
discourse without fear of ridicule.””” Why these “grave and serious”
intellectuals should be such an easy prey to ridicule is probably a question
best answered by feminists over a few drinks at the faculty club. Tt does
not seem to oceur 1o Rousseau that the importance of the feminine role for
the good society is rather dicey il there is this degree of tension between
the masculine and feminine spheres. From the perspective he presents, a
presumed seductive power of women to impose their standards, on account
of the nature of sexual relations, enables women to dominate even in arcas
which are thought to be ultimarcly beyond their competence. It appears
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in the Second Discourse, and in Emile, that “love” may have been the
original stimulus to the appearance of amour propre, even though it quickly
lost sight of its ongin. At the beginning of the “state of savagery,” when
people first scttled in shelters of their own making, they were soon seduced
by the pleasures of social life:

People grew accustomed to assembling in front of the huts or around a large
tree; song and dance, true children of love and leisure, became the amuse-
ment or rather the occupation of idle and assembled men and women. Each
one began to look at the others and o want to be looked at himself, and
public esteern had a value . . . that was the first step toward equality and,
at the same time, toward vice. From these first preferences were born on one
hand vanity (la zanité)* and contempt, on the other shame and envy; and
the fermentation caused by these new leavens eventually produced com-
pounds fatal to happiness and innocence.”

In civil society, according to Rousseau, the consequences of the combination
of amour propre and “love” as a value in itself (that is, unconnected to duty)
are morally disastrous. According to him, this is an important reason why
women should be confined to the sphere of their true competence: child-
care, houschold tasks, and “rest and recreation™ for men. Regarding the
actual mental capacity of women, Rousseau does what is rare for him — he
confuses a social artifact with a nawural quality, a lack of education and
opportunity for development, with an inherent deficiency.

Much of what Rousscau writes concerning the desirability of a separate
ferminine sphere centers around the evils to be thus avoided, and the
harshness of his strictures are no doubt partly constructed out of his fear of
ferale power. There is, however, a substantive contribution which can be
made to the good of society by women, according to Rousseau, one which
is an essential feature of a truly legitimate society governed by the general
will.

The Foundation of the Good Society is Built out of Women

The contribution women make to a good society by playing a feminine
role has ramifications for virtually every issue in moral and political life,
according to Rousscau. The scheme he presents also includes a fully
developed romantic ideal of the relations of the sexes, presented in a very
complete form in Julie ou la Nouvelle Heloise, and 10 a lesser extent in Emile
in Book V dealing with the education of women. Nevertheless, the place of
the feminine role in Rousscau’s political philosophy may be focused
around two basic themes. These arc:
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I The need for the family and its particular attachments as a natural
base for patriotism (amour de la patrie), and hence as a nursery for good
citizens; and,

2 The need for certainty of patcrnity in connection with the requirements
of the institution of private property.

Regarding the first of these themes, it is apparent that it concerns
education in the widest sense of the term, which is 1o say, the whole
socialization of citizens. It is not surprising. therclore, that Rousscau
addresses this issuc most directly in his work on education, Emile. Like
Plato, he puts correct education at the very foundation of the good society.
‘I'he contractarian solution o the conflict between individual self-interest
and the existence of the civil state, which is o atempt a logical identification
of the two in the terms of enlightened self-interest, was rejected by Rousscau
as an inadequate foundation of political right.™

Rousscau ficlds a third alternative in which he attempts 1o sustain the
materialist epistemology which was a philosophically progressive element
in carly contractarian theory. It is the injunction not to obey the law
because it is rational (though it ought to be in fact rational), but to love it,
and thus bring into harmony particular and public interest. This emotional
leap is what makes possible the transcendence of amour propre required for
the determination of the general will.

It is Rousseau’s belief that those who are incapable of loving those near
to them and who have no particular attachments will be even less capable
of the love of their country and its laws or of any sacrifice for the common
good. Particular affective relationships are an essential part of the personal
development of the atizen for Rousseau, and play a foundational role in
civil society. Although the virtue of citizens consists in a conformity of the
individual will to the general will, which may in principle be justified by
reason, Rousscau places a great deal of emphasis on the necessity for
appropriate feeling to make such a civil state possible in fact. Mere
abstract principles, he argues, even if backed by force, will never be
cnough to prevent individual self-interest from undermining the state. He
recommends patriotism (emour de la patrie) as the most efficacious means of
raising the sights of individuals from self-interest to the good of the state,
for “we willingly want what is wanted by the people we love.”"! Patriotism,
therefore, is not an abstract principle for Rousseau, but an active senti-
ment which promotes the type of personal development needed to create
citizens.

Even supposing the average citizen were a philosopher, according to
Rousseau, this would not solve the problem of sustaining the general will
in a good state. Reason, because of what it is, is cosmopolitan in its
outlook. Patriotism is thercfore ultimately based on a lie, though a “noble
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lie,” if you will. The shared customs and religion that give a nation
cohesion, when regarded dispassionaely and objectively, cannot be shown
to be any better in reality than those of any other nation. But each nation,
according to Rousseau, needs emotional loyalty from its citizens, rather
than mere approval of its authority on the basis of reason.

It is the same with the family. As Allan Bloom puts it, we would think it
monstrous if 2 man neglected his own children in favor of some others he
thought superior.” The strong claim is that these loyalties are arbitrary —
accidents of history. This is why, according to Rousseau, philosophers
make poor kinsmen and citizens.

Particular affective relations in the [amily are therefore a foundation for
particular affective relations w a given state. The relation of mother and
child is the prototype of particular attachment, whether considered in
relation to the philosophic history Rousseau provides in the Second Dis-
course, or in relation to the development of the individual within the civil
state. It 1s the human relationship that precedes all others, for the species
and for the individual. As we have seen, it provides the link between
children and artificial paternity. Without a feminine role grounded on
motherhood, the family, viewed from within this model, loses its unique
quality of being a human artificial institution which incorporates natural
relations. Losing that. it can no longer function as a “natural base” for the
development of amaur de la patrie and hence civie virtue.

In addition to the need for a family as a natural base for the development
of amour de la pairie, Rousscau needs a mechanism to ensure certainty of
paternity for the inheritance of property. In spite of Rousseau’s criticism
of bourgeois individualism, there is no doubt that from Rousseau’s point
of view private property is an inviolable requirement of civil life. In Emile
he writes: “The unfaithful woman . . . dissolves the family and breaks all
the bonds of nature. In giving the man children which are not his, she
betrays both. She joins perfidy ( perfidie) to infidelity. T have difficulty
seeing what disorders and what crimes do not flow from this one.” To the
husband, a child not his own represents “the plunderer of his own children’s
property.™

Much of the force of this may be traced to the theme already presented
~ that the family is not a family unless united in the manner described by
the woman’s playing a corrcet feminine vole. It is only necessary to
establish a link between this and property.

In spite of Rousseau’s criticism of economic inequality, as well as other
lorms of inequality, he never moves toward the view that private property
ought ta be done away with. Whatever other reasons there may be for
Rousscau’s repeated insistence that private property is a basic, even a
“sacred” right, the male-headed private family has a basic inexorable
economic requirement: it requires to have its subsistence in the form of
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private property in control of the male head of the family. This is necessary
because the family is not “private” if the mode of acquisition. usc. and
disposal of its subsistence and surplus do not mect the basic requirements
of the institution of private property; and it is not male-headed unless
these rights and duties are centered on the husband and father.

The Transformation of Natural Qualities by Social Relations

The State of War
(There may or may not
be a bogus social

The Pure State of Nature contract) Legitimate Civil State

Emotional autonomy Amour propre Moral liberty

Practical autonomy Master/slave relanions Equality

Self-preservation Particular or personal Virtue (conformity of the
interest particular will to the

general will)
Female weakness and Sexual manipulation or Modesty
sexual timidity pseudo-masculinity

Male sexual spontaneity  Compulsive and violent Male sexual spontaneity,
sexuality, dominationof  governed by reason and

unsuccessiul female knowledge
manipulators
Spontancous compassion  (All but destroyed) Patriotism
(pitie) friendship

romantic love

It is clear that Rousscau’s idcal family is made up of a male provider and a
dependent wife and children, so that the basic requirement of privacy is
met. Family privacy, because of the way 1t particularizes the individual’s
relations to certain others, is necessary, as we have scen, for the particular
attachments so important to the carly development of citizens and for the
provision of a link between nature and social life. On the other hand, an
equal distribution of private property among men is scen as necessary for
the autonomy of the male head of the family in relation to other males.
The particularlity of his relation to his family would collapse if he did not
have unique responsibilities and nghts in relation to them.

From Nature to Virtue

In his treatment of the nature of the sexes, Rousscau’s principles and
method are precisely the same as what he exhibits in connection with all
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his important claims concerning human nature. The structure of his views
can be shown 10 be parallel to that of his views of the natural man and
citizen (sce table). A natural quality is transformed by socal relations. Tt
may be corrupted by bad social relations, a process which occurs as the
“golden age” of savagery degenerates into civilized social relations domi-
nated by particular interests and amour propre. This process results in the
development of a state of war hike that of Hobbes, that is, one in which the
interests of cach individual arc opposed to the interests of every other
individual. This state, according to Rousscau, may or may not be charac-
terized by a bogus social contract which primarily serves the interests of
the rich.* Alternatively, a good avil socicty ruled by the general will
would make possible the development of the uniquely human potential ol
these natural qualities,

Demeocratic Feminism

Reading Rousseau helps to provoke thoughts as to what sort of social
arrangements would be most conducive to sexual equality. In particular,
it challenges the liberal individualist view that women'’s liberation can be
furthered primarily by means of the removal of legal and social obstacles
to the advancement of individual women.

In a period when political philosophy was still preoccupied with the
new ideal of equality before the law. Rousseau leapt ahead to the insight
that where there is objective inequality, virtually any law helps the power-
ful and harms the less powerful.™ Therefore, no legal system can morally
reform the relations of men and women so long as there is social and
economic incquality of the sexes, or general social and economic inequality.
So long as women arc socially and economically uncqual to each other, and
occupy the society of individualism and amour propre, relations between the
sexes will be cither patriarchal, or competitive and manipulative. In view
of the differences in physical strength, this would also undoubtedly include
continued male violence against women.

Rousscau’s analysis of the particular interest and amour propre of social
inequality reveals the pitfalls of attempting the integranon of women, on
the same footing as men, into an unequal, competitive, socicty. Particular
interest and the consciousness of amour propre militate against the abandon-
ment of male attempts to dominate women, and also against the abandon-
ment of sexual manipulation of men by women. Reading Rousseau makes
it clear that in possessive individualist society, it is imprudent to abandon
any potential source of power over others. Itis therefore very unlikely that
moral improvement can occur without basic social change.

Rousscau contended that women who demand equality with men usually
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do not abandon the feminine wiles that pressupose inequality. They
attempt to play two incompatible roles, and as a result succeed at neither.™
He wrongly thought that the continued inequality of women despite
substantial sentiment in [avor of their equality was the result of inferior
capacity, but the hampering cffects of contradictory role-playing remain
as Rousseau perceived them,

Despite some substantial sentiment in favour of the equality of women
in the present age, and in spite of some legal and cconomic reforms. for
most women, particularly if they want chaldren, dependence on a particular
man remains their best option for a hivelihood. Sexual monogamy and
other adherence to his wishes remains part of the price they pay. If we
were to extend Rousscau’s philosophy of moral autonomy to women, it
appears that these cannot be truly moral choices unless and until women
have personal autonomy. The male-dominated family is therefore an
immoral institution which corrupts its members and is inimical to the
development of a good society. It is clear, for example, that men resist
reform of the abuses of sexism to a large extent because they do not want
to lose their personal privileges based on power over women. At the same
time, women are often afraid to resist sexism because of their dependence
on men. It also should not be forgoten that the sexual division of labor
between public and private spheres is undemocratic even in the relatively

narrow, liberal individualist, sense of “democracy,” never mind Rousscau's -

more thoroughgoing sense ol egalitanianism. It prevents women from
participating in public discourse as autonomous citizens with the freedom
1o speak out about social reforms.

But so long as women and men live together with any degrec of
intimacy and privacy, will even cconomic equality and legal restraint be
enough to prevent masculine violence against women from continuing to
be a common occurrence? It is suddenly apparent that the lack of oppor-
tunity for sharing housework and childeare is not the only reason why
women are worse off the more individualistic a socicty 1s. More communal
ways of life may give women more sceurity and freedom from personal
oppression than the social relations of private property and an atomized
private life. From the perspective of feminist eriticism, Rousscau’s theory
shows very clearly the links between private property, individualism, and
male domination of women. The male head of the family requires private
property in order to have a private sphere within which to control the
female.

The present law in Western countrics concerning masculine violence
against women displays a deepscated ambivalence in the political will of
its makers. It is against the law for a man to attack a women with whom
he lives, yet enforcement is feeble for a number of reasons. One is the lack
of genuine autonomy on the part of women, sufficient to be able to make
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use of legal remedics for harm. Another is the high value placed on the
retention of a private sphere, on personal freedom in intimate relations,
and on the usc and disposal of private property. To make the injunction
against masculine violence unambivalent would represent not (_me a
fundamental change in the social relations of the sexcs, but also significant
social change in general.

Yet many communal socictics have exhibited serious sexual inequality.
The potential of more communal ways of life is greater enforcement (.)l'
desirable norms in hitherto private arcas of life. So the problem, finally, is
still the choice of egalitarian norms of sexual and reproductive behavior.

On account of the unique characteristics of the relations between the
sexes. democratic feminism is a force for basic social change. But law is
only an aspect of this. Law which opposcs the physical force of individual
men with yet greater force, and which reaches a long arm nto the hu_ml:
even as far as the bedroom, is a necessary, but not a sufficient, condition
for material sexual equality.

Reading Rousscau serves two functions. First, because he was a modern
thinker, he was and still remains uscful 1o antifeminism. For this reason
reading him is an exercisce in “knowing the encemy.” However, he .und{'r—
stands very clearly many aspects of the structure ol male domma.ncc,
which from the critical perspective of feminism function as cffective enticisms
of that system, often virtually without revision. The second, and larger,
message for feminist thinkers in this study is that they cannot afford o do
less than examine the whole of the social structure, for any attempt to
examine the relations of men and women in isolation from other questions
may be very mislcading.

Since the carly 1980s, grass roots and socialist feminism in North
America have suffered marginalization, while liberal individualist feminism
has institutionalized itself, and presented itself as il it & feminism. Some
individual women have made stellar carcers for themsclves within insti-
tutionalized feminism, but women’s condition in general has benefited
little from it. Considering Rousscau’s epigraph to the First Discourse,
from Horace, it may also happen to feminists that: “We are deccived by

the appearance of right.”
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“The Oppressed State of My Sex™:
Wollstonecraft on Reason, Feeling
and Equality

Moira Gatens

Still harping on the same subject you will exclaim — How can 1 avoid it, when most of -

the siruggles of an eveniful life have been occasioned by the oppressed siate of my sex:
we reason deeply when we forcibly feel.

Mary Wollstonecraft, Letter X1X, in Janel Todd,

A Wollstonecraft Anthology

Reason and feeling is the governing dichotomy and the source ol the major
conflicts in Mary Wollstonecraft’s work and in her life. Tt is her coneen-
tration on this dichotomy and her obvious faith i the power of reason to
reform sociopolitical life that places her firmly within the Enlightenment
tradition. Yet, because she is concerned to address the specificity of female
social and political existenee, her treatment of the reason/fecling distinetion
inevitably conjures up its partners: the nature/culture and private/public
distinctions. Enlightenment philosophers were able to treat man’s political
possibilities without (explicit) reference to sexuality, reproduction, the
family and the domestic sphere because these matiers were assumed to fall
outside the public realm of politics. Certainly, the political body assumes
the private sphere, which underpins public life, but this sphere is taken to
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be the natural base of political life. Any consideration of women’s aceess
to or place in the public sphere necessarily raises the question of their role
in the private sphere.

Whereas Enlightenment philosophers argued that political authority is
artificial and conventional they assumed that relations between the sexes
and within the family are based on natural authority. Wollstonecraft
argued against this assumption in favour of a conception of reason as the
sole authority in all matters and in all spheres. Her insistence on the role
of reason, in all areas of human life, created paradoxes in her application
of Enlightenment notions of equality that she was unable to resolve.
Eighteenth-century notions of cquality were articulated specifically in
connection with the public sphere. Men, as husbands/fathers, presumably
did not want (or need) to assert the principles of equality in the private
sphere since this would, in fact, be acung against their intercsts. One of
Wollstonecraft’s major aims is to insist that the power and authority that
men wiclded in the private sphere was as artificial as the authority of
royalty and aristocracy in the sphere of politics. She sees clearly that
liberating women from political oppression is not simply a matter of
political enfranchisement, since they are also subjected in the private
sphere. This makes Wollstonecraft’s task far more complex than the task
that confronted the political philosophers who were concerned only with
men'’s political rights.

Another major aim of Wollstonecraft’s writings is to insist that the
natural rights of men are human rights. Therefore women, no less than
men, are entitled to political cquality and representation. It is in her
articulation of this claim that Wollstonecraft strikes paradox afier paradox.
In her attempt to extend liberal principles of equality to women she
neglects to note that these principles were developed and formulated with
men as their object. Her attempt to stretch these principles to include
women results in both practical and conceptual difficulties. These principles
were developed with an (implicitly) male person in mind, who is assumed
to be a head of a household (2 husband/father) and whose domestic needs
are catered for (by his wife). Although the citizen is not explicitly male,
the assumed characteristics of the citizen coincide with those of a husband/
father. No mauer how strong the power of reason, it cannot alter the fact
that male and [emale embodiment, at least as lived in cighteenth-century
culture, involved vastly different social and political consequences. Woll-
stonecralt did not take sufficient account of these consequences in her eall
for the realization of the rights of women. Women’s (traditional) labor is
not even visible in the public sphere. It does not count as socially necessary
work and is not acknowledged in any system of public exchange. This
point is no less relevant in our contemporary context where the equality
that women are entitled to, for example in the sphere of employment, 1s
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limited to activitics which overlap with male activities. Those aspects of
women’s lives that bear on female speeificity were, uniil very recently,
completely ignored: for example, sexual harassment, maternity, childcare,
and so on. Wollstonecralt's tendency to treat the role of wife/mother/
domestic worker as one which follows directly from women’s biology
raises further problems for a feminist analysis of women’s social and
political status,

The tendency to conceive of women's bodies as complicit in their social
and political oppression has certainly been a feature of much contemporary
feminist writing. Wollstonecraft was able to tolerate the paradoxes of
liberal theory in a way that contemporary feminist theory, at Ieast from
the time of Simone de Beauvoir, cannot. This intolerance has caused a
marked rift in feminist responses to women's place in contemporary
socicty. On one side are those like Shulamith Firestone' who advocate the
use of science to effectively “neuter” the female body. Woman can thus
truly become a “rational man.” On the other, theorists like Carol McMillan®
see this corporeal denial as anti-woman and arguc that difference does not
necessarily involve relations of inferiority/superiority. Men and women,
she argues, are different and have necessarily different roles, but these
roles are of equal valuc.

The source from which these two responses flow is clearly present in
Wollstonecraft’s writings. Both views locate the cause of women’s social
role in her body. This assumption must be challenged on at least two
levels. First, feminists must challenge the notion inherited from Cartesian
dualism that human beings are separable into two neat bundles: a neutral,
universal mind; and a sexed body. Second, we must challenge the imputed
“naturalness” of the form and capacitics of the female body along with the
idea that this form determines the scope of female social being. The
converse proposition — that social and political arrangements curtail or
impede the form and capacitics of the female body — must also be con-
sidered. This must be done not simply in order to allot primacy to the
social but rather to bring out the complexity of the relationship between
the biological and the social,

In this paper these issues arc brought 10 bear on Wollstonecraft’s
struggle with the reason/fecling distinetion. A Vindication of the Rights of
IWoman and The Wrongs of Women, or Maria will be examined in the light of
Wollstonecraft’s attempts to work through the power of both reason and
feeling in women's lives. ['he progressive sophistication with which Woll-
stonecraft analyzes the complexities of women’s social and political position
may be linked to the increasing social and political complexity in the
progress of her own life. Various commentators have railed against the
legitimacy of referring to Wollstonecraft’s personal life in the context of
appraising her work. Given the dosc kinship between her life and her
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politics, the subject matter of much of her writings and her own lived
expericnce, il seems appropriate to at least indicate the links between her
ntellectual development and her biography. For one thing this approach
allows the contemporary reader to ponder the relation between an
cighteenth-century feminist’s analysis of her social and political context
and the exigencies of a life that was lived in that context. Wollstoneeraft’s
lifc was certainly a struggle and undeniably eventful. She lived through
one of the most turbulent and politically unstable times in our reeent past.
She was vocal in the movement which sought to restore to “men” their
natural rights; she was adamant that women also possessed natural rights
and natural equality; and she spent some time in France during the
revolution. Wollstonecraft also bore two children, had two significant
heterosexual relationships, attempted suicide twice, and wrote prolifically.
Much of what she wrote is concerned to expose and remedy the social and
political injustices experienced by women. However, her work as a whole
displays a passionate rejection of oppression in general, regardless of its
specific form.

Her first major work of political importance is A Vindication of the Rights
of Men (1790). This text carrics the distinction of being the first published
response to Edmund Burke's Reflections on the Revolution in France (1790).
The dynamics of her response are governed by the dichotomy of reason
and sentiment. Burke's lauding of tradition and hereditary rights and his
dogmatic insistence on the conservation of existing rigid political relations
are all treated by Wollstonecrafi as evidence of his lack of reason. Instead
of using his rational capacity — which would reveal to him the natural
rights and natural cquality of all “men™ —~ he allows his sentiments, his
passions and his feeling to dominate his political thinking. For Wollstone-
craft it is the preponderance of sentiment in political thought that gives
rise to nostalgia and social stagnation, which act to impede the dynamic
and progressive nature of sociopolitical life. Morcover, the sentiment
displayed by Burke and his kind is riddled with hypocrisy. The romanticism
of his conception of a hicrarchically ordered political system is belied by
the profligacy and corruption of the rich, the degradation of the poor and
their appalling conditions of life. It is reason and not sentiment that
should dictate the terms of political life and what any person’s rational
capacities will show is that “The birthright of Man . . . is such a degree of
liberty, civil and religious, as is compatible with the liberty of every other
individual with whom he is united in a social compact, and the continued
existence of that compact,” Burke is not only guilty of irrationality,
hypocrisy and impeding the progress of civilization, he is also complicit
in reneging on the terms of the social compact and so represents a threat
to its continuing existence. Wollstonecraft thus relocates the responsibility
for political unrest with the conservatives.
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The social and political status of women is not central to the concerns of
A Vindication of the Rights of Men. Nevertheless, Wollstonecralt is carcful to
insist that women, no less than men, are partics to the social compact.
Their sociopolitical rights and duties are not, however, identical with
those of men. It is the part of the rational woman to “superintend her
family and suckle her children, in order to fulfil her part of the social
compact.”" This difference between the sexes in fulfilling the compact will
be treated further when we turn to A Virdication of the Rights of Woman. At
this stage Wollstonecralt scems content to understand women’s rights as
implicit in the genus of men’s rights, appending comments which bear on
women'’s specificity — childbearing, for example = when necessary. Her
naiveté is, perhaps. explicable by the context in which she was then living,
working and thinking. At the time of the writing of A Vindication of the
Rights of Woman (1792) Wollstoneeraft was single and part of a (pre-
dominantly male) intellectual milicu which incduded William  Blake,
Thomas Paine, William Godwin and Henry Fuseli. This group was in-
toxicated with the idea of social reform and exhibited the boundless
optimism typical of the Enlightenment. Yet they, no less than the general
reading public, were inclined to understand the rights of man as being just
that, the rights of men. This is the context in which Wollstoneeraft
resolves to write specifically on the question of women's rights.

A Vindication of the Rights of Weman presents an argument for an enlightened
understanding of human nature which stresses that women. no less than
men, share in this nature. The result is a text that is plagued with
contradictions and irresolvable tensions. Again, the overriding tension is
that between reason and sentiment. The tension between these two terms
1s present in her treatment of friendship versus sexual passion, the socially
responsible family versus the sensual couple; the respectable mother versus
the degraded concubine. As Cora Kaplan has observed, it is as if Woll-
stonecralt sees sexuality and pleasure as special dangers to women, as
“narcotic inducements to a life of lubricious slavery.”” Wollstoneeralt's
amulet against the temptations of sensuality is, of course, reason.

A Vindication of the Rights of Woman is not so much an appeal to women's
reason — which she takes to be obscured by a culture which encourages the
exaggerated development of women's sentiment, fecling and passion — as
it is an appeal to men's reason. The addressee, as Anca Vlasopolos
convincingly argues,” is male. It is pertinent to recall that A Vindication of
the Rights of Woman is dedicated to Charles Talleyrand whose proposal for
free national education (for boys) was then before the French National
Asscembly. By dedicating her treatise 1o Talleyrand, Wollstonecraft hoped
to encourage him to extend his proposal to include girls (needless to say,
he did not). The future strength of the New Republic, she argued, will be
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ensured only when children of both sexes are trained to reason. She
challenges Talleyrand:

if women are to be exeluded, without having a voice, from @ participation of
the natural rights of mankind, prove first, to ward off the charge of injustice
and inconsistency, that they want reason — else this flaw in your new
cONsTITUTION will ever shew that man must. in some shape, act like a tyrant,
and tyranny, in whatever part of society it rears its hrazen front, will ever
undermine morality.”’

Her own analysis of women’s social and political status, she tells him,
aims “to prove that the prevailing notion respecting a sexual character
was subversive of morality.” In fact her target is much wider than
morality. She also secks 1o show that reason has no sex, knowledge has no
sex, in short, that the mind itself is sexless.” The distinction between the
sexes is entirely bodily and of relevance to one issuc only: the reproduction
of the species. All other human activity, if it is to deserve the title
“human,” should be governed by the principles of reason which are “the
same in all” and appropriate to any task — even, or especially, childrearing.'”
It is to the shame and detriment of the society she addresses that human
activity is so infrequently governed by these principles. Rather, it is
passions and prejudices that determine social mores and this is nowhere
more evident that in the social expectavons surrounding women.
Wollstonecralt’s social theory is very much dependent on her conception of
human being and what it is capable of becoming. A rational socicty is one

‘which takes account of and founds itsell on the character and needs of

human nature. That society is most just and rational that allows human
beings to actualize, to the highest possible degree, their potentialities. Her
opposition to a society which is governed by royalty and aristocracy, or as
she calls them, the “pestiferous purple,” is grounded in her belief that this
kind of society limits the freedom of human beings 1o improve themselves,

‘which in turn limits the progress of society. A human life is not worth

living, is not truly a human life, unless there is opportunity for growth and
sclf-improvement:

the perfection of our nature and capability of happiness, must be estimated
by the degree of reason, virtue, and knowledge, that distinguish the individual,
and direct the laws which bind society: and that from the exercise of reason,
knowledge and virtue naturally flow, is equally undeniable, if mankind be
viewed collectively."!

Just as monarchical rule is an irrational basis for socicty, so too is patri-
archal rule. She chastises the enlightened philosophers for not going far
enough in their challenge to illegitimate authority. She argues that “the
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divine right of husbands,” like the “divine right of kings,” must be con-
tested. If hereditary power amounts to illegitimate authority and is dam-
aging to society then it is damaging in all its forms.

In the presentation of her case for the rights of women, Wollstoneeraft
most frequently employs the reduciio ad absurdum form of argument. She
repeatedly undermines her opponents’ accounts of women’s roles and
duties by uncovering the inconsistencies in their arguments. The central
example, which appears in several gmses throughout the text, is the
following: men argue that rights and dutics assume one another; men
deny women their rights; yet, men expect women to honour their dutics.
Wollstonecralt’s own views on rights and duties are complex, She does not
deny that much of what has been written about women is casily verified
by experience. Some passages in A Vindication of the Rights of Woman, which
describe the Irivolity, vanity and inconstancy of women, are far from
flattering. However, rather than judging that social and political rights _
should not be granted to such weak ercatures shic argues that rights arc

on 1 T weaknesses. Women will not become dutiful or
rational until they arc (reated with the same dignity and allowed 10 share
W The ST privileges as men. 1o 1his context she asks: “Why do men halt
berwetr Twoopintorns;amd expect impossibilities? Why do they expect
virtue from a slave, from a being whom the constitution of civil society has
rendered weak, if not vicious?”'?

In order to answer this question Wollstonecraft turns to a eritical
reading of Rousscau’s Emile, which was presented, and widely used, as a
handbook for the education of children. She also considers several “popular”
books that were influential in the formation of bourgceois expectations of
female behavior and manners. These include writings by Dr Gregory, Dr
Fordyce and Lord Chesterfield. These four writers are her main opponents
in Rights of Woman. 1t is significant that it is mainly the informal “philosophy
of manners and customs” that Wollstonecraft is obliged to engage with in
her assessment of the dominant social attitudes toward the formation of
women’s character. It reveals the extent to which the socialization and
control of women was a “private” alfair.

Wollstonecraft condemns these texts for encouraging “a sexual character
to the mind.” Since all human beings naturally possess the capacity for
reason, and hence for knowledge and virtue, the fact that women often are
not rational or virtuous indicates that art has “smothered nature.” And
women are, for Wollstonecraft, the most artificial of creawres. 'This artifice,
however, is not the invention of women. Wollstonecralt very firmly Jocates
the source of women’s corrupt nature in the passions of men. She writes
that “all the causes of female weakness, as well as depravity, which 1 have
already enlarged on, branch out of one grand cause — want of chastity in
men.”" She finds Rousseau, and his “philosophy of lasciviousness,” par-
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ticularly culpable. Wollstonecraft traces the many inconsistencies of
Rousseau’s philosophy to his poorly controlled sexual passions. Fearful of
Josing the services of an odalisque, men withhold the means whereby
women could become free and rational companions. The iniquitous result
of this attitude is that it denies women the opportunity to “unfold their
own facultics and acquire the dignity of conscious virtue.”'" This “philo-
sophy of manners” limits the possibilities of female understanding by
ensuring that it is “always subordinated to the acquirement of some
corporeal accomplishment.”"”

In this argument Wollstoneeraft is worrying a sensitive spot in Enlighten-
ment discourses. Il certain rights are “human” and “inalicnable” then
how can one consistently deny these rights to women (or “savages”, or
children)? At certain points the Enlightenment discourse threatens to fall
back on its dark Aristotelian and Thomistic past. Is woman a part of
mankind? Is she a “lesser” or inferior type of man®'¥ There are two,
overlapping notions that save the “modern™ philosophers from falling
back on their fathers. The first is the notion of human progress: different
cultures, and so perhaps different sexes, progress at a dilferential rate.
This form of argument was certainly used by the newly formed French
Republic to justily the exclusion of women from political participation.
One such argument, offered by Amar who was representing the views of
the Committee for General Security, goes as [ollows:

Ifwe take into account the fact that the political education of men is still at
its very beginnings, that all the principles are not yet developed, and thar we
still stammer over the word “liberty,” then how much less enlightened are
women, whose moral education has been practically non-existent. Their
presence in the societés populaires, then, would give an active part in govern-
ment to persons exposed to error and seduction even more than are men.
And, let us add that women by their constitution, are open to an exaltation
which would be ominous in public life. The interests of the state would soon
be sacrificed to all the kinds of disruption and disorder that hysteria can

produce. '’

Wollstonecralt dispenses with this argument by pointing out that if the

female body is hysterical it will infect the political body whether it has

*a voice” or not. Women’s indirect influence on the public sphere, she
argues, is pernicious predsely because of its candestine character. If
‘marriage and the family are the “cement of society,” excluding women
from the civic sphere does not remove the foundational threat they pose to
fhal sphere. Second, Cartesian dualism was called upon to provide a
Justification for women’s weaker reason. Descartes thought that the mind
had no sex. Nevertheless female consciousness may be inhibited in its
‘Opcrations by its association with the female body and its unruly passions.
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Wollstonecralt’s strategy here is quite ingenious. She shifis the cause of
women’s weaker reason [rom the female body to the social environment,
in particular to educational practices. She effects a neat inversion of the
philosopher’s arguments by locating the ultimate cause of female inferiority
in the male body and its lasciviousness and in the masculine body politic
which denies women access to reason. This, of course, puts a new slant on
Rousscau's stricture that it is reason and not prejudice that dictates that
women be educated “to please men.”'®

It is with arguments such as these that Wollstonecraft refutes the notion
that women’s social status is just, natural or necessary. She argues for the
improvement of the female mind both for the sake of women and socicty.
The performance of the “peculiar duties which nature has assigned them”
will only be improved by the acquisition of reason. These duties are no
less human for being peculiarly female. Wollstonecraft’s arguments for the
rights of women are not restricted to the right of the individual to realize
and improve his or her own nature. Her particular conception of the
relation between the individual and society is such that to improve (or
inhibit) the possibilities of an individual nceessarily improves (or inhibits)
society in general. She therefore has an additional argument in favor of the
“revolution in female manners” which bears on the quality of the social
body.

Virtue is the product of reason, it is not relative to situation or sex. The
sham virtue that women are encouraged to practice — notably by Rousseau
— has public repercussions since “public virtue is only an aggregate of
private.”" The dire consequence of rendering women weak and irrational
is that the progress and strength of the human race is thereby endangered.
Wollstonecraft makes this point graphically:

Make them [women] free, and they will quickly become wise and virtuous,
as men become more so; for the improvement must be mutual, or the
injustice which one half of the human race are obliged to submit to, retorting
on their oppressors, the virtue of men will be worm-caten by the insect
whom he keeps under his feet.”

This view of social progress makes Wollstonecraft’s stress on the necessity
for both sexes to be chaste, seem less prudish. The relation between the
sexes lies at the core of the body politic. If this core is bad it will,
eventually, infeet the political body.

Wollstonecraft’s recommendations, in A Vindication of the Rights of Woman,
concerning the improvement of women’s character, and so society in
general, range from an abstract appeal to men that they allow their reason
to show them the importance of chastity and intersexual friendship, to the
provision of practical guidelines for the institution of national coeducation.
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She also stresses the necessity for women to be granted “the protection of

civil laws”; the freedom to follow careers compatible with their “natural”

duties (for instance, physicians, nurses, midwives); and even mentions,
~though with some embarrassment, that women ought to have representat-

‘ives in the government. These recommendations do not sit very casily
ith her attitude towards women's “natural” role as childrearer and
domestic worker. The sexual division of labor, and its corollary, the
public;’pri\rate split, remain structurally untouched. This reflecis Woll-
stonecraft’s enormous faith in the power of reason to bring about the
revolution in manners. If we follow reason, the flourishing of sexual
fidelity, virtue, friendship and equality between the sexes will be the
automatic result.

The uncasiness we may feel with this resolution only increases when
she, unselfconsciously, paints a picture of domestic bliss — complete with a

female servant:

I have then viewed with pleasure a woman nursing her children, and
discharging the duties of her station with, perhaps, merely a seront maid to take
of her hands the servile part of the household business. | have scen her prepare
herself and children, with only the luxury of cleanliness, to receive her
husband, who returning weary home in the evening found smiling babes
and a clean hearth. My heart has loitered in the midst of this group, and has
even throbbed with sympathetic emotion, when the scraping of the well
known foot has raised a pleasing tumult.?!

From our perspective, it is interesting to note the extent to which Woll-
stonecraft seems utterly oblivious to the contradictions implicit in her
view. The sexual division of labor lies at the heart of the difficulty and she
does not see this division as socially constituted, but rather as dictated by
nature. This passage is worrying also for its apparent blindness to class
differences between women. These difficulties flaw the basic argument of
Rights of Woman making its conclusion inevitably paradoxical: “The con-
~clusion which 1 wish to draw, is obvious; make women rational creatures,
and free cifizens, and they will quickly become good wives, and mothers; that
is — if men do not neglect the duties of husbands and fathers.?

- This formulation leaves the asymmetry between the citizen/husband/
father and the citizen/wife/mother unaddressed. In the cighteenth century,
Public interest is constructed, both conceptually and practically, in direct
osition to the domestic sphere of women and the family. “Women”
“the family” are almost indistinguishable, both in terms of the way
their interests are represented and in terms of their relation to civic and
public pursuits. Given the character of liberal social organization it is
.iﬁappropriatc 10 argue that women arc as free as men to occupy the public
sphere as “disembodicd” rational agents. This ignores the asymmetrical
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consequences of embodiment for man and woman within that organization.**
For men, the actualization of the option of marriage, parenthood and the
establishment of a private familial unit does not intrude on their access to
the public sphere. Nor does it deplete their power to act in that sphere; on
the contrary, it may enhance their power. The same cannot be said of
women. The tensions brought about by the sharp division between the
public and the private sphere crystallize around the issue of men'’s rights
and dutics and women’s rights and duties. Several philosophers (un-
successfully) attempted to resolve the dilemma by insisting on men’s civil
and political rights by carefully specifying women’s private dutics. As
Wollstonecralt points out, there is a lacuna in this argument. Human
nghts and duties seem to be sexually divided: men get the rights and
women the duties!

A major problem with the argument of A Vindication of the Rights of
Woman is its uneasy alliance with the suspect notion of the essential sexual
neatrality of the rational agent. Wollstoneeraft thinks it is sufficient to
overcome social prejudice in order to allow woman to realize her rights
and hence her “true nature.” This approach simply does not take the
structural necessity of women’s subordination in liberal socicty seriously.
Yet, limitations on what can be demanded from the publie sphere are
revealed in Wollstonecralt’s own writings. Demands concerning the char-
acter and quality of women’s lives in the private sphere are inevitably-
addressed to an individual man, whose own involvement in the private
sphere is often marginal, or actually oppositional, to his public activities
and interest. In this regard women gua women lack a “voice” in the body
politic. Their lot seems 1o be circumsceribed by natural, familial or personal
arrangements which fall outside the scope of public interest or relevance.

The great difficulty confronting Wollstonecraft in her attempt to resolve
the moral and political disjunction between the (female) private sphere
and the (male) public sphere is worsened by her acceptance of the idea
that it is nature rather than social organization that requires women to
assume the responsibility for childcare and home maintenance. This
sexual division of labor is inherent in the rationalism of the liberal paradigm.
That paracdigm is necessarily imited when it comes to consider the question
of the social status of women. It may well be that it offers an inconsistent
argument, as Wollstonecraft herself recognizes. However, she does not, in
A Vindication of the Rights of Woman, seem to acknowledge that it is a
necessary inconsistency that cannot be resolved within the terms of liberal
political theory. While feminists continue to accept the liberal emphasis
on the essential neutrality of the mind, sexual discrimination will continue
to be “justified™ by natural bodily difference. Given the high value placed
on the neutrality and universality of mind, it will be female corporcality
which is conceived as limiting. The female body will appear as the natural
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site of women’s oppression, turning attention from the sociopolitical or-
ganization that can then present itsell as an effect, rather than a cause.

It 1s an mmplicit assumption of modern political theory that men are
able to dissociate themselves from sexuvality, reproduction and natural

ions. Male subjectivity and male sexuality are divorceable conceptually
and spatially in a way that female subjectivity and female sexuality are
not. As Rousseau puts it, “man is only man now and again, but the female
is always a female.” Since it is she who has been allotted the role of
perpetuating and managing the natural basc of culture, she cannot be
considered independently of these functions, which coincide, in traditional
accounts, with her sexuality. The satisfaction of the needs of “natural
man” has become the work of weman. She tends to his natural, corporeal
needs while he is transforming himsell into rational “social man.”

Any attempt to introduce women into the body politic necessarily raises
the question of how these “natural” human needs are to be satisfied. The
social reduction of woman to her function of satisfying these necds makes
it conceptually impossible to consider her social possibilities without also
considering, as a social problem, the question of the reproduction and
management of the natural base of cultural life.

The liberal paradigm, assumed by Wollstoneceralt, is not helpful at this
point. Its traditional concern with protecting the individual in his private
sphere of thought, personal taste and private relations from the intrusions
of the state forecloses the possibility of challenging the “private” arrange-
ments between men and women. The labour, cffort and “self” of women
arc contained in the private sphere — “protected” from public serutiny and
legislation — making structural inequalitics between its inhabitants socially
and politically invisible.

By the time Wollstonecralt begins her next major piece on women, The
Wrongs of Women, or Maria, she has obviously become painfully aware of
this fact. If A Vindication of the Rights of Woman was Wollstonecraft’s culogy
to the powers of reason, Maria is her diatribe against the bondage of
passion. Yet in both cases the reason and the passion are peculiarly
masculine. The figure of woman stands in an ambiguous relation to the
eighteenth-century Enlightenment ideal of man. She may gain from sharing
in masculine rationality but can be ruined by masculine passion. And it is
here that the source of the tension in this central dichotomy is bared.
Reason, which Wollstonecraft saw as the force of progress, is Janus-faced.
How such reason is lived in cighteenth-century culture is closely associated
with the public/private split. This division is a highly sexualized one: the
public or civic sphere is conceptualized as the realm of rational and
‘Contractual pursuits and the private sphere as the realm of nature, fecling
‘and the family. Wollstonecraft, in A Vindication of the Rights of Woman,
hoped to neutralize passion in both spheres, going so far as to argue that
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“a master and mistress of a family ought not to continue to love each other
with passion. I mean to say, that they ought not to indulge those emotions
which disturb the order of society.”*?

However, from our present context we must question this neutralization.
How dependent is Wollstoneerali’s conception of (public) reason on the
privatization ol passion? Does masculine reason, in the sociopolitical
sphere, rest on and assume men’s access to the corporeal and passionate via
their role as “head™ of a farmliar body corporate? If the responsc 1o these
questions is affirmative then how can women have an independent relation
to either reason or passion? This cluster of questions was not consciously
raised by Wollstonecraft. Her historical placement is such that these
questions defy clear articulation. Yet, from our perspective, a parallel
reading of Rights of Weman and Maria displays the problem clearly enough.
It is just not the case that reason and passion or reason and fecling are the
provinces of men and women, respectively. Rather, women'’s exclusion
from the social contract bars them from the civic sphere of reason and
their containment in the private sphere of fecling and the “nawral”
family does not guarantee their access to either passion or fecling since
they are the servicers rather than the consumers cven in the private
sphere.

What motivated the writing of the novel, Maria? Within two years of the

publication of Rights of Woman, Wollstonecrafi had a passionate affair with-

Gilbert Imlay — who, from most accounts, was an opportunist, an entre-
prencur, and a womanizer — had borne a child by him and was abandoned
by him. This precipitated her first suicide attempt. Many commentators
have seen this episode as evidence of a damning inconsistency between
Wollstoneeraft’s rational recommendations for heterosexual relations in
Rights of Woman and her irrational behavior with Imlay. There is no good
reason for accepting this interpretation. Any inconsistency in this episode
should be located in the sociopolitical body and its constitution rather
than in Wollstonecraft and her (mental and/or physical) constitution. In
fact, Wollstonecraft’s life becomes an unfortunate illustration or verification
of her analysis of socicty and women’s position within it. It is a testimony
to the power of social structures to ensnare (and sometimes destroy) even,
or perhaps especially, those who have a reflective grasp of their operations.
“Free love,” mutual respect and an ethical relationship between the sexes
all suppose a sociopolitical context suitable to such relations. The socio-
political contextin which Wollstonecraft wrote and lived not only tolerated
but actually encouraged “the tyranny of men.”*® One of Wollstonecrafi’s
letters, written while travelling in Scandinavia, captures not only her

personal disappointment with Imlay, but also, by her provocative use of

metaphor, something of the general feminine tenor of sexunal dis-
enchantment:
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Uniting mysell to you, your tenderness seemed to make me amends for all
my former misfortunes. — On this tenderness and affection with what
confidence did I rest! = but [ leaned on a spear, that has pierced me to the
heart. — You have thrown ofl a faithful friend, to pursue the caprices of the
moment.”’

Read in its context this letter is, among other things, a complaint con-
cerning the difficulty of assigning a value to friendship in heterosexual
relations.

It is tempting to sce her next liaison, with Godwin, as the inverse of her
relation with Imlay. Godwin is a [riend, a comrade in political struggle, a
rational companion. Their love is certainly no grande passion and in her
relation to Godwin it seems clear that Wollstonecralt has forfeited passion/
sensuality for “a convenient part of the furniture of a house.”” Were these
the choices for women? If the public/private split ensured that, once
wedded and bedded, a woman’s access to the public sphere of reason is
forfeited for the role of wife/mother, how can she maintain a relation to
either reason or feeling? The (male) citizen is certainly differently placed.
He straddles the dichotomy and enjoys a spatial split between his civie,
rational pursuits and his sensual, sentimental ones. How can woman, in
early modern liberal society, achieve this dual role? (How this quandary
should be assessed in our contemporary context is not considered here.)
Perhaps it was the experience of motherhood which presented these para-
doxes of female existence to Wollstoneeraft in such stark form. The task of
deciding how best to socialize a female child must have presented her with
great difficulties. As Wollstonecralt laments in a letter concerning her
daughter Fanny: “I dread lest she should be forced to sacrifice her heart to
her principles, or principles to her heart . . . I dread to unfold her mind,
lest it should render her unfit for the world she is to inhabit. "%

These reflections on Wollstoneeraft’s life and intellectual development
help to explain why she turns, not to the genre of the political treatise but
to the novel in order to explore how the sociopolitical context constructs
women as victims of (male) passion and feeling. The Wrongs of Women, or
Maria is the result. The addressee of this work is not the enlightened
(male) social reformer. It reads as a novel designed for the edification and
chastening of a culture. In the introduction Wollstonecraft writes: “In
writing this novel, I have rather endeavoured to pourtray passions than
manners . . .” and “my main object, the desire of exhibiting the miscry
and oppression, peculiar to wormen, that arise out of the partial laws and
customs of society,”™ She certainly achieves her object. Maria is set in an
insane asylum, yet none of its characters is insane. The three main figures
are Maria, Darnford and Jemima. Maria is a middle-class woman whose
husband wastes her fortunc, offers her person as payment to a debtor and
finally scparates Maria from her daughter when he exercises his legal
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right of having her committed. Darnford, a middle-class man, functions
mainly as the recipient of Maria's affections. He represents the precarious
possibility of intersexual friendship. Jemima is a lower-class woman who
was born out of wedlock, the issue of a heartless seduction, who is seduced
and abandoned in turn, who became a thief and a prostitute and whose
relative social “respectability” is bought at the ironie price of acting as a
“keeper of the mad.” By acting as madhouse attendant, she colludes with
the society that rejects her by guarding those whom, like her, socicty
wishes to exclude from its ranks. Maria was never finished. Wollstonecralt
dicd from complications arising from childbirth before it could be com-
pleted. The outcome of the web of friendships linking this unlikely trio is
thus left open to history, open to our present.

Is there any reason for us to be more optimistic than Wollstonccralt
could have been about the possibility of friendship between women of
different classes or about friendships between men and women? It is at
least possible, in our current context, to raise these questions as 1 wcaningful
political and ethical issucs. But is there, even now, a basis for ethical
relations between women? The governing ethic between men and women
is still primarily conjugal in that it treats women primarily as wives/
mothers/sexual partners. Perhaps the most important insight we have (o
gain from Wollstonecraft’s novel is that political and cconomic reforms

arc necessary but not sufficient for women’s genuine access 0 social, -

political and cthical life. This inevitably returns us to the “private”
arrangements made between men and women in the shadow of the civic
sphere.®” We need to bring that relation out of the shadows and examine
it. Claims that it is based on nature, natural desire or necessary reproductive
survival have by now worn thin. We also need to ask how this shadowy
relation effects relations between men and women, and women and women,
in the public sphere. Perhaps it is time to return, with new insight, to
Wollstoneeraft’s carly claim that “The most holy band of society is friend-
ship. It has been well said, by a shrewd satirist, ‘that rarce as true love is,
true friendship is even rarer.” ™ This is an issue that feminists should
resist reducing to a question of sexuality or, as is more usual, keterosexualily.
The logically prior problem is a problem in ethics: the meaning and value
of friendship.

If the liberal paradigm posits that sexual equality can only be had at the
price of sexual neutrality (meaning the “neutering” of women, since men
are already “ncutral”) then there is a serious problem with the relevance
of this paradigm to women's situation. Part of the problem is that the
liberal notion of “equality” has developed historically with a male bias
towards the public sphere. As Wollstonecraft’s writings show, this notion
has great difficulty extending itsell to issues relating to sexual difference.
All liberal theory has to offer on the question of sexual equality is that
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women are entitled to be treated “like men,” or “as if they were men.” In
order to pinpoint what is wrong with this response, we are compelled to
return o a morality that takes account of bodily specificity. The demand
for political equality thus spills over into the ethical, because the very
terms in which the demand for political equality is made misses the cthical
point: to treat all beings as “the same” is to deny some beings the most
basic ethical principle, that is, acknowledgement of its specific being.™ It
is on this point that Wollstonecraft, and other liberal feminists, arc at their
weakest. On their paradigm, fair and equal treatment for wornen will only
apply to those activities which simulate the ncutral subject. In those
aspects of her being that bear on her specificity, she will be offered little or
no protection: for example, rape, domestic violence, enforced pregnancy.
These infringements on women’s autonomy significantly overlap in that
they represent the unwanted use or abuse of her bodily capacitics. The
ultimate irony of the liberal state, in relation to woman, is revealed. The
founding principle of liberal theory, the right and freedom to use onc’s
bodily capacities as one sces fit, is denied to women with regard to the
specific character of their bodies.

Rights of Woman and Maria are fruitful texts to study in attempting to
clarify these two issues of embodiment and cthics. This problem, in all its
complexity, can be found there. Wollstonecraft shows, albeit unintention-
ally, that settling the political question will not settle the ethical one.
Perhaps this should not surprise us. The liberal tradition itself was ushered
in not simply with a political question but also with an ethical one. Is
monarchical power legitimate? What would constitute an ethical relation
between men? Aspects of Wollstonecraft’s work can be read as gesturing
toward questions that still have not been satisfactorily addressed. What
would constitute an ethical life for women gua women? What are the
possibilities for women and men sharing a co-authored ethical community?
Viewed from the standpoint of present feminist concerns, these unanswered
questions are perhaps the most important legacy of Mary Wollstonecraft’s
life and work.
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On Hegel, Women and Irony
Seyla Benhabib

Das Bekannte iiberhaupt isi darum, weil es bekannt ist, nichi erkannl.
(The well-knowen is unknown, precisely because it is well-known.)

G. W. F. Hegel, Phacnomenologic des Geistes

Some Methodological Puzzles of a Feminist Approach to
the History of Philosophy

The 1980s have been named “the decade of the humanities™ in the USA.
In many institutions of higher learning a debate is underway as to what
constitutes the “tradition” and the “canon” in literary, artistic and philo-
sophical works worth transmitting to [uturc generations in the last quarter
of the twentieth century. At the center of this debate is the question: if
what had hitherto been considered the major works of the Western wradition
are, almost uniformly, the product of a specific group of individuals,
.ha!.n('ly propertied, white, European and North American males, how
universal and representative is their message, how inclusive is their scope,
and how unbiased their vision?

_ Ft:‘rnin_isl. theory has been at the forefront of this questioning, and under
i_he. impact of feminist scholarship the surface of the canon of Western
: _._gr_eat works” has been forever [ractured, its unity dispersed and its
legitimacy challenged. Once the woman’s question is raised, once we ask
how a thinker conceptualizes the distinction between male and female, we
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experience a Gestalt shift; we begin to see the great thinkers of the past
with a new eye, and in the words of Joan Kelly Gadol “cach eye sces a
different picture.' The vision of feminist theory is a “doubled” one: one
eye sees what the tradition has trained 1t to see, the other scarches for
what the tradition has told her was not even worth looking for. How is a
“feminist reading” of the tradition in fact possible? At the present, I sce
two dominant approaches, cach with certain shortcomings.

I deseribe the first approach as “the teaching of the good father.”
Mainstream liberal feminist theory treats the tradition’s views of women
as a series of unfortunate, sometimes embarrassing, but essentially cor-
rigible, misconceptions. Taking their inspiration from the example of a
progressive thinker like John Stuart Mill, these theorists seck in the
classical texts for those moments of insight into the equality and dignity of
women. They are disappointed when their favorite philosopher utters
inanitics on the subject, but essentially hold that there is no incompatibility
between the Enlightenment ideals of freedom, equality and self-realization
and women’s aspirations.

The second view [ would characterize as “the cry of the rebellious
daughter.” Agreeing with Lacan that language is the symbolic universe
which represents the “law of the father,” and accepting that all language
has been a codification of the power of the father, these rebellious daughters
seek for lemale speech at the margins of the Western logocentric tradition.
If it is impossible to think in the Western logocentric tradition without
binary oppositions, then the task of feminist reading becomes the articu-
lation not of a new set of categories but of the transcendence of categorical
discourse altogether. One searches not for a new language but for a
discourse at the margins of language.

Juxtaposed to these approaches, in this essay T would like to outline a
“feminist discourse of empowerment.” With the second view, I agree that
the feminist challenge to the tradition cannor leave its fundamental cate-
gories unchanged. Revealing the gender subtext of the ideals of reason and
the Enlightenment compromises the assumed universality of these idcals.
Nonetheless, they should not be thrown aside altogether. Instead we can
ask what these categories have meant for the actual lives of women in
certain historical periods, and how, if women are to be thought of as
subjects and not just as fulfillers of certain functions, the semantic horizon
of these categories is translormed. Once we approach the tradition to
recover from it women's subjectivity and their lives and activities, we hear
contradictory voices, competing claims, and see that so-called “descriptive”
discourses about the sexes are but “legitimizations™ of male power. The
traditional view of gender differences is the discourse of those who have
won oul and who have codified history as we know it. But what would the
history of ideas look like from the standpoint of the victims? What ideals,
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aspirations and utopias of the past ran into a dead-end? Can we recapture
their memory from the battleground of history? This essay attempts to
apply such a “discourse of empowerment” to G. W. F. Hegel’s views of
women.

Hegel's treatment of women has received inereased attention in recent
years under the impact of the feminist questioning of the tradition.” This
ferminist challenge has led us to ask, is Hegel’s treatment of women merely
a consequence of his conservative predilections? Was Hegel unable to see
that he made the “dialeetic” stop at women and condemned them to an
ahistorical mode of existence, outside the realms of struggle, work and
diremption which in his eyes are charaeteristic of human consciousness as
such?” 1s the “woman question” in Hegel’s thought one more instance of
Hegel’s unceritical endorsement of the institutions of his time, or is this
issue an indication of a flaw in the very structure of the dialectic itsell?
Benjamin Barber, for example, siding with the second option has recently
written:

What this paradox reveals is that Hegel's position on women is neither a
product of contingency nor an effect of ad hoc prejudice. Rather, it is the
necessary consequence of his belief that the “Prejudices” of his age are in
fact the actuality yielded by history in the epoch of liberation. Hegel does not
have to rationalize them: because they are, they are already rational. They
need only be encompassed and explained by philosophy. Spirit may guide
.and direct history. but ultimately. history alone can tell us where spint
means it 1o go.

Judging, however, where “history alone can tell . . . spirit” it means it to
go, requires a more complicated and contradictory account of the family
and women’s position at the end of the eighteenth and the beginning of the
nineteenth century in the German states than either Barber or other
commentators who have looked at this issuc so far have provided us with.
I suggest that to judge whether or not the Hegelian dialcctic has stopped
at women, we must first attempt to define the “discursive horizon” of
competing claims and visions within which Hegel articulated his position.
To evaluate the historical options concerning gender relations in Hegel's
time, we have to move beyond the methodology of traditional text analysis
1o the “doubled vision™ of feminist theory. In practicing this doubled
vision we do not remain satisfied with analyzing textual discourses about
women, but we ask where the women themselves were at any given period
in which a thinker lived. With one eye we see what stands in the text, and
with the other, what the text conceals in footnotes and in the margins.
What then emerges is a “discursive space” of competing power claims.
The discursive horizon of Hegel's views of women and the family are
defined on the one hand by the rejection of political patriarchy (which
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mixes the familial with the political, the private with the public), and on
the other by disapproval of and antagonism toward efforts of early female
emancipation.

This essay is divided into two parts: by using the traditional method of

text analysis in the first part | explore the logic of oppositions according to
which Hegel develops his views of gender relations and of female sub-
ordination. In particular I focus on the complex relationship between
reason, nature, gender and history. Second, having outlined Hegel’s views
of women in his political philosophy, I situate his discourse within the
context of historical views on women and the family at the turn of the
eighteenth century. | read Hegel against the grain; proceeding from
certain footnotes and marginaha in the texts, I move toward recovering
the history of those which the dialectic leaves behind.

Women in G. W. F. Hegel’s (1770-1831) Political Thought

In many respects Hegel's political philosophy heralds the end of the
traditional doctrine of politics, and signals its transformation into social
science. Geist which emerges from nature, transforms nature into a second
world; this “second nature” comprises the human, historical world of
tradition, institutions, laws, and practices (objektiver Geist), as well as the
self-reflection of knowing and acting subjects upon objective spirit, which
is embodied in works of art, religion, and philosophy (absoluter Geist). Geist
is a transindividual principle that unfolds in history, and whose goal is to
make externality into its “work.” Geist externalizes itself in history by
appropriating, changing, and shaping the given such as to make it corres-
pond to itself, to make it embody its own subjectivity, that is, reason and
freedom. The transformation of substance into subject is attained when
freedom and rationality are embodied in the world such that “the realm of
freedom” is actualized, and “the world of mind [is] brought forth out of
itself like a second nature.” The social world i1s Substance, that is, 1t has
objective existence for all to see and to comprehend;” it is also subject, for
what the social and cthical world is can only be known by understanding
the subjectivity of the individuals who compose it.” With Hegel’s concept
of objective spirit, the ohject domain of modern social science, that is,
individuality and society, make their appearance.

Does his concept of Geist permit Hegel to transcend the “naturalistic”
basis of gender conceptions in the modern peried, such as to place the
relation between the sexes in the social, symbolic, historical, and cultural
world? Hegel, on the one hand, views the development of subjectivity and
individuality within the context of a human community; on the other
hand, in assigning men and women to their traditional sex roles, he
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codifies gender-specific differences as aspects of a rational ontology that is
said to reflect the deep structure of Geist. Women are viewed as representing
the principles of particularity (Besonderheit), immediacy (Unmittelbarkeit),
naturalness (Natirlichkeil), and substantiality (Substanzialitat), while men
stand for universality (Allgemeinkeit), mediacy (Vermittlung), freedom (Frei-
heit), and subjectivity (Subjektivitat). Hegel develops his rational ontology
of gender within a logic of oppositions.

The thesis of the “natural inequalily™ of the sexes

On the basis of Hegel’s observations on the family, women, and the
rearing of children, scattered throughout the Lectures on the Philosophy of
History, I conclude that he was well aware that differences among the sexes
were culturally, symbolically, and socially constituted. For example, in
the section on Egypt, Hegel refers to Herodotus' observatations “that the
women urinate standing up, while men sit, that the men wear one dress,
and the women two; the women were engaged in outdoor occupations,
while the men remained at home to weave. In onc part of Egypt polygamy
prevailed; in another, monogamy. His general judgment on the matter is
that the Egyptians do the cxact opposite of all other peoples.™

Hegel’s own reflections on the significance of the family among the
Chinese, the great respect that is shown to women in this culture, and his
comment on the Chinese practice of concubinage again indicate an acute
awareness that the role of women is not naturally but culturally and
socially defined.®

These passages show a clear awareness of the cultural, historical, and
social variations in family and sexual relations. Nevertheless, although
Hegel rejects that differences between “men” and “women” arc naturally
defined, and instead sees them as part of the spirit of a people (Volksgeist),
he leaves no doubt that he considers only one set of family relations and
one particular division of labor between the sexes as rational and norm-
atively right. This is the monogamic sexual practice of the European
nuclear family, in which the woman is confined to the private sphere and
the man to the public. To justify this arrangement, Hegel cxplicitly
invokes the superiority of the male to the female while acknowledging
their functional complementarity in the modern state.

The “superiority” of the male

The most revealing passages in this respect are paragraphs 165 and 166 of
the Philosophy of Right and the additions to them. In the Lasson edition of
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the Rechtsphilosophie, Hegel writes that “The natural determinacies of both
sexes acquire through its reasonableness intellectual as well as ethical
significance.” This explicit reference to the “natural determinacies of the
sexes” is given an ontological significance in the next paragraph:

Thus one sex is mind in its self-diremption into explicit self-subsistence and
the knowledge and volition of free universality, ie. the self-consciousness of
conceptual thought and the volition of the objective final end. The other sex
is mind maintaining itsell in unity as knowledge and volition in the form of
concrete individuality and feeling. In relation to externality, the former is
powerful and active, the latter passive and subjective. It follows that man
has his acrual substantive life in the state, in leamning, and so forth, as well
as in labour and struggle with the external world and with himsell so that it
is only out of his diremption that he fights his way to self-subsistent unity
with himself. In the family he has a tranquil intuition of this unity, and there
he lives a subjective ethical life on the plane of feeling. Woman, on the other
hand, has her substantive destiny in the family, and to be imbued with
family piety i8 her ethical frame of mind."”

For Hegel men’s lives are concerned with the state, science, and work in
the external world, Dividing himself (sich entzweiend ) from the unity of the
family, man objectifics the external world and conquers it through activity
and freedom. The woman'’s “substantial determination,” by contrast, is.in
the family, in the unity and piety (Pietal) characteristic of the private
sphere. Hegel suggests that woman are not individuals, at least, not in the
same measure and to the same extent as men are. They are incapable of
the spiritual struggle and diremption (Entzweiung) which characterize the
lives of men. In a passage from the Phanomenologie concerned with the
tragedy of Antigone, he indicates that for the woman “it is not /this man,
not this child, but @ man and children in general” that is significant.!" The
man by contrast, individuates his desires, and “since he possesses as a
citizen the self-conscious power of universality, he thereby acquires the
right of desire and, at the same time, preserves his freedom in regard to
i

Most significant is the fact that those respects in which Hegel considers
men and women to be spiritually different are preasely those aspects that
define women as “lesser” human beings. Like Plato and Anstotle, Hegel
not only assigns particularity, intuitiveness. passivity to women, and
universality, conceptual thought, and “the powerful and the active” to
men, but sees in men the characteristics that define the species as human.,
Let us remember that Geist constitutes second nature by emerging out of
its substantial unity into bifurcation (Entzweiung), where it sets itsell over
and against the world. The process through which nature is humanized
and history constituted is this activity of Entzweiung, followed by external-
ization (Entdusserung), namely the objectification (Vergegenstandlichung) of
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human purposes and institutions in 2 world such that the world becomes a
home for human self-expression. Women, since they cannot overcome
unity and emerge out of the life of the family into the world of universality,
arc cxcluded from history-constituting activity. Their activities in the
private realm, namely, reproduction, the rearing of children, and the
satisfaction of the emotional and sexual needs of men, place them outside
the world of werk. This means that women have no history, and arc
condemned to repeat the cycles of hife.

The family and political life

By including the family as the first stage of cthical life (Sittlichkeit), along-
side “civil society” and “the state,” Hegel reveals how crucial, in his view,
this institution is to the constitution of the modern state. The family is
significant in Hegel's political architectonic because it is the sphere in
which the right of the modern individual to particularity (Besonderkeit) and
subjectivity (Subjektizitdt) is realized." As Hegel often notes, the recognition
of the “subjective moment™ of the free individual is the chief strength of
the modern state when compared to the ancient polis. In the family the
right to particularity is exercised in love and in the choice of spouse,
whereas the right to subjectivity is exercised in the concern for the welfare
and moral well-being of other family members.

The various Additions to the section on the family, particularly in the
Griesheim edition of the Philosophy of Right,'* reveal that Hegel is concerned
with this institution, not like Aristotle in order to discipline women, nor
like Rousseau to prepare the true citizens of the future, but primarily from
the standpoint of the freedom of the male subject in the modern state.
Already in the Philosophy of History, Hegel had observed that the confusion
of familial with political authority resulted in patriarchalism, and in China
as well as in India this had as consequence the suppression of the freedom
f!fthe will through the legal regulation of family life and of relations within
it. The decline of political patriarchy also means a strict separation between
'_fht' private and the public, between the moral and intimate spheres, and
the domain of public law. The legal system stands at the beginning and at

the end of family; it circumscribes it but does not control its internal
Mfunctioning or relations. It recognizes and administers, along with the
::f:hurch, the marriage contract as well as legally guarantecing rights of
Jnheritance when the family unit is dissolved. In this context, Hegel allows
‘Women certain significant legal rights.

He radically criticizes Kant for including women, children, and domestic
Servants under the category ol jura realiler personalia or Personen-Sachen-
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Recht.'"® Women are persons, that is, legal-juridical subjects along with
men. They are free 1o choose their spouse;' they can own property,
although once married, the man represents the family “as the legal person
against others.”'” Nevertheless, women are entitled to property inheritance
in the case of death and cven in the case of divorce.'® Hegel is against all
Roman and feudal clements of the law that would either revert family
property back to the family clan (die Sippe), or that would place restrictions
on its full inheritance and alicnability."

The legal issuc besides property rights that most concerns Hegel is that
of divoree. Divorce presents a particular problem because, as a phenom-
enon, it belongs under two categories at once. On the one hand, it is a
legal matter just as the marriage contract is; on the other hand, it is an
issue that belongs to the “ethical” sphere, and more specifically to the
subjectivity of the individuals involved. Hegel admits that because the
bodily-sensual as well as spiritual attraction and love of two particular
individuals form the basis of the marriage contract, an alicnation between
them can take place that justifies divorce; but this is only to be determined
by an impersonal third-party authority, for instance, a court.* Finally,
Hegel justifies monogamy as the only form of marriage that is truly
compatible with the individuality of personality, and the subjectivity of
feeling. In an addition to this paragraph in the Griesheim lecturces he
notes that monogamy is the only marriage form truly compatible with the
equality of men and women.”'

Contrary to parroting the prejudices of his time, or ontologizing them,
as Benjamin Barber suggests, with respect to the right of the free choice of
spouse, women’s property and divorce rights, Hegel is an Enlightenment
thinker, who upholds the transformations in the modern world initiated
by the French Revolution and the spread of the revolutionary Code Civil.
According to the Prussian Das Allgemeine Landrechl of 1794, the right of the
free choice of spousc and in particular marriage among members of the
various Stinde — the feudal stratas of medicval socicty — was strictly
forbidden. [t was legally stipulated “that male persons from the nobility . ...
could not enter into marriage . . . with female persons of peasant stock or the
lesser bourgeoisic ( geringerem Biirgerstand ).”** 1f such marriages nonctheless
occurred, they were declared “null” and the judges “were not empowered
to accept their continuation.™* To avoid social dilemmas, the lawgivers
then distinguished between “the lesser™ and “the higher bourgeoisic.”

Hegel’s position on this issue, by contrast, follows the revolutionary
proclamations of the French Assembly which, codified as the “Code Civil”
in 1804, were also adopted in those parts of Germany conquered by
Napoleon.* Social strata differences are irrelevant to the choice of spousc
and must not be legally regulated: the free will and consent of two adults
(as well as of their parents), as long as they are legally entitled to marriage

——
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{that is, have not been married before or otherwise have falsified their civil
status), is the only relevant point of view.

Yet Hegel inserts an interesting detail in considering this issue, which is

whelly characteristic of his general attitude towards modernity. Distin-
guishing between the extremes of arranged marriages and the wholly free
ce of spouse, he argues that: “The more ethical way to matrimony
: be taken to be the former extreme or any way at all whereby the
to marry comes first and the inclination to do so follows, so that
actual wedding both decision and indlination coalesce.”™” Presumably
ecision can also involve such relevant “ethical” considerations as the
background and appropriateness of the spouses involved. Con-
on of social origin and wealth are now no longer legal matters to be
ited, as they were in feudal society, but personal and ethical criteria
pt in view by modern individuals, aware of the significance, as the
Hegelian Bradley named it, of “my station and its duties.”
e Hegel certainly was ahead of the Prussian legal practices of his
endorsed the general transformations brought about by the
Revolutionary Code Civil, he was, as always, reluctant to follow
' to its ultimate conclusion and view the choice of spouse as a
individual matter of love and inclination between two adults.
s on love and sexuality, when placed within the larger context
s taking place at this point in history, in fact reveal him to be a
ightenment thinker. Hegel surreptitiously criticizes and denig-
mpts at early women’s emancipation and secks to imprison
more within the confines of the monogamous, nuclear family
threatened to leave.

stion of Free Love and Sexuality: The Thorn in Hegel’s Side

197-8 “Fragment on Love” reflects a more romantic conception
sexuality than the tame and domesticized view of marriage in
vhie. Here love is given the dialectical structure of spirit; it
and separatencss; identity in identity and difference. In
“!iving" as opposed to a “dead” whole; the one aspect of
that disrupts the unity of love is property. Property separates
g ‘t‘hern aware of their individuality as well as destroying
T‘rue union or love proper exists only between living
alike in power and thus in one another’s eyes living beings
it of view . . . This genuine love excludes all oppositions.””®

X sion of the family in the Philosophy of Right is in general
tive and criticizes the emphasis on free love as leading 1o
| promiscuity. One of the objects of Hegel’s greatest ire is
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Friedrich von Schlegel’s Lucinde, which Hegel names “Dic romantische Ab-
wertung der Ehe™ (“the romantic denigration of love”).”” To demand free
sexuality as proof of freedom and “inwardness™ is in Hegel's eyes sophistry,
serving the exploitation of women. Hegel, in smug bourgcois lashion, observes:

Friedrich v. Schlegel in his Luande, and a follower of his in the Briefe eines
Ungennanten, have put forward the view that the wedding ceremony is
superfluous and a formality which might be discarded. Their reason is that
love is, so they say, the substance of marriage and that the celebration
therefore derracts from its worth. Surrender to sensual impulse is here
represented as necessary to prove the freedom and inwardness of love — an
argument not unknown to seducers.

And he continucs:

It must be noticed in connexion with sex-relations that a girl in surrendering
her body loses her honour. With a man, however, the case is otherwise,
because he has a field for ethical activity outside the family. A girl is
destined in essence for the marriage tie and for that only; it is therefore
demanded of her that love shall take the form of marriage and that the
diﬂ‘creznst moments in love shall attan their true rational relation to each
other.

Taking my cue from this foownote in the rext, T want to ask what this
aside reveals and conceals at once about Hegel's true arttitudes toward
female emancipation in this period. The scemingly insignificant reference
to Friedrich Schlegel’s Lucinde is extremely significant in the context of the
struggles for early women’s emancipation at this time.

Remarking on the transformations brought about by the Enlightenment
and the French Revolution, Mary Hargrave has written:

The close of the eighteenth and the beginning of the nineteenth centuries
mark a period of Revolution for men and Evolution for women. The ideas of
the French Revolution, that time of upheaval, of revaluing of values, of
imperious assertion of the rights of the individual, swept over Europe like a
quickening wind and everywhere there was talk of Liberty, Equality, Fra-
ternity, realised (and perhaps only realisable) in that same order of
precedence. . . .

The minds of intellectual women were stirred, they became more conscious
of themselves, more philosophic, more independent . . . France produced a
writer of the calibre of Madame de Stiel, England a Mary Sommerville, a
Jane Austen; and Germany, although the stronghald of the domestic ideal,
also had her brilliant intellectual women who, outside their own country,
have perhaps not become as widely known as they deserve.”

In this work devoted to Some German Women and their Salons, Mary
Hargrave discusses Henriette Herz (1764—-1847) and Rahel Varnhagen

On Hegel 139

(1771-1833), both Jewesscs, Bettina von Arnim (1785-1859), and Caroline
Schlegel (1763-1809), among others. Of particular importance in this
context is also Karoline von Giinderode (1780-1806), the most significant
woman German poet of the Romantic era, in love with Hegel's high-
school friend, Hélderhin. These women, through their lives and friend-
ships, salons and contacts, and in some cases through their letters, publica-
tions and translations, were not only forerunners of the early women’s
emancipation, but also represented a new model of gender relations,
aspiring to cquality, free love and reciprocity.

Definitive for Hegel's own contact with these women and their ideals,
was the so-called Jenaer Kreis, the Jena arcle, of the German Romantics,
Friedrich and August Wilhelm Schlegel, Novalis, Schleiermacher, and
Schelling. The journal Athendim (1798—1800) was the literary outlet of this
circle, frequented by Gocethe as well as Hegel after his arrival in Jena in
1801. The “Jena circle™ had grown out of friendship and literary cooperation
among men but counted Carcline Schlegel among its most influential
members. She had extraordinary impact on the Schlegel brothers, and
was the inspiration for many of Friedrich Schlegel’s literary characters as
well as for his views on women, marriage and free love.™ It is widely believed
that Caroline Schlegel was the model for the heroine in the novel Lucinde.

Born as Caroline Albertina Michaelis, in Gottingen, as the daughter of
a professor of Old Testament, Caroline was brought up in an intellectual
houschold.”" Following traditional patterns, in 1784 she married a young
country doctor Georg Bohmer and moved from Géttingen to Clausthal, a
mining village in the Hartz mountains. Although she suffered from the
narrowness of her new surroundings and from the lack of intellectual
stimulation, she remained here until suddenly her husband died in 1788,
Caroline, who was then mother of three, lost two of her children after her
husband’s death. With her daughter Auguste Béhmer, she returned to the
parental city. At Gottingen she met August Wilhelm Schlegel, six years
her junior, who fell in love with her. In 1792 she left G sottingen for Maing,
the home now of her childhood friend Teresa Forster, born Heym. In
December 1792 the city fell to the French under General Custine; the
anistocrats fled and the republic was proclaimed. Teresa’s husband, Forster,
who was an ardent republican, was made president of the Jacobin Club.
His wife, no longer in sympathy with his views, left him but Caroline
stayed on and worked with revolutionary circles. In the spring of the
following year, 1793, a German army mustered from Rheinisch principal-
ities, retook Mainz. Caroline was arrested and with her little daughter
Auguste was imprisoned in a fortress. After some months, her brother
petitioned for her release, offering his services as an army surgeon in
return, and August Wilhelm Schlegel exercised what influence he could to
obtain her freedom.
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Caroline was freed, but was banned from the Rheinisch provinces; even
Gottingen, her home town, closed its doors to her. She was now pregnant,
expecting the child of a French soldier, and August Wilhelm arranged for
her to be put under the protection of his brother, Friedrich, then a young
student in Leipzig. A lodging outside the city had to be found for her; here
a child was born, but it did not live. In 1796, urged by her family and
realizing the need for a protector, Caroline agreed to become August
Schlegel’s wife and settled with him in Jena. She never really loved
Schlegel, and with the appearance of the young Schelling on the scene in
1798 a new love started in her life. Caroline’s daughter, Auguste, died in
July 1800. Schlegel settled in Berlin in 1802, and the increasing estrange-
ment between them was resolved by a divorce in 1803. A few months later,
she and Schelling were marricd by his father, a pastor, and they lived in
Jena until her death in 1809.

Hegel lived in the same house with Caroline and Schelling from 1801 to
1803, and certainly the presence of this remarkable woman, an intellectual
companion, a revolutionary, a mother, and a lover, provided Hegel with a
flesh and blood example of what modernity, the Enlightenment and the
French Revolution could mean for women. And Hegel did not like what
he saw. Upon her death, he writes to Frau Niethammer: “I kiss a thousand
times over the beautiful hands of the best woman. God may and shall
preserve her as befits her merit ten times longer than the woman of whose
death we recently learned here [Caroline Schelling], and of whom a few
here have enunciated the hypothesis that the Devil had fetched her.”*
A damning and unkind remark, if there ever was one!

Whether Hegel should have liked or approved of Caroline, who certainly
exercised a caustic and sharp power of judgment over people, making
and remaking some reputations in her cirdle of friends — Schiller’s for
example — is beside the point. The point is that Carolinc’s life and person
provided an example, and a very close one at that, of the Kinds of changes
that were taking place in women’s lives at the time, of the possibilitics
opening before them, and also of the transformation of gender relations.
In staunchly defending women’s place in the family, in arguing against
women’s education except by way of learning the necessary skills to run a
household, Hegel was not just “falling prey to the prejudices of his time.™
“His time” was a revolutionary one, and in the crcles closest 10 Hegel,
that of his Romantic friends, he encountered brilliant, accomplished and
nonconformist women who certainly intimated to him what true gender
equality might mean in the future. Hegel saw the future, and he did not
like it. His eventual critique of Romantic conceptions of free love is also a
critique of the early Romantics’ aspirations to gender equality or maybe
some form of androgyny.

Schlegel’s novel Lucinde was written as a eulogy to love as a kind of
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union to be enjoyed both spiritually and physically. In need of neither
religious sanction — Lucinde is Jewish — nor formal ceremony, such true
love was reciprocal and complete.” In the Athaneums-Fragment 34,
Schlegel had defined conventional marriages as “concubinages” to which
a “marriage a quatre” would be pre{crablc."" Lucinde 1s a critical text,
juxtaposing to the subordination of women and the duplicitous sexual
conduct of the times a utopian ideal of true love as completion between
two independent beings. Most commentators agree, however, that Lucinde,
despite all noble intentions, is not a text of female emancipation: Lucinde’s
artistic pursuits, once they have demonstrated the equality of the lovers,
cease to be relevant. The letters document Julius’s development as a man,
his Lehrjahre, his movement from sexual desire dissociated from respect
and equality to his attainment of the ultimate companionship in a spiritually
and erotically satisfying relationship. Women are idealized journey-mates,
accompanying the men on this spiritual highway. “Seen on the one hand
as the complementary opposites of men, embodying the qualities their
counterparts lack, they are on the other, complete beings idealized to
perfection.”™ Although in a section of the novel called “A dithyrambic
fantasy on the loveliest situation in the world ,7% there is a brief moment of
reversal of roles in sexual activity which Julius sees as “a wonderful . . .
allegory of the development of male and female to full and complete
humanity,”” in general in the Lucinde, the spiritual characteristics of the
two genders are clearly distinguished.

In his earlier essays such as “Uber die weiblichen Charaktere in den
griechischen Dichtern” and “Uber die Diouma™ (1793-4), composed
after meeting Caroline Schlegel Schelling, and being enormously influenced
by her person, Friedrich Schlegel had developed the thesis — to be echoed
later by Marx in the 1844 Manuscripts — that Greek civilization decayed or
flourished in proportion to the degree of equality it accorded to women. In
particular, Schlegel emphasized that inequality between men and women,
and the subordination of women, led to a bifurcation in the human
personality, whereby men came to lack “innocence, grace and love,” and
women “independence.” As opposed to the crudeness of male—female
relations in Homer, Sophocles in Schlegel’s cyes is the poet who conceives
his male and female characters according to the same design and the same
ideal. It is Antigone who combines the male and female personality into
an androgynous ideal: she “desires only the true Good, and accomplishes
it without strain,” in contrast to her sister, Ismene, the more traditional
feminine, who “suffers in silence,” Antigone transcends these sterco-
types and represents a blending of male and female characteristics; she “is
the Divine.”

Read against the background of Schlegel’s views, Hegel's generally
celebrated discussion of Antigone in the Phenomenology of Spirit reveals a
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different message. In Hegel's version of Antigone, she and Creon respect-
ively stand for “female” and “male” virtues, and forms of cthical reality.
Antigone represents the “hearth,” the gods of the family, of kinship and of
the “nether world.”* Creon stands for the law, for the city, human law
and the dictates of politics that are of “this world”. Their clash is a clash
between equal powers; although through her acknowledgement of guilt,
Antigone presents that moment in the dialectic of action and fate which
Hegel considers necessary, it is cventually through the decline of the
family and the “nether world™ that Spirit will progress to the Roman
realm of law and further to the public light of the Enlightenment. Spiritually,
Antigone is a higher figure than Creon, although even the most sympathetic
commentators have to admit that what Hegel has accomplished here is
“an apologia for Creon.”*

Ironically, Hegel’s discussion of the Antigone is more historically accurate
in terms of the condition of Greek women, their confinement to the home,
and the enormous clash between the newly emerging order of the polis and
the laws of the extended family on which Greek society until the sixth and
seventh centuries had rested than was Schlegel’s.*! But in his version of
Antigone, Hegel was not simply being historically more accurate than
Schlegel; he was robbing his romantic friends of an ideal, of a utopian
vision. If Antigone’s greatness derives precisely from the fact that she
represents the ties of the “hearth and blood” over and against the polis,
notwithstanding her grandeur, the dialectic will sweep Antigone in its
onward historical march, precisely because the law of the city is public as
oppused to private, rational as opposed to corporal, promulgated as
opposed to intuited, human as opposed to divine. Hegel’s narrative en-
visages no future synthesis of thesc pairs of opposites as did Schlegel’s;
whether on a world-historical scale or on the individual scale, the female
principle must eventually be expelled from public life, for “Womankind —
the everlasting irony (in the life) of the community — changes by intrigue
the universal end of the government into a private end.”* Spirit may fall
into irony for a brief historical moment, but eventually the serious trans-
parency of reason will discipline women and eliminate irony from public
life. Already in Hegel's discussion of Antigone, that strain of restorationist
thought, which will celebrate the revolution while condemning the revolu-
tionaries for their actions, is present. Hegel’s Antigone is one without a
future; her tragedy is also the grave of utopian, revolutionary thinking
about gender relations. Hegel, it-turns out, is women's gravedigger, con-
fining them to a grand but ultimately doomed phase of the dialectic,
which “befalls mind in its infancy.”

What about the dialectic then, that locomotive of history rushing on its
onward march? There is no way to disentangle the march of the dialectic
in Hegel’s system from the bdoy of the victims on which it treads. Historical
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necessity requires its victims, and women have always been among the
numerous victims of history. What remains of the dialectic is what Hegel
precisely thought he could dispense with: irony, tragedy and contingency.
He was one of the first to observe the ironic dialectic of modernity:
freedom that could become abstract legalism or selfish pursuit of economic
satisfaction; wealth that could turn into its opposite and create extremes of
poverty; moral choice that would end in a trivial project of self-aggrandize-
ment; and an emancipated subjectivity that could find no fulfillment in its
“other.” Repeatedly, the Hegelian system expunges the irony of the dia-
lectic: the subject posits its opposite and loses itself in its other, but is
always restored to selfhood via the argument that the “other” is but an
extension or an exteriorization of oneself. Spirit is infinitely generous, just
like 2 woman; it gives of itself; but unlike women, it has the right to call
what it has contributed “mine” and take it back into itself. The vision of
Hegelian reconciliation has long ceased to convince: the otherness of the
other is that moment of irony, reversal and inversion with which we must
live. What women can do today is to restore irony to the dialectic, by
deflating the pompous march of historical necessity — a locomotive derailed,
as Walter Banjamin observed — and by giving back to the victims of the
dialectic like Caroline Schlegel Schelling their otherness, and this means,
in true dialectical fashion, their selfhood.
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Masculine Marx
Christine Di Stefano

We set out from real, active men, and on the basis of their real-life process we
demonstrate the development of the ideological reflexes and echoes of this life process.
Marx and Engels. 'The German Idecology

A Personal Introduction: Confessions of a Former Marxist

1 want to begin on a personal note, a note of appreciation for the theorist

scheduled for critical scrutiny in this essay. Like many students who came
of age in the United States during the late 1960s and early 1970s, my early
attraction to political theory was made possible by the work of Karl Marx
and those teachers and writers who gave him a sympathetic and expanded

rcading. Thanks to Marx, political theory came alive as an intellectual

enterprise that might contribute to the minimization of oppression and
human misery, to the creation of an improved and far better world. Next
to Marx, the figures of Plato, Machiavelli, Hobbes and even Rousseau
paled in comparison. Classroom discussions about the polis seemed ir-
relevant; Machiavelli bore a disturbing resemblance to Henry Kissinger;
and Rousseau was simply impossible to pin down. Marx held out the
possibility of theory that could be simultaneously rigorous, systematic,

elegant, passionate, critical, utopian, and revolutionary. Feminist theory
followed close on the heels, and sometimes directly in the footprints, of
academic Marxism. Marx’s youthful call for “a ruthless criticism of every-
thing” was taken to heart by many feminists as they worked to expose the
historically contingent dimensions of women’s sexually differentiated ex-
perience and exploitation. Socialist-feminist theory is a significant testament

‘orthodox Marxism. " There isgeneral agréement am
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to the intimate, il unstable and unsettling, alliance between Marxism and
Western feminism,

Today, my disillusionment with Marxism, as a theory and as a politics,
is profound, as this essay will reveal. But the countervailing strength of my
indebtedness to Marx cannot be denied. An important measure of this
indebtedness is the fact that Marx himself frequently provides the very
tools and insights of his subsequent and often immanent criticism by
feminists. I like to imagine that Marx would be pleased with and henored
by his feminist fate, although this fantasy may imbibe the very ontology of
masculinist transcendence of which he now stands accused. That is, it
may demand a suprahistorical form of cognitive and empathetic achieve-
ment on the part of an imagined contemporary Marx. On the other hand,
this fantasy (including my own complicity in the transcendent ontology
that I will be criticizing, as well as my need to imagine the father’s
approval) conveniently captures the disconcerting sense of relation I have
tried to convey here: in a word, ambivalence.

Gender Theory and the Critique of Masculinity

Feminist rereadings and criticisms of Marx now abound. These many and
excellent studies focus attention on the expldndtory lnadequa(:les of

Manxist categories of “production,” “reproduction,” “labor,” “exploitatior
and “class” fail to capture important dimensions of‘mwws' As

such, orthodox Marxism is also found lacking as a strategic theory of

social change for women. In this essay, [ will take a different approach.
My interest lies not with the question of descriptive and explanatory
relevance or adequacy, but rather with the background conditions of this
‘ow well-documented failure. An appraisal of these background conditions,
m turn, underscores and intensifies the judgment that Marxist-feminism
s a misguided, if not impossible or self-refuting, hybrid. For Marx’s
if.theor)', as I will argue, is profoundly embedded within a masculine
fhori?.on of meaning and sensibility. As such, it is not merely inadequate;
rather, it is part and parcel of a misogynous configuration of values,

‘meanings, and practices to which feminism stands opposed.

The links between masculinity and misogyny are detailed and explorcd
:\rlthm gender theory, a contemporary offshoot of psychoanalytic theory.?
‘Gender” refers to apparent representations of sexual difference and
Jdentlty which are in facl lmposed on human subjects and social and
Natural phenomena. oo 8 s, gent grnéduin dualistic,
dlchotomous and hlerarc}ncal modes vhic mote male privilege an
. Nevertheless, the actual contents of gendercd re-
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presentations carry enormous cross-cultural variability. The implication
is that gender is simultaneously a ubiquitous feature of culture, and that it
has no fixed, transcultural or trans-historical contents. In short, it is best
understood as a complex convention. Leaving aside the difficult and
important issue of just how pervasive gender is in cross-cultural terms, it
is now unquestionably the case that modern Western culture is and has
been profoundly gendered. Humanistic pretensions of the Enlightenment
and liberal political discourse notwithstanding, modern Western peoples
inhabit a politicized cultural universe elaborately carved out and appor-
tioned in terms of presumed meaningful sexual differences.” The key
terms of this difference, which are partly but also significantly constitutive
of modern subjectivities, and currently in a process of social change and
radical assessment, are “femininity” and “masculinity.”

In broad, if not coarse, outline, contemporary gender theory suggests
that identity formation for males and females is enacted according to
asymmetrical, although sometimes complementary, gender scripts. These
scripts are first played out during the carly months and years of an
individual’s life (the pre-oedipal period) and the central characters are
two: mother (or female caretaker) and child. The net effect of female
caretaking is that the mother figure comes to be heavily invested with the
ambivalent feelings of her charges. As Isaac Balbus describes this:

she is at once the being with whom the child is initially indistinguishably
identified and the one who enforces the (never more than partial) dissolution of
this identification. Thus it is the mother who becomes the recipient of the
unconscious hostility that accumulates in children of both sexes as the result
of this inescapably painful separation. This mother who is loved is also
necessarily the mother who is hated.?

In socicties where all mothers are female and where most females face
likely destinies as mothers, the initial ambivalence towards the mother is
casily and subsequently transferred to women in general.

But the ambivalence itself comes to be further differentiated in gender-
specific terms. In cffect, it becomes heightened for the boy child in his
subsequent struggle for a specifically gendered identity, which is the only
kind of identity “offered” to him by the culturc at large. This is where
aspects of separation and individuation take on special and different
significance for boys and girls. Coppélia Kahn summarizes the difference,
explicated most extensively by Nancy Chodorow and Dorothy Dinnerstein,

this way:
For though [the girl] follows the same sequence of symbiotic union, separation

and individuation, identification, and ohject love as the boy, her femininity
arises in relation to a person of the same sex, while his masculinity arises in
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relation to a person of the gppasite sex. Her femininity is reinforced by her
original symbiotic union with her mother and by the identification with her
that must precede identity, while masculinity is threatened by the same
union and the same identification. While the boy’s sense of self begins in
union with the feminine, his sense of masculinity arises against it.”

This account suggests that the critical threat to masculinity is not
castration, as orthodox psychoanalysis suggests, but rather the threat of
‘maternal reengulfment. Masculine identity requires a massive repudiation of
identification with that all-satisfying/all-terrifying maternal source. The
‘basic ambivalence of male and female children towards the mother is
‘intensified for boys because of the need 1o define masculinity in conirast 10
‘maternal femininity. An important feature of masculine development, as
in this psychoanalytic literature, is the negative articulation of
sculine selfhood wis @ vis the pre-posited maternal-feminine presence.
a boy, 1 am that which is not-mother). The rudimentary building
ocks of the boy’s struggle to understand what it is that makes him a
oy” and a future “man,” a masculine subject and agent in a gender-

=rentiated world, consist of negative counterfactuals garnered through
mparison with the all-too-proximate mother. This prototypical process
~masculine individuation and identity formation is susceptible to a

ss of “false differentiation” whereby the (m)other is unrealistically
ctified in split versions rather than accommodated as a more complex
. In effect, false differentiation s implicated in the inability/refusal
erate ambivalence and to acknowledge difference.® Nancy Chodorow
up her reconstruction of the origins and ramifications of masculinity
‘manner that bears directly on these themes:

The division of labor in childrearing results in an objectification of women —
treating of women as others, or objects, rather than subjects, or selves —
extends o our culture as a whole. Infantile development of the self is
ed in opposition to the mother, as primary caretaker, who becomes
other. Because boys are of opposite gender from their mothers, they

ally feel a need o differentiate and yet find differentiation problematic,
he boy comes to define his self more in opposition than through a sense of
S wholeness or continuity. He becomes the self and experiences his mother
other. The process also extends 1o his trying to dominate the other in
to ensure his sense of self. Such domination begins with mother as the
ct, extends (o women, and is then generalized to include the experdence
I others as objects rather than subjects. This stance in which people are
ted and experienced as things, becomes basic to male Western culture.”

iterature on gender formation and acquisition suggests that there
/s in which masculine experience yields certain cognitive proclivities,
cies which structure perception.” Such cognitive proclivities may
or contribute to intellectual frameworks implicitly organized
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around the ontological and epistemological primacy of the masculine
subject, and include several among the following elements: a combative
brand of dualistic thinking, a persistent and systematic amplification of
the primal Self-Other oppositional dynamic; the creation of dichotomized
polarities by which to describe and evaluate the events, objects, and
processes of the natural and social worlds; the need for and privileging of
singular identity and certainty with respect to one’s “own” identity and
that of other “objects” in the environment; the denial or refusal of related-
ness, to fellow human beings and to nature; a fear and repudiation of
natural contingency, including those limits imposed by the body and the
natural surround; an identification of such contingency with the feminine;
versions of a solitary subject immersed in a hostile and dangerous world;
detailed expressions and descriptions of radical or heroic individualism;
preoccupation with themes of freedom, autonomy and transcendence;
accounts of knowledge-as-opposition and knowledge-as-struggle, bascd on
a distanced relation between the subject and object of knowledge; attitudes
of fear, denigration and hostility towards whatever is identificd as female
or feminine; idealization and glorification of the feminine. This last set of
seemingly incompatible attitudes would recapitulate the effects of false
differentiation from the maternal object, the (m)other.

Marx was, of course, a brilliant and acute analyst of the very objectifying
stance that Nancy Chodorow and others have identified as basic to male
Western culture. To what extent is he exempt from or implicated in the
masculine configuration of sensibility and meaning briefly detailed above?
I explore this question in the remainder of this essay, with special reference
to Marx’s style and selected substantive areas of his theory.

Marx’s Style

Students of Marx are well aware of the intimate relationship between the
substance and style of his work. Critics and disciples of Marx would agree
that his characteristic polemical style was an aggressive one, which involved
“marking out his own position by climinating former or potential colleagues
from it.”? Marx’s approach to an issue was invariably one that procecded
over the toppled remains of existing, would-be and sometimes fabricated
opponents, some of whom began as friends, teachers, and mentors. “From
his student days to the time of Capital,” writes Jerrold Scigel, “Marx’s
characteristic mode of defining himscll was by opposition, excluding
others from the personal space he occupied.”'? It would seem that Marx
could only create a discursive space for himsell by invading and re-
appropriating the territory of displaced and vanquished others. In this
sense, Marx evinces a combative, heroic, and hence, masculine style.!!
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In speculating on the possible sources of this aggressive style, Seigel has
! Mgf:slcd that Marx's mother may provide a clue. He argues that Marx’s
style might have been a reaction against Henriette Marx’s intrusive and
dominating nurture style. This interpretation is problematic on several
counts, although it contains an important measure of insight.

First, we simply do not know encugh about Henriette Marx or her
relationship to Karl to characterize her as an overbearing mother.'”
However, we might well ask, when is maternal nurturance within the
rgeois, nuclear family rot intrusive and dominating? Seigel slides into
tendency of “blaming the mother,” whereas the real issue here is a
structural one. That is, the kind of family in which Karl Marx was
d is precisely that modern, intensely affective, socially isolated nuclear

ration in which children are likely to perceive their mothers as
usive beings, regardless of the particular activities and attitudes of
ic mothers. These perceptions, in turn, are likely to be retained in
pod, often in unconsdous, elaborated and/or disguised forms. Marx’s
ed adult relationship with his mother, coupled with his inflated-
tic courtship to Jenny von Westphalen, suggest that he suffered
1an unresolved ambivalence toward the primal, pre-oedipal (m)other.
is ambivalence, as we will see, carries over into his analysis of women’s
under capitalism. But it has precious little to do with the actual
who mothered him.
second problem with Seigel’s analysis of Marx’s aggressive style is
t proceeds as il this style is simply an individual personality quirk.
, Seigel pays little attention to the intellectual discursive tradition
which Marx was embedded. An adversarial, aggressive style is a
ficant feature of the Western philosophical tradition;'* furthermore,
t %t may have found in dialectics a particularly hospitable environ-
since the dialectical conversational form has assumed combative, as
dialogic, features. Marx’s aggressive intellectual style should be
An terms which acknowledge a pre-existing legacy for which he was
amentally suited, if not gifted.
1y, we can augment Seigel’s treatment of Marx's style by noting
© aggressive, adversarial mode partakes of a masculine cognitive
- ‘This style (which Marx shares with other political theorists of
rhetorical skill, such as Hobbes) may be understood, in part, to

ate, at the level of adult intellectual practice, the prior process of
-fcr.a location and identity vis d vis the pre-oedipal (m)other. The
: thla carlier struggle ramify in distinctive ways on Marx’s polemical
ch flourishes in hostile territory and will brook no contenders.
, the radical theorist of species-being and communism embodied
al stance and style which contradicted his social ontology.'*
analysis is vindicated, then, with the proviso that we substitute
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the fantasized mother of Marx’s primary process memory and early ex-
perience for his “real” mother, and that we go on to acknowledge that
mothers of the former sort lurk within the stylistic tradition of adversarial
intellectual discourse and have “helped” (as projections of the masculine
imagination) to shape the style and subtext of that tradition."”

A Tale of Post-embeddedness

At first glance, Marx seems to elude, if not overtly contest, the masculine
scheme of meaning outlined above and initially detected in Marx’s polemical
style. Modern dialectics, for example, is a methodological attempt to
transcend the dichotomies which Cartesian-inspired epistemologies pro-
mote. Initially, it would seem, dialectics is more closely allied with a
feminine epistemological orientation, most especially in its relational and
dialogic orientation. The materialist aspect of Marx’s method also bears
some apparent affinity with feminist critiques of idealist or rationalist
presumptions which clevate the (male) brain at the expense of the (female)
body. Yet, in spite of these potential affinities between Marxism and
ferninism, the actual rendition and deployment of dialectics and materiahsm
found in Marx’s work play into and out of a specifically masculinist frame
of reference and meaning.

“Marx’s procedure was in fact to set out from men’s labor and to ignore
the specificity of women’s labor,” writes Nancy Hartsock.'® This invisibility
of women'’s labor is implicated in important ways with Marx’s account of
“human” labor. Given Marx’s ontological and materialist stress on the
laboring activities of human beings and the preconditions for certain
forms of distinctively “human” activity, the invisibility of women (and
especially of women as caretakers and as mothers) is notably striking and
problematic.

In The German Ideology Marx and Engels discuss the history of the
division of labor and locate its first primordial instance in the sexual
division of labor in the family. They go on to categorize familial relations,
including the sexual division of labor, as “natural” relations. Adding
insult to injury, they dismiss the significance of the familial sexual division
of labor by stating that a “real” division only emerges with the (presumably
distinet and subsequent) distinction between manual and mental labor."”
Given Marx’s insistence that social relations be analyzed as historically
determined and specific outcomes rather than as eternal veritics, this 1§
especially troublesome. What Marx and Engels subsequently miss in their
focus on the division between “brain” and “hand” is what Hilary Rose

refers to as the “heart”:
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Women's work is of a particular kind — whether menial or requiring the
sophisticated skills involved in child care, it always involves personal service.
Perhaps to make the nature of this caring, intimate, emotionally demanding
labor clear, we should use the ideologically loaded term “love.” For without
love, without close interpersonal relationships, human beings, and it would
seem especially small human beings, cannot survive. This emotionally
demanding labor requires that women give something of themselves to the
child, to the man. The production of people is thus qualitatively different
from the production of things. It requires caring labor — the labor of love.'®

It seems more reasonable to locate the first materialist premise of
man existence in the phenomenon of birth; to acknowledge that some
an has “labored” to bring me into the world. On this view, the second
ise is that we will be cared for during our early years of biological and
otional vulnerability. And this second premise calls on, but is not
usted by, Marx and Engels’s first: the production of the means to
sfy our needs for nourishment, shelter, and protection. To this premise
should also add the human neonate’s need for social intercourse,
trangely enough, reproduction enters the scene for Marx and Engels
as the third premise of history: “men, who daily remake their own life
I to make other men, to propagate their kind: the relationship bctwccr;
‘and woman, parents and children, the family.”'? The sense of histor-
1 sequence here is strangely, but familiarly, skewed. For the starting
of their analysis of the premises of history-making men is the already
m and nurtured human being. Not only do mothers not make an
rance until the third act, but mothers and fathers enter the Marxian
cal scene simultancously. History and common sense suggest, how-
that “mothers” predated “fathers.” Feminist history also suggests
, thers have gone to extensive lengths to eradicate this threatening
Edgf:‘ In this sense, The German Ildeology is thoroughly mrnp!icitouLs
patriarchal history and ideology. )
5 #.}lnFifuI historical account saturates Marx’s economic framework
ption and explanation, in which women’s gender-specific labor
: and we are left with “a gender-biased account of social production
! mcomplete account of the life-processes of human beings.”? The
€re 15 not simply one of nominal exclusion, which could be rectified

ge arlzd theorize reproductive and caring labor directly influences
- .”tandmg of “human” labor, most artfully captured in his com-
of the .architeCl and the bee in Capital. While this comparison
fmphas:zes the creative and self-conscious aspects of human labor
5 n .post_ulating an ideahzed and over-voluntarist image of unalienateé
Emancipated from the realm of necessity:
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In fact, the realm of freedom begins only where labor which is determined by
necessity and mundane considerations ceases; thus in the very nature of things it lies
beyond the sphere of actual material production. . . . Freedom in this field
can only consist in socialized men, the associated producers, rationally
regulating their interchange with Nature, bringing it under their common conirol,
instead of being ruled by it as the blind forces of Nature; and achieving this
with the least expenditure of energy and under conditions most favorable to,
and worthy of, their human nature. (Emphasis added)”'

Necessity — that ultimately ineradicable foe — must be diminished as
much as possible for a truly “human” history to flourish. Nature and
humanity are thus, in a significant sense, opposed. On this level, Marx
shares a similar orientation towards nature with an unlikely ally, J. S.
Mill.?? This vision of freedom is intimately tied up with Marx’s sense of
history, especially with his sense of progress as a steadily expanding
control over nature. The material and technological conditions for such
control are necessary, if not sufficient, guarantors of human sclf-realization.
Marx’s youthful anticipated “reconciliation” of humanity and nature in
The Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts thus takes place at the dialectical
expense of nature controlled.

Isaac Balbus argues that Marx’s concept of production entails the
domination of nature because it requires an “instrumental relationship
between humans and their surrounding world.”” As the substance of
“necessity,” nature is humanity’s adversary in its quest for self-creative,
self-sufficient freedom. When we approach nature on these instrumental
terms, we must assume that it “has no mtrinsic worth, no dignity of its
own,” and therefore that it makes no normative claims on humanity.”*
William Petty’s analogy — quoted approvingly by Marx in Capital — that
“labour is the father of the material world, the earth is its mother,”
reinforces the notion that nature provides the inert material substratum
for “productive” labor, as it associatively plays on the sexist depiction of
women as passive, natural, and therelore less-than-fully human creatures.
While the young Marx was obviously groping for some means of reconcili-
ation between humanity and nature, his subsequent vision of communism
effectively renders the “humanization™ of nature as its sadistic domination

by human beings:

Communism . . . treats all natural premises as the creatures of hitherto
existing men, strips them of their natural character and subjugates them to the
power of the united individuals . . . . The reality, which communism is
creating, is precisely the true basis for rendering it impossible that anything
should exist independently of individuals, insofar as reality is only a product of the
preceding intercourse of individuals themselves. (Emphasis added)?

The subjugation of natural premises is, in turn, implicated in the act of
self-affirmation and self-creation. This agenda for self-creation as the
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ed solution to and victory over the threat of uncontrolled natural
es parallels the masculine invention of identity against the (m)other.
"Marx had stopped seriously to consider the labor of female carctakers
mothers, he would have been forced in one of two directions: either to
cterize such labor as less than human because it is bound to nature
necessity; or to rethink his account of labor to accommodate re-
uctive and emotional labor, which is complexly constituted by biology
messy necessity, as well as by culture and history. (If he had done
he would also have had to recast his historical narrative, which is less
pusly “progressive” for women.) Implicitly, the former charactenization
Is in his analysis of labor. Explicitly, the laboring mother is con-
tly ignored. In short, what we have here is another case of the
mother in Western political theory.
O'Brien’s comparison of the mother and the architect introduces
of the more stubborn and interesting features of maternal labor
Marx avoided. They are worth considering in some detail:

gica ‘rcprloduf‘llon + + « is not an act of rational will. No one denies a
Erly imagmation, which foresees the child in a variety of ways .
ale reproductive consciousness knows that a child will be born, knows
4 child is, and speculates in general terms about this child’s potential.
and architect are quite different. The woman cannot realize her
cannot make them true, by virtue of the reproductive labor in which
oluntarily engages, if at all. Unlike the architect, her will does not
B .the shape of her product. Unlike the bee, she knows that her
!ch h_crsclf, will have a history. Like the architect, she knows what
doing; like the bee, she cannot help what she is doing.”*

helt are fundamental questions concerning control, the human

P 10 nature, and the characterization of identifiably human
as exclusively rational and sell-generative. Stressing the planned
and purposive dimensions of human labor, Marx cou ntcrposcs‘:
10 the realm of Necessity (Nature) and so is constitutionally
@ 8€c women’s reproductive labor and its derivatives as human
 fact l.l:nal “productive” labor as such would be impossible
Productive am_j caring labor makes this blindspot all the more
c. Marx l!as failed to fully specify the preconditions for “human”
defines it. At this point, we could well ask Marx a feminist-
sion of !hc question that he put to liberal psychological theories
the history of industry and production in their pronounce-
the psychological life of “man”: “What should one think of a
ism] whose preconceptions disregarded this large field of

labour E:E?tmml labor] and which is not conscious of its
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Marx has essentially denied and
mother in his historical and labor-based account of self-created man.
What is wrong with this familiar account of independence, self-creation
and self-sufficiency, within which we can discern a strong dose of modernist
sensibility? First, it relies on an overly, but only apparently, “plastic”
conception of human nature. That 1s, plasticity is not the open or un-
encumbered account of human nature that it claims to be. Secondly, it is
arrogant and in keeping with problematic Enlightenment notions con-
cerning the status of nature. Thirdly, it is implicated in the denial of the
mother.

Marx provided a significant and much-needed critique of the presocial
individual monad of liberal theory who is constituted as a subject prior to
the society in which he lives. However, his substitute notion of the individual
as “the ensemble of social relations” creates a good many problems.
Robert Heilbroner has been especially acute in describing the hazards of a

plastic conception of human nature:

then reappmpriamd the labor of the
28

There is a severe price to be paid for a view of the human being as without
ion other than that created by its social setting. For the individual

any definit
thereupon becomes the expression of social relations binding him or her

together with other individuals who are likewise nothing but the creatures of
their social existences. We then have a web of social determinations that has

no points of anchorage other than in our animal bodies.”

And our animal bodies, within the frame of Marx’s antinaturalist analysis,
can’t tell us very much about ourselves. Denms W rong’s identification of a
theoretical partnership between an oversocialized view of man and an
over-integrated view of society is substantiated in the fate of politics
within Marx’s theory and the political history of successful Marxist move-
ments.3® Marx’s collapsed vision of a complementary and trouble-free
relationship between the individual and communist society is too scamless
to admit political struggle and dialogue over society’s means, ends, limits,
and possibilities. That the theorist par excellence of struggle and contradiction
should end up with this kind of static vision 15 rather incredible. Or is it?
Perhaps Marx himself embodies a human-all-too-human limit for living

with perpetual conflict. Intense, dichotomously framed, do-or-die conflict.

engenders its opposite: pure, yet false, reconciliation.
An cxaggerated emphasis on marn’s self-creative abilities is also arrogant.

It denies our natural embeddedness and promotes resentment against a
It pits the “human”

ns. And it actually

“post-embeddedness,” where according to Jeremy
“the individual has ceased to becom€

of uncontrolled forces and is instead entirely self-created, cease-

nature that (like a mother) has not made us godlike.
essence against the “natural” backdrop of limitatio
anticipates a state of
Shapiro’s favorable commentary:
the object
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lessly going beyond its own limits by means of its creativity, and con-
t_il_'mOUSl)’ participating in the movement of its own bccoming.:’sl
Post-em hc@dcdncss 1s a dangerous and arrogant fiction. It is also mascu-
linist and misogynous. It is dangerous because it elicits the revolt of
nature. It is mascu_linc because it issues out of a configuration of perceptions
and needs rooted in a gendered identity fashioned out of opposition to the
maternal world. It is misogynous because it perpetua;.tes a fear of and
gmsequcl‘n mf:ed to dominate naturalized, and hence, “dangerous” women
he f-,lormnatmn of nature issues in a longing to return to it. This relurn.
Silvia Bovenschen argues, is negotiated through the female: “Tht‘:
gical-natural moments of human existence only appear to ha\:e been
y expunged from masculine everyday life: that relationship to inner
d outer] nature which has not yet been mastered is projected onto

en, so that women mu ionali :
h, 5 st pay for the dysfunctionality of man’s natural

’s‘sylstcrr{alic and related failures to accommodate nature and
wlﬂ'nn his grand scheme of explanation may help to explain a
tsnsnon at the heart of his theory, that between humanistic volun-
( man makes himsell”) and sociostractural determinism (“life is
e_nruned by consciousness, but consciousness by life”). For while
sion may be artfully combined, as we find in The Eighteenth Brumaire
) threatens toerupt in onesided formulations. Humanity’s dominatio:;
re promises a2 human omnipotence which is eternally threatened
tl'fat the capitalist version of this threat, analyzed by Marx undel-"
¢s of “accumulation” and “reproduction,” takes on vitalistic
like, and even female capacities, including dynamically reqenerativt:
ef.fec-t, the mother banished from the realms of his[orykand‘ labor
S in Marx’s portrayal of a fecund capitalism that reproduces and
bf:ml'r:i w‘hile his. own intellectual efforts are cast as the contri-
. m:‘)l’;:l t;:;lfg?clpmg to shorten the birth pangs of an eventual or
guera tefd emphasis on self-creation denies that we were born and
k- It denies the biosocial basis for species-continuity and projects
cly on to_thc arena of “labor.” And it promotes a vicfv of
as severing “the umbilical cord [!] of the individual’s natural
with ‘lhe species.” These themes help us to ponder Ma
Suggestion that “underlying the doctrine that man makes hist 4
iscussed reality of why he must.”%® 5
> deny our first biosocial relationship we deny our own narural
as physical, vulnerable, animal creatures. We also den
and ground of our sociability as a species. Philosophers such a.);
h.to articulate and promote this important aspect of human
treference to maternal or parental labor are forced to ground it
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m activities which postdate (by a long shot) our first experience of soci-
ability. Small wonder that the theory comes out sounding “utopian”™ and
unrealistic. When we deny maternal labor and women’s labors of caring
love, which tend to be more aware of a noninstrumental, cooperative and
also difficult relationship with nature, we construct a deficient view of
“specifically human labor™ and of “species life.”* Without some retro-
spective appreciation for our biosocial ongins, we are all the more likely to
join Marx in viewing the past as a mere and disgusting pile of “muck.”

This denial of the mother in Marx’s theory — which is also central to the
social acquisition, definition, and defense of masculinmity — helps to main-
tain the domination of women and the domination of nature. Hence,
Marxist social theory may be perpetuating problems — some of which it
would like to solve, others of which it is unaware — that involve not only
half of the human species, but our literal survival as a species.

Yet there are intimations in Marx (especially the young Marx) of
yearning for a genuine, mutually reciprocal relationship between humanity
and nature, men and women.*” A more generous reading than I have
offered here would locate him in the tension between the recognition of
naturc and its domination, within the complex contrariness of his thinking.*
Such a reading would take issue with Isaac Balbus's argument that Marx
is unredeemable because his conception of production is “the ultimate
possible expression of” the “ ‘*hubris of domination.” ™ 1t would be more in
keeping with Nancy Hartsock’s suggestion that Marx needs to be (and
can be) transplanted to a new epistemological terrain, one that is gender-
sensitive, inclusive of a larger subject of history, and expliaitly feminist.

Is Marx’s theory the “ultimate” in modernist, Enlightenment-inspired
attempts to dominate nature? This is a difficult question, one that I am
inclined to answer negatively because of Marx’s latent intimations of an
alternative dialectical interplay between humanity and nature. If we take
Marx’s failure to consist of “his inability to [maintain and] extend his

splendid insight into the epistemological validity of sensuous experience

and the sensuousness of the ‘man/nature’ relationship expressed in labor,”*
then the terms of his failure, at least, are preferable to those of others.

On the other hand, we had better think twice before we attempt to
transplant Marx to new epistemological ground, as Nancy Hartsock sug-
gests. For Marx’s theoretical universe is bound up with an ontological

habitat that 1s profoundly masculine. And the knowledge which issues out
of and is produced by this framework is limited and damaging, not simply

in its inability to “sec” aspects of gender-differentiated experience 2

knowledge, but also in the very action and substance of its interpreti
horizon. Marx’s epistemological commitment to the arena of “production”™
commits him to an ontological reality which is detectably masculine, not
merely male. As such, it lacks a reflexive appreciation of its own matenial
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d ideological roots which, within the Marxian view, is the prerequisite
f a genuinely ngorous critical theory. To a great extent, the “root” that
farx unwittingly grasped was gender-specific modern man.
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Conclusion

’s “real connections” to his social world reflect, in significant measure,
mtrojected connections of a masculine subject. We find masculinity at
i Marx’s need to clear the ground for his intellectual and polemical
vors. But more significantly, Marx has “successfully” banished the
from his overall account of social relations. (In this respect, he is
so different from the majority of modern political theorists.) This
bles 2 number of crucial and distinctive turns in his theory: a view of
/ as forward-moving progress; a dichotomous account of antagonistic
relations; a cataclysmic theory of historical change; and a view of
labor as ultravoluntarist. The missing mother underwrites the
n account of labor by helping to subsume nonvoluntarist dimensions
n laboring practices. The voluntarist account of labor, in turn, is
component of Marx’s objectification of nature, for it conveniently
Oles a view of nature as the (feminized) passive substratum of
y active efforts. The inverse relationship between freedom and
informs and issues out of the voluntarist conception of labor, and
f:l's the antagonistic relationship between son and (m)other,
ity and nature. Post-cmbeddedness is the mevitably “utopian”
tof such a scheme. What it recapitulates at the level of social and
thmr) is 2 yearning and fantasy embedded in the deep psychology
ne identity: clean and ultimate release from the (m)other,
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Marital Slavery and Friendship:
John Stuart Mill’s The Subjection of
Women

Mary Lyndon Shanley

John Stuart Mill’s essay The Subjection of Women was one of the nineteenth
century’s strongest pleas for opening to women opportunities for suflrage,
education, and employment. Although hailed by women’s rights activists
in its own day, it was rarely treated with much seriousness by Mill
scholars and political theorists until feminists, beginning in the 1970s,
demonstrated the centrality of its themes for feminist theory and political
thought. Many feminists have, however, been ambivalent about the legacy
of The Subjection of Women, seemmg in it a brief for “equal rights,” and
questioning the efficacy of merely striking down legal barriers against
women as the way to establish equality berween the sexes. Mill’s failure to
extend his eritique of inequality to the division of labor in the household,
and his confidence that most women would choose marriage as a “career,”
in this view, subverted his otherwise egalitarian impulses.

While fully acknowledging the limitations of “equal nghts feminism,” 1
arguc in this essay that The Subjection of Women was not solely about equal
opportunity for women. It was also, and more fundamentally, about the
corruption of male—female relationships and the hope of establishing
friendship in marriage. Such friendship was not only desirable for emotional
salisfaction, it was crucial if marriage were to become, as Mill desired, a
“school of genuine moral sentiment.”” The fundamental assertion of The
Subjection of Wemen was not that equal opportunity would ensure the
liberation of women, but that male—female equality, however achieved,
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was essential to marital friendship and to the progression of human
society.

Mill's vision of marriage as a locus of sympathy and understanding
between autonomous adults not only reforms our understanding of his
feminism, but also draws attention to an often submerged or ignored
aspect of liberal political thought. Liberal individualism is attacked by
Marxists and neo-conservatives alike as wrongly encouraging the dis-
integration of affective bonds and replacing them with merely self-interested
economic and contractual nes. Mill’s essay, however, emphasizes the
value of noninstrumental relationships in human life. His depictions of
both corrupt and well-ordered marriage traces the relationship of family
order to nght political order. His vision of marriage as a locus of mutual
sympathy and understanding between autonomous adults stands as an
unrealized goal for those who believe that the hiberation of women requires
not only formal equabty of opportunity but measures which will enable
couples to live in genuine equality, mutuality, and reciprocity.

The Perversion of Marriage by the Master-Slave Relationship
Mill’s reconstruction of marriage on the basis of friendship was preceded
by one of the most devastating critiques of male domination in marriage in
the history of Western philosophy. In The Subjection of Women Mill repeatedly
used the language of “master and slave” or “master and servant” to
describe the relationship between husband and wife. In the first pages of
the book, Mill called the dependence of women on men “the primitive
state of slavery lasting on.”” Later he said that despite the supposed
vances of Christian civilization, “the wife s the actual bond-servant of
husband: no less so, as far as legal obligation goes, than slaves
monly so called.” Still later he asserted that “there remain no legal
es, except the mistress of every house.” The theme of women’s
itude was not confined to The Subjection of Women. In his speech on the
rm Bill of 1867, Mill talked of that “obscure fecling” which members
Parliament were “ashamed to express openly™ that women had no right
are about anything except “how they may be the most useful and
d servants of some man.” To Auguste Comte he wrote comparing
to “domestic slaves” and noted that women’s capacities were
“secking happiness not in their own life, but exclusively in the favor
affection of the other sex, which is only given to them on the condition
ir dependence.”’
t what did Mill mean by denouncing the “slavery” of married women?
strongly did he wish to insist on the analogy between married
nen and chattel slaves? While middle-class Victorian wives were clearly
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not subject to the suffering of chattel slaves, Mill chose the image quite
deliberately to remind his readers that by marriage a husband assumed
legal control of his wife’s property and her body.® The social and economic
system gave women little alternative except to marry; once married, the
legal personality of the woman was subsumed in that of her husband; and
the abuses of human dignity — including rape— permitted by custom and
law within marriage were egregious.

In Mill’s eyes, women were in a double bind: they were not free within
marriage, and they were not truly free not to marry.” What could an
unmarried woman do? Even il she were of the middle or upper classes, she
could not attend any of the English universities, and thus she was barred
from a systematic higher education. If somehow she acquired a professional
education, the professional associations usually barred her from practicing
her trade. “No sooner do women show themselves capable of competing
with men in any career, than that career, if it be lucrative or honorable, is
closed to them.”"" Mill’s depiction of the plight of Elinor Garrett, sister of
Millicent Garrett Fawcett, the suffrage leader, is telling:

A young lady, Miss Garrett, , . . studied the medical profession. Having
duly qualified, she . . . knocked successively at all the doors through which,
by law, access is obtained into the medical profession. Having found all
other doors fast shut, she fortunately discovered one which had accidentally
been lefi ajar. The Society of Apothecaries, it seems, had forgotten to shut
out those who they never thought would attempt to come in, and through
this narrow entrance this young lady found her way into the profession. But
so objectionable did it appear to this learned body that women should be the
medical attendants even of women, that the narrow wicket through which
Miss Garrett entered has been closed after her."’

Working-class women were even worse off. In the Principles of Political
Economy, Mill argued that their low wages were due to the “prejudice” of
society which “making almost every woman, socially speaking, an append-
age of some man, enables men to take systematically the lion’s share of
whatever belongs to both.” A second cause of low wages for women was
the surplus of female labor for unskilled jobs. Law and custom ordained
that a woman has “scarcely any means open to her of gaining a livelihood,
except as a wife and mother.”'? Marriage was, as Mill putit, a “Hobson’s
choice” for women, “that or none.”'3

Worse than the social and economic pressure to marry, however, was
women’s status within marriage. Mill thoroughly understood the stipulations
of the English common law which deprived a married woman of a legal
personality independent of that of her husband. The doctrine of coverture
or spousal unity, as it was called, was based on the Biblical notion that “a
man [shall] leave his father and his mother, and shall clcave to his wife,
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and they shall be one flesh” (Genesis 2:24). If “one flesh,” then, as
Blackstone put it, “by marnage, the husband and wile are one person in
law.” And that “person” was represented by the husband. Again Black-
stone was most succinct: “The very being or legal existence of the woman
is suspended during the marriage, or at least is incorporated and consol-
idated into that of the husband.”'* One of the most commonly felt injustices
of the doctrine of spousal unity was the married woman’s lack of owner-
ship of her own earnings. As the matrimonial couple was “one person,”
the wife’s earnings during marriage were owned and controlled by her
husband."” During his term as a member of parliament, Mill supported a
Married Women’s Property Bill, saying that its opponents were men who
thought it impossible for “society to exist on a harmonious footing between
two persons unless one of them has absolute power over the other,” and
insisting that England has moved beyond such a “savage stage.”'® In The
Subjection of Women Mill argued that the “wife’s position under the common
law of England [with respect o property] is worse than that of slaves in
the laws of many countries: by the Roman law, for example, a slave might
“have his peculium, which to a certain extent the law guaranteed to him for
his exclusive use.”'” Similarly, Mill regarded the husband’s exclusive
‘guardianship over the married couple’s children as a sign of the woman’s
pendence on her husband’s will.'® She was, in his eyes, denied any role
in hife except that of being “the personal body-servant of a despot.”"?
The most egregious aspects of both common and statute law, however,
‘were those which sanctioned domestic violence. During the parliamentary
debates on the Representation of the People Bill in 1867, Mill argued that
‘women needed suffrage 1o enable them to lobby for legislation which
‘would punish domestic assault; .

I should like to have a Return laid before this House of the number of
Wwomen whe are annually beaten to death, or trampled to death by their
male protectors; and, in an opposite column, the amount of sentence passed.
- - - I should also like to have, in a third column, the amount of property, the

wrongful taking of which was . . . thought worthy of the same punishment.
We should then have an arithmetical value set by a male legislature and
male tribunals on the murder of a woman.?

the two legal stipulations which to Mill most demonstrated “the
imilation of the wife to the slave” were her inability to refuse her master
last familiarity” and her inability to obtain a legal separation from
Husband unless he added desertion or extreme cruelty to his adultery.
Mill was appalled by the notion that no matter how brutal a tyrant a

ind might be, and no matter how a woman might loathe him, “he
claim from her and enforce the lowest degradation of a human being,”
i was to be made the instrument of “an animal function contrary to
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her inclination.”?' A man and wife being one body, rape was by definition
a crime which a married man could not commit against his own wife. By
law a wife could not leave her husband on account of this offense without
being guilty of desertion, nor could she prosecute him. The most vicious
form of male domination of women according to Mill was rape within
marriage; it was particularly vicious because it was legal. Mill thus talked
not of individual masters and wives as aberrations, but of a legally
sanctioned system of domestic slavery which shaped the character of
marriage in his day.*?

Mill’s depiction of marriage departed radically from the majority of
Victorian portrayals of home and hearth. John Ruskin’s praise of the
home in Sesame and Lilies reflected the feelings and aspirations of many:
“This is the true nature of home — it is the place of Peace; the shelter, not
only from all injury, but from all terror, doubt, and division. . . . Itis a
sacred place, a vestal temple, a temple of the hearth watched over by
Household Gods.”%* Walter Houghton remarked that the title of Coventry
Patmore’s poem, The Angel in the House, captured “the essential character
of Victorian love.” and reflected “the exaltation of family life and feminine
character” characteristic of the mid-ninetcenth century.”* James Fitzjames
Stephen, who wrote that he disagreed with The Subjection of Women “from
the first sentence to the last,” found not only Mill’s ideas but his very
effort to discuss the dynamics of marriage highly distasteful. “There is
something — I hardly know what to call it; indecent is too strong a word,
but I may say unpleasant in the direction of indecorum — in prolonged and
minute discussions about the relations between men and women, and the
character of women as such.”*

The Subjection of Women challenged much more than Victorian decorum,
however; it was a radical challenge to one of the most fundamental and
preciously held assumptions about marriage in the modern era, which is
that it was a relationship grounded on the consent of the partners to join
their lives. Mill argued to the contrary that the presumed consent of
women to marry was not, in any real sense, a free promise, but one
socially coerced by the lack of meaningful options. Further, the laws of
marriage deprived a woman of many of the normal powers of autonomous
adults, from controlling her earnings, to entering contracts, to defending
her bodily autonomy by resisting unwanted sexual relations. Indeed, the
whole notion of a woman “consenting” to the marriage “offer” of a man
implied from the outset a hierarchical relationship. Such a one-way offer
did not reflect the relationship which should exist between those who were
truly equal, among beings who should be able to create together by free
discussion and mutual agreement an association to govern their lives
together.

In addition, Mill’s view of marriage as slavery suggested a significantly
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more complicated and skeptical view of what constituted a “free choice”
in society than did either his own earlier works or those ol his liberal
predecessors. Hobbes, for example, regarded men as acting “lreely” even
when moved by fear for their lives. Locke disagreed, but he in turn talked
about the individual’s free choice to remain a citizen of his father’s
country, as if emigration were a readily available option for all. In other of
his works Mill himsell seemed overly sanguine about the amount of real
choice enjoyed, for example, by wage laborers in entering a trade. Yet
Mill’s analysis of marriage demonstrated the great complexity of establish-
ing that any presumed agreement was the result of free volition, and the
fatuousness of presuming that initial consent could create perpetual obliga-
tion. By implication, the legitimacy of many other relationships, including
supposedly free wage and labor agreements and the political obligation of
enfranchised and unenfranchised alike, was thrown into question. The
Subjection of Women exposed the inherent fragility of traditional conceptual-
izations of [ree choice, autonomy, and self-determination so important to
liberals, showing that economic and social structures were bound to limit
and might coerce any person’s choice of companions, employment, or
_a El'iship.
Mill did not despair of the possibility that marriages based on true
onsent would be possible. He believed that some individuals even in his
day established such associations of reciprocity and mutual support.
He counted his own relationship with Harriet Taylor Mill as an example
a marriage between equals.)” But there were systematic impediments
0 marital equality. To create conditions conducive to a marriage of
quals rather than one of master and slave, marriage law itself would have
be altered, women would have to be provided equal educational and
iployment opportunity, and both men and women would have to become
l?le of sustaining genuinely equal and reciprocal relationships within
1age. The last of these, in Mill's eyes, posed the greatest challenge.

The Fear of Equality

‘blishing legal equality in marriage and equality of opportunity would

¢, said Mill, that men sacrifice those political, legal, and economic
itages they enjoyed “simply by being born male.” Mill therefore
orted such measures as women's suffrage, the Married Women's
Bills, the Divorce Act of 1857, the repeal of the Contagious
ases Acts, and the opening of higher education and the prc:fcmiohs to
cn. Suffrage, Mill contended, would both develop women’s faculties
h participation in civic decisions and enable married women to
t themselves from male-imposed injustices such as lack of rights to
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men on equal footing. Women's confinement to domestic concerns
2 wrongful “forced repression.”** Mill shared Aristotle’s view that
japation in civic life was an enriching and ennobling activity, but
saw that for a woman, no public-spirited dimension to her life was
ble. There was no mmpetus to consider with others the principles
ich were to govern their common life, no incentive to conform to
sciples which defined their mutual activity for the common good, no
bility for the self-development which comes from citizen activity.”
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child custody and to control of their income. Access to education and jobs
would give women alternatives to marriage. It would also provide a
woman whose marriage turned out badly some means of self-support if
separated or divorced. The Divorce Act of 1857, which established England’s
first civil divorce courts, would enable women and men to escape from
intolerable circumstances (although Mill rightly protested the sexual
double standard ensconced in the Act by which men might divorce their
wives for adultery, but women had to prove their husbands were guilty of
incest, bigamy or cruelty as well as adultery). And for those few women cost to women was obvious; they were dull or petty, or unprincipled.*
with an income of their own, a Marned Women's Property Act would e cost to men was less apparent but no less real; in seeking a reflection
recognize their independent personalities and enable them to meet their f themselves in the consciousness of these stunted women, men deceived,
husbands more nearly as equals. ded, and limited themselves.

However, Mill’s analysis went further. He insisted that the subjection of was convinced that men were corrupted by their dominance over
women could not be ended by law alone, but only by law and the . The most corruptmg clement of male domination of women was
reformation of education, of opinion, of social inculcation, of habits, and mgn learned to “worship their own will as such a grand thing that it is
finally of the conduct of family life itself. This was so because the root of ally the law for another rational being.”* Such self-worship arises at
much of men’s resistance to women’s emancipaton was not simply their tender age, and blots out a boy’s natural understanding of himself
reluctance to give up their position of material advantage, but many his relationship to others.
men’s fear of living with an equal. It was to retain marriage as “a law of boy may be “the most frivolous and empty or the most ignorant and
despotism” that men shut all other occupations to women, Mill contended.?’ : | of mankind,” but “by the mere fact of being born a male” he is
Men who “have a real antipathy to the equal freedom of women™ were at uraged to think that “he is by right the superior of all and every one of
bottom afraid “lest [women] should insist that marriage be on equal u half of the human race: including probably some whose real
conditions.””® One of Mill’s central asscrtions in The Subjection of Women ity he has daily or hourly occasion to feel.” By contrast, women
was that “[WOH'ICI‘I’S] disabilities [lﬂ law] are Ollly clung to in order to {au_gh{ “to hive for others™ and “to have no life but in their aﬁ"ecnons,
maintain their subordination in domestic life: because the generality of the male hen further to confine their aflections to “the men with whom they
sex cannot yel lolerale the idea of living with an equal” (emphasis added).” The ed, or to the children who constitute an additional indefeasible
public discrimination against women was a manifestation of a disorder een them and a man.”” The result of this upbringing was that
rooted in family relationships. women would tell men was not, could not be, wholly true; women’s

Mill did not offer any single explanation or account of the origin of bilities were systematically warped by their subjection. Thus the
men’s fear of female equality. Elsewhere, he attributed the general human ons were not accurate and men were deprived of self-knowledge.
resistance to equality to the fear of the loss of privilege, and 1o apprehensions picture which emerged was strikingly similar to that which Hegel
concerning the effect of levelling on political order.™ But these passages on fibed in his passages on the relationship between master and slave in
the fear of spousal equality bring to a twentieth-century mind the psycho- wlogy of Mind.*® The lord who sees himself solely as master,
analytic works about human neuroses and the male fear of women caused Hegel, cannot obtain an independent scll-consciousness. The master
by the infant boy’s relationship to the seemingly all-powerful mother, he is autonomous, but in fact he relies totally upon his slaves, not
source of both nurturance and love and of deprivation and punishment. " y 10 fulfill his needs and desires, but also for his identity: “Without
Mill’s own account of the fear of equality was not psychoanalytic. He did, Ves, he is no master.” The master could not acquire the fullest self-
however, undertake to depict the consequences of marital inequality both ness when the “other” in whom he viewed himself was in the
for the individual psyche and for social JuSUCC The rhetonical purpose of d human condition of slavery: to be merely a master was to fall short
The Subjection of Women was not only to convince men that their treatment self-consciousness, and to define himself in terms of the “thing” he
of women in law was unjust, but also that their treatment of women in the So for Mill, men who have propagated the belief that all men are
home was self-defeating, cven self-destructive. to all women have fatally affected the dialectic involved in knowing

Women were those most obviously affected by the denial of association through the consciousness others have of one. The present
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relationship between the sexes produced in men that “self-worship” which
“all privileged persons, and all privileged classes” have had. That distortion
deceives men and other privileged groups as to both their character and
their self-worth.

No philosopher prior to Mill had developed such a sustained argument
about the corrupting effects on men of their social superiority over and
separation from women. Previous philosophers had argued either that the
authority of men over women was natural (Aristotle, Grotius), or that
while there was no natural dominance of men over women prior to the
establishment of families, in any civil society such preeminence was neces-
sary to settle the dispute over who should govern the household (Locke),
or the result of women'’s consent in return for protection (Hobbes), or the
consequence of the development of the sentiments of nurturance and love
(Rousseau).”™ None had suggested that domestic arrangements might
diminish a man’s ability to contribute to public debates in the agora or to
the rational governing of a democratic republic. Yet Mill was determined
to show that the development of the species was held in check by that
domestic slavery produced by the fear of equality, by spousal hierarchy,
and by a lack of the reciprocity and mutuality of true friendship.

The Hope of Friendship

MilF’s remedy for the evils generated by the fear of equality was his notion
of marital friendship. The wopic of the rather visionary fourth chapter of
The Subjection of Women was friendship, “the ideal of marriage.”*" That
ideal was, according to Mill, “a union of thoughts and inclinations” which
created a “foundation of solid friendship” between husband and wife.*!

Mill’s praise of marital friendship was almost lyrical, and struck reson-
ances with Aristotle’s, Cicero’s, and Montaigne’s similar exaltations of the
pleasures as well as the moral enrichment of this form of human intimacy.
Mill wrote:

When each of two persons, instead of being a nothing, is a something; when
they are attached 10 one another, and are not too much unlike to begin with;
the constant partaking of the same things, assisted by their sympathy, draws
out the latent capacities of each for being interested in the things . . . by a
real enriching of the two natures, each acquiring the tastes and capacities of
the other in addition to its own.*

This expansion of human capacities did not, however, exhaust the benefits
of friendhsip. Most importantly, friendship developed what Montaigne
praised as the abolition of sclfishness, the capacity to regard another
human being as fully as worthy as vneself. Therefore fricndship of the
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est order could only exist between those equal in excellence.*® And for
sely this reason, philosophers from Aristotle 1o Hegel had consistently
d that women could not be men’s friends, for women lacked the
capacity for the highest forms of friendship. Indeed, it was common
distinguish the marital bond from friendship not solely on the basis of
yal and procreative activity, but also because wormen could not be part
school of moral virtue which was found in friendship at its best.
ill therefore made a most significant break with the past in adopting
Janguage of friendship in his discussion of marriage. For Mill, no less
for any of his predecessors, “the true virtue of human beings is the
ess to live together as equals.” Such equality required that individuals
im] nothing for themselves but what they as [reely concede to every
 else,” that they regard command of any kind as “an exceptional
ity,” and that they prefer whenever possible “the society of those
whom leading and following can be alternate and reciprocal.™** This
e of reciprocity, of the shifting of leadership according to need, was a
able characterization of family life. Virtually all of Mill’s liberal
nporaries accepted the notion of the natural and inevitable com-
tariness of male and female personalities and roles. Mill, however,
ly as 1833 had expressed his beliel that “the highest masculine and
shest feminine” characters were without any real distinction.*® That
w of the androgynous personality lent support to Mill’s brief for equality
n the family.

repeatedly insisted that his society had no general expenience of
marriage relationship as it would exist between equals,” and that
marriages would be impossible until men rid themselves of the fear of
and the will to domination.'® The liberation of women, in other
required not just legal reform but a reeducation of the passions.
en were to be regarded as equals not only to fulfill the demand for
al rights and in order that they could survive in the public world
but also in order that women and men could form ethical
s of the highest order. Men and women alike had to “learn to
ate their strongest sympathy with an equal in rights and in cultiva-
** Mill struggled, not always with total success, to talk about the
of such association, For example, in On Liberty, Mill explicitly
von Humbolt's characterization of marriage as a contractual
ip which could be ended by “the declared will of cither party to
it That kind of dissolution was appropriate when the benefits of
ip could be reduced to monetary terms. But marriage involved a
expectations for the fulfililment of a “plan of life,” and created “a
s of moral obligations . . . toward that person, which may
' be overruled, but cannot be ignored.”* Mill was convinced that
though it might be to shape the law to recognize the moral
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imperatives of such a relationship, there were ethical communities which
transcended and were not reducible to their individual components.

At this juncture, however, the critical force of Mill's essay weakened,
and a tension developed between his ideal and his prescriptions for his
own society. For all his insight into the dynamics of domestic domination
and subordination, the only specific means Mill in fact put forward for the
fostering of this society of equals was providing equal opportunity to
women in areas outside the family. Indeed, in On Liberty he wrote that
“nothing more is needed for the complete removal of [the almost despotic
power of husbands over wives] than that wives should have the same
rights and should receive the same protection of law in the same manner,
as all other persons.”™ In the same vein, Mill seemed to suggest that
nothing more was needed for women to achieve equality than that “the
present duties and protective bounties in favour of men should be recalled.”*
Moreover, Mill did not attack the traditional assumption about men’s and
women'’s different responsibilities in an ongoing houschold, although he
was usually carceful to say that women “chose” their role or that it was the
most “expedient” arrangement, not that it was theirs by “nature.”

Mill by and large accepted the notion that once they marry, women
should be solely responsible for the care of the household and children,
men for providing the family income: “When the support of the family
depends . . . on earnings, the common arrangement, by which the man
carns the income and the wife superintends the domestic expenditure,
seems to me in general the most suitable division of labour between the
two persons.””! He did not regard it as “a desirable custom, that the wife
should contribute by her labour to the income of the family."** Mill
indicated that women alone would care for any children of the marriage;
repeatedly he called it the “care which . . . nobody else takes,” the one
vocation in which there is “nobody to compete with them,” and the
occupation which “cannot be fulfilled by others.”* Further, Mill scemed
to shut the door on combining household duties and a public life: “like a
man when he chooses a profession, so, when a woman marries, it may be
in gencral understood that she makes a choice of the management of a
houschold, and the bringing up of a family, as the first call upon her
exertions . . . and that she renounces . . . all [other occupations | which are
not consistent with the requirements of this.”**

Mill’s acceptance of the traditional gender-based division of labor in the
family has led some critics to fault Mill for supposing that legal equality of
opportunity would solve the problem of women’s subjection, even while
leaving the sexual division of labor in the household intact. For example,
Julia Annas, after praising Mill’s theoretical arguments in support of
equality, complains that Mill’s suggestions for actual nceded changes in
sex roles are “timid and reformist at best. He assumes that most women
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will in fact want only to be wives and mothers.””” Leslie Goldstein agrees
that “the restraints which Mill believed should be imposed on married
omen constitute a major exception to his argument for equality of
,,,, idual liberty between the sexes — an exception so enormous that it
u:ns to swallow up the entire argument.”™® But such arguments,
while correctly identifying the limitations of antidiscrimination statutes as
instruments for social change, incorrectly identify Mill’s argument for
‘equal opportunity as the conclusion of his discussion of male—female
equality.”” On the contrary, Mill’s final prescription to end the subjection

women was not equal opportunity but spousal friendship; equal oppor-
'_ ity was a means whereby such friendship could be encouraged.

" The theoretical force of Mill’s condemnation of domestic hierarchy has
yet been sufficiently appreciated. Mill's commitment to equality in
jage was of a different theoretical order than his acceptance of a
tinued sexual division of labor. On the one hand, Mill’s belief in the
cessity of equality as a precondition to marital friendship was a profound
oretical tenet. It rested on the normative assumption that human
tionships between equals were of a higher, more enriching order than
- between uncquals. Mill’s beliel that equality was more suitable to
dship than inequality was as unaltcrable as his conviction that demo-
cy was a better system of government than despotism; the human spirit
d not develop its fullest potential when living in absolute subordination
another human being or to government.™ On the other hand, Mill’s
ief that friendship could be attained and sustained while women bore
exclusive responsibility for the home was a statement which might
modified or even abandoned if experience proved it to be wrong. In this
se it was like Mill’s view that the question of whether socialism was
able to capitalism could not be settled by verbal argument alone but
“work itself out on an experimental scale, by actual trial.”>® Mill
ved that marital equality was a moral imperative; his view that such
ty might exist where married men and women moved in different
eres of activity was a proposition subject to demonstration. Had Mill
covered that managing the houschold to the exclusion of most other
ity created an impediment to the friendship of married women and
, The Subjection of Women suggests that he would have altered his view
acticable domestic arrangements, but not his commitment to the

rability of male—female friendship in marriage.

e most interesting shortcorings of Mill’s analysis are thus not found
beliefin the efficacy of equal opportunity, but rather in his blindness
hat other conditions might hinder or promote marital friendship. In
scussion of family life, for example, Mill seemed to forget his own
¢ that women could be imprisoned not only “by actual law” but
by custom equivalent to law.”% Similarly, he overlooked his own

s
[
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cautionary observation that in any houschold “there will naturally be
more potential voice on the side, whichever it is, that brings the means of
support.” And although he had brilliantly depicted the narrowness and
petty concerns of contemporary women who were totally excluded from
political participation, he implied that the mistresses of most houscholds
might content themselves simply with exercising the suffrage (were it to be
granted), a view hardly consistent with his arguments in other works for
maximizing the level of political discussion and participation whenever
possible. More significantly, however, Mill ignored the potential barrier
between husband and wife which such different adult life experiences
might create, and the contribution of shared experience to building a
common sensibility and strengthening the bonds of friendship.

Mill also never considered that men might take any role in the family
other than providing the economic means of support. Perhaps Mill’s
greatest oversight in his pacan of marital equality was his failure to
entertain the possibilities that nurturing and caring for children might
provide men with useful knowledge and experience, and that shared
parenting would contribute to the friendship between spouses which he so
ardently desired. Similarly, Mill had virtually nothing to say about the
positive role which sex might play in marriage. The sharp language with
which he condemned undesired sexual relations as the execution of “an
animal function” was nowhere supplemented by an appreciation of the
possible enhancement which sexuality might add to marital friendship.
Onc of the striking features of Montaigne’s lyrical praise of friendship was
that it was devoid of sensuality, for Montaigne abhorred “the Grecian
license,” and he was adamant that women were incapable of the highest
forms of fricndship. Mill’s notion of spousal friendship suggested the
possibility of a friendship which partook of both a true union of minds and
of a physical expression of the delight in one’s companion, a friendship
which involved all of the human faculties. It was an opportunity which
(undoubtedly to the relief of those such as James Fitzjames Stephen) Mill
himsell was not disposed to use, but which was nonetheless implicit in his
praise of spousal friendship.®?

One cannot ask Mill or any other theorist to “jump over Rhodes” and
address issues not put forward by conditions and concerns of his own
society.® Nevertheless, even leaving aside an analysis of the oppression
inherent in the class structure (an omission which would have to be
rectified in a full analysis of liberation), time has made it clear that Mill’s
prescriptions alone will not destroy the master-slave relationship which
he so detested. Women's aspirations for equality will not be met by
insuring equal civic rights and equal access to jobs outside the home. To
accomplish that end would require a transformation of economic and
public structures which would allow wives and husbands to share those
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estic tasks which Mill assigned exclusively to women. In their absence
as foolish to talk about couples choosing the traditional division of
in marriage as it was in Mill's day to talk about women choosing
jage: both are Hobson’s choices, there are no suitable alternatives
at enormous costs to the individuals involved.

ill’s feminist vision, however, transcends his own immediate prescrip-
1s for reform. The Subjection of Women is not only one of liberalism’s most
ve arguments for equal opportunity, but it embodies as well a b:zhel'
the importance of friendship for human development and progress. I'h‘c
penition of individual rights is important in Mill’s view because it
ides part of the groundwork for more important human rclationsh‘ips
t, mutuality and reciprocity. Mill’s plea for an end to the subjection
men is not made, as critics such as Gertrude Himmelfarb assert, in
name of “the absolute primacy of the individual,” but in the name of
need of both men and women for community. Mill’s essay is valuable
h for its devastating critique of the corruption of marital inequality,
or its argument, however incomplete, that one of the aims of a liberal
- should be to promote the conditions which will allow friendship. in
» and elsewhere, o take root and flourish.
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John Rawls: Justice as Fairness —

For Whom?
Susan Moller Okin

Theories of justice are centrally concerned with whether, how, and why

ons should be treated differently from each other. Which initial or
uired characteristics or positions in society, they ask, legitimize differ-
treatment of persons by social institutions, laws and customs? In
ticular, how should beginnings affect outcomes? Since we live in a
ety in whose past the innate characteristic of sex has been regarded as
of the clearest legitimizers of different rights and restrictions, both
and informal, the division of humanity into two sexes would seem
ide an obvious subject for such inquiries. But the deeply entrenched
institutionalization of sexual difference, which I will refer to as “the
system” or simply “gender,” has rarely been subjected to the tests
. When we turn to the great tradition of Western political thought
questions about the justice of gender in mind, it is to little avail.'
pt for rare exceptions, such as John Stuart Mill, those who hold
| pusitions in the tradition almost never questioned the justice of the
nation of women. When we turn to contemporary theories of
however, we might expect to find more illuminating and positive
tions to the subject of gender and justice. In this essay, I turn to
Rawls’s extremely influential A Theory of Justice, o see not only what
y$ explicitly on the subject but also what undeveloped potential it has
try to answer the question “How just is gender?”?

re is little indication throughout most of A Theory of Justice that the
liberal society to which the principles of justice are to be applied is
‘and pervasively gender structured. Thus an ambiguity runs through-
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ractcn'stics that persons in the original position are not to know about
selves in order to formulate impartial principles of justice. In a
ubsequent article, Rawls has made it clear that sex is one of those mcrally
evant contingencies that are hidden by the veil of ignorance. 8 But
ghout A Theory of Justice, while the list of things unknown by a person
the original position includes “his place in society, his class position or
ial status . . . his fortune in the distribution of natural assets and
ities, his intelligence and strength, and the like . . . his conception of
good, the particulars of his rational plan of life, [and] even the special
ures of his psychology . . .” “his” sex is not mentioned. Since the
es also “know the gcncral fac[s about human society,”' presumably
ding the fact that it is gender structured both by custom and still in
respects by law, one might think that whether or not they knew their
ight matter enough to be mentioned. Perhaps Rawls means to cover
his phrase “and the like,” but it is also possible that he did not
der it significant.

ambiguity is cxacerbated by the statement that those free and
‘moral persons in the original position who formulate the principles
ce are to be thought of not as “single individuals,” but as “heads of
ies” or “representatives of families.”'! Rawls says that it is not
to think of the parties as heads of families, but that he will
y do so. The reason he does this, he explains, 1s to ensure that each
in the original position cares about the well-being of some persons
next generation. These “ties of sentiment” between generations,
Rawls regards as important in the establishment of his just savings
, would otherwise constitute a problem, because of the general
ion that the partics in the original position are mutually dis-
2 In spite of the tics of sentiment within familics, then, “as
entatives of families their interests are opposed as the circumstances
mply.”"?

head of a family need not necessarily, of course, be a man, Certainly
JS, at least, there has been a striking growth in the proportion of
eaded houscholds™ during the last several decades. But the very
in common usage, the term “female-headed household” is used
reference to houscholds without resident adult males implies the
that any present male takes precedence over a female as the
d or family head. Rawls does nothing to contest this impression
says of those in the original position that “imagining themselves
S, say, they are to ascertain how much they should set aside for
s by noting what they would believe themselves entitled to claim
rs.”'* Although the “heads of families” assumption is made in
address the issue of intergenerational justice, and is presumably
ed to be sexist, Rawls is effectively trapped by it into the
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out the work, which is continually noticeable to anyone reading it from a
feminist perspective. On the one hand, as I shall argue below, a consistent
and wholehearted application of Rawls’s liberal principles of justice can
lead us to challenge fundamentally the gender system of our society. On
the other hand, in his own account of his theory, this challenge is barely
hinted at, much less developed. The major reason is that throughout most
of the argument, it is assumed (as throughout almost the entire liberal
tradition) that the appropriate subjects of pohtical theories are not all
adult individuals, but heads of families. As a result. although Rawls
indicates on scveral occasions that a person’s sex is a morally arhitrary'
and contingent characteristic, and although he states initially that the
family itself is one of those basic social institutions to which the principles
of justice must apply, his theory of justice develops neither of these
convictions.

Rawls, like almost all political theorists until very recent years, employs
in A Theory of Justice supposedly generic male terms of reference.® “Men,”
“mankind,” “he” and “his” are interspersed with gender-neutral terms of
reference such as “individual” and “moral person.” Examples of inter-
generational concern are worded in terms of “fathers” and “sons,” and the
difference principle is said to correspond to “the principle of fraternity.™®
This linguistic usage would perhaps be less significant if it were not for the
fact that Rawls is self-consciously a member of a long tradition of moral
and political philosophy that has used in its arguments either such sup-
posedly generic male terms, or even more inclusive terms of reference
(“human beings,” “persons,” “all ratonal beings as such”), only to exclude
women from the scope of the conclusions reached. Kant is a clear example.”
But when Rawls refers to the generality and universality of Kant’s cthics,
and when he compares the principles chosen in his own original position
to those regulative of Kant’s kingdom of ends, “acting from [which]|
expresses our nature as free and equal rational persons,”® he does not
mention the fact that women were not included in that category of “free
and equal rational persons” to which Kant meant his moral theory
apply. Again, in a brief discussion of Freud’s account of moral develop-
ment, Rawls presents Freud’s theory of the formation of the male super=
ego in largely gender-neutral terms, without mentioning the fact
Freud considered women’s moral development to be sadly deficient, ¢
account of their incomplete resolution of the Oedipus complex.” Th
there is a certain blindness to the sexism of the tradition in which Rawls
a participant, which tends to render his terms of reference even mo
ambiguous than they might otherwise be. A feminist reader finds
difficult not to keep asking: “Does this theory of justice apply to women, OF
not?”

This question is not answered in the important passages listing the
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traditional mode of thinking that life within the family and relations
between the sexes are not properly to be regarded as part of the subject
matter of a theory of social justice.

Before 1 go on to argue this, I must first point out that Rawls, for good
reason, states at the outset of his theory that the family is part of the
subject matter of a theory of social justice. “For us,” he says, “the primary
subjcct of justice is the basic structure of society . . . the political constitu-
tion and the principle economic and social arrangements.” These are
basic because “taken together as one scheme, [they] define men’s rights
and dutics and influence their life prospects, what they can expect to be
and how well they can hope to do. The basic structure is the primary
subject of justice because its effects are so profound and present from the
start.”"? Rawls specifies “the monogamous family” as an example of such
major social institutions, together with the political constitution, the legal
protection of essential freedoms, competitive markets, and private property,
This initial inclusion of the family as a basic social institution to which the
principles of justice should apply, although a break with earlier liberal
thought, scems unavoidable given the stated criteria for inclusion in the

hasic structure. Different family structures, and different distributions of

rights and duties within families, clearly affect men’s “life prospects, what

they can expect to be and how well they can hope to do,” and even more

clearly affect the life prospects of women. There is no doubt, then, that in

Rawls’s initial definition of the sphere of social justice, the family is
included. However, it is to a large extent ignored, though assumed, in the

rest of the theory.'®

The two principles of justice that are derived and defended in part 1=
the principle of equal basic liberty, and the difference principle combined
with the requirement of fair equality of opportunity — are intended to
apply to the basic structure of society. They are “to govern the assignment.

of rights and duties and to regulate the distribution of social and econc

advantages.”"’ Whenever in these basic institutions there are differences:
in authority, in responsibility, in the distribution of resources such as
wealth or leisure, these differences must be both to the greatest benefit of
the least advantaged, and attached to positions accessible to all under

conditions of fair equality of opportunity.

of justice to almost all of the major social institutions listed at the beginnii

of the book. The legal protection of liberty of thought and conscience 1§

defended, as are democratic constitutional institutions and procedu
competitive markets feature prominently in the discussion of the j

distribution of income; the issue of the private or public ownership of he

means of production is explicitly left open, since Rawls argues that his
principles of justice might be compatible with certain versions of either

In part 2, Rawls discusses at some length the application of his princip Y
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But throughout all these discussions, he never raises the question of
‘whether the monogamous family, in either its traditional or any other
form, is just. When he announces that “the sketch of the system of
jnstitutions that satisly the two princples of justice is now complete,”'®
Rawls has sull paid no attention at all to the internal justice of the family.
In fact, apart from passing references, the family appears in A Theory of
- Justi in onl‘y three contexts: as the link between generations necessary for
the just savings principle; as an obstacle to fair equality of opportunity ~
on account of the incqualities among families; and as the first school of
moral development. [t is in the third of these contexts that Rawls first
specifically mentions the family as a just institution. He mentions it,
howe r,I ;lDl to consider whether the family “in some form” is just, but o
assume it.

Clearly, however, by Rawls’s own reasoning about the social justice of
jor social institutions, this assumption is unwarranted, and this has
erious significance for the theory as a whole. The central tenet of the
ory, after all, is that justice as fairness characterizes institutions whose
mbers could hypothctically have agreed to their structure and rules
m a position in which they did not know which place in the structure
were to occupy. The argument of the book is designed to show that
‘two principles of justice are those that individuals in such a hypothetical
tion would agree to. But since those in the original position are only
heads or representatives of families, they are not in a position to determine
of justice within_families.”” As far as children are concerned, Rawls
a convincing argument from paternalism for their temporary in-
. But wives (or whichever adult member|s] of a family are not its
f’) go completely unrepresented in the original position, I families
St, as is assumed, then they must become just in some different way

Cl cd by‘RawIs) than other institutions, for it is impossible to see
ﬁ-u: viewpoint of their less advantaged members ever gets to be heard.

¢ are two occasions when Rawls scems cither to depart from his
iption that those in the original position are “family heads,” or to
tha‘.t a “head of a family” is equally likely to be a woman as a man.

assignment of the basic rights of citizenship, he argues, favoring
women is “justified by the difference principle . . . only if it is 0
antage of women and acceptable from their standpoint.”?' Later

s to 1imply that the injustice and irrationality of racist doctrines an:

acteristic of sexist ones.”? But in spite of these passages, which

'chalicngv; formal sex discrimination, the discussions of institutions

implicitly rely, in a number of respects, on the assumption that

ties 'formulating just institutions are (male) heads of (fairly tradi-

ﬁnu.lics. and arc therefore not concerned with issues of just dis-

N within the family or between the sexes. Thus the “heads of
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families” assumption, far from being neutral or innocent, has the cllect
of banishing a large sphere of human life — and a particularly large sphere
of most women’s lives — from the scope of the theory.

One example of this occurs during the discussion of the distribution of
wealth. Here Rawls seems to assume that all the parties in the original
position expect, once the veil of ignorance is removed, to be participants in
the paid labor market. Distributive shares are discussed in terms of
household income, but reference to “individuals™ is interspersed into this
discussion as if there were no difference between the advantage or welfare
of a household and that of an individual.*® This confusion obscures the
fact that wages are paid to employed members of the labor force, but that
in socicties characterized by gender (all current societies) a much larger
proportion of women’s than men’s labor is unpaid, and is often not cven
acknowledged to be labor. It obscures the fact that the resulting disparities
in the earnings of men and women, and the economic dependence of
women on men, are likely to affect power relations within the household,
as well as access to leisure, prestige, political power, and so on, among its
adult members. Any discussion of justice within the family would have to
address these issues.

Later, too, in his discussion of the obligations of citizens, Rawls’s
assumption that justice is agreed on by heads of [amilies in the original
position seems to prevent him from considering an issue of crucial im-
portance to women — their exemption from the draft. He concludes that
military conscription is justifiable in the case of defense against an unjust
attack on liberty, so long as institutions “try to make sure that the risks of
suffering from these imposed misfortunes are more or less evenly shared
by all members of socicty over the course of their life, and that there is no
avoidable class bias in selecting those who are called for duty.””* However,
the issue of the complete exemption of women from this major interference
with the basic liberties of equal citizenship is not even mentioned.

In spite of two explicit rejections of the justice of formal sex discrimination
in part 1, then, Rawls seems in part 2 to be so heavily influenced by his
“family heads” assumption that he fails to consider as part of the basic
structure of society the greater economic dependence of women and the
sexual division of labor within the typical family, or any of the broader
social ramifications of this basic gender structure. Moreover, in part 3,
where he assumes the justice of the family “in some form” as a given, he
does not discuss any alternative forms, but sounds very much as though
he is thinking in terms of traditional, gendered family structure and roles,
The family, he says, is “a small association, normally characterized by a
definite hierarchy, in which each member has certain rights and duties.”
The family’s role as moral teacher is achieved partly through parental
expectations of “the virtues of a good son or a good daughter.”®® In the
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family and in other associations such as schools, neighborhoods, and peer
groups, Rawls continues, one learns various moral virtues and ideals,
Jeading to those adopted in the various statuses, occupations, and family
positions of later life: “The content of these ideals is given by the various
conceptions of a good wife and husband, a good friend and citizen, and so
on.”” Given these unusual departures from the supposedly generic male
terms of reference used throughout the rest of the book, it seems likely that
Rawls means to imply that the goodness of daughters is distinct from the

ess of sons, and that of wives from that of husbands. A fairly
traditional gender system seems to be assumed.

However, despite this, not only does Rawls “assume that the basic
structure of a well-ordered society includes the family in some form™; he
adds to this the comment that “in a broader inquiry the institution of the
family might be questioned, and other arrangements might indeed prove
to be preferable.” But why should it require a broader inquiry than the
colossal task engaged in A Theory of Justice to raise questions about the
nstitution and the form of the family? Surely Rawls is right at the outset
when he names it as one of those basic social institutions that most affects
the life chances of individuals. The family is not a private association like
a church or a university, which vary considerably in type and in degree of
commitment expected, and which one can join and leave voluntarily. For
although one has some choice (albeit a highly constrained one) about
marrying into a gender-structured family, one has no choice at all about
whether to be born into one. Given this, Rawls’s failure to subject the
structure of the family to his principles of justice is particularly serious in
the light of his belicf that a theory of justice must take account of “how
[individuals] get to be what they are” and “cannot take their final aims
nd interests, their attitudes to themselves and their life, as given.”* For
€ gendercd family, and female parenting in particular, are clearly crucial
inants in the different socialization of the two sexes — in how men
d women “get to be what they are.”

_If Rawls were to assume throughout the construction of his theory that
human adults are participants in what goes on behind the veil of
orance, he would have no option but to require that the family, as a
or social institution affecting the life chances of individuals, be con-
. ed in accordance with the two principles of justice. I shall develop
positive potential of Rawls’s theory in the final section of this essay.
first I shall turn to a major problem for the theory that results from its
ture to address the issue of justice within the family — its placing in
pardy Rawls’s account of how one develops a sense of justice.
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Gender, the Family, and the Development of a Sense of Justice

Apart from being briefly mentioned as the link between generations neces-
sary for Rawls’s “savings principle,” and as an obstacle to fair eq uality of
opportunity, the family appears in Rawls’ theory in only one context —
albeit one of considerable importance — as the earliest school of moral
development. Rawls argues, in a much neglected section of part 3 of A
Theory of Justice, that a just, well-ordered society will be stable only if its
members continue to develop a sense of justice — “a strong and normally
effective desire to act as the principles of justice require.”® He specifically
turns his attention to the question of childhood moral development, aiming
to indicate the major steps by which a sense of justice is acquired.

It is in the context of early moral development, in which families play a
fundamental role, that Rawls assumes that they are just. In these supposedly
just familics, the love of parents for their children, coming to be reciprocated
in turn by the child, is important in the development of a sense of self-
worth. By loving the child and being “worthy objects of his admiraton . ...
they arouse in him a sense of his own value and the desire to become the
sort of person that they are.”*® Next, Rawls argues that healthy moral
development in carly life depends on love, trust, affection, example and
guidance.®'

Later in moral development, at the stage he calls “the morality of
association,” Rawls perceives the family, which he describes in gendered
and hierarchical terms, as the first of many associations in which, by
moving through a sequence of roles and positions, our moral understanding
increases. The crucial aspect of the sense of fairness that is learned during
this stage is the capacity to take up the points of view of others and to see
things from their perspectives. We learn to perceive from what they say
and do what other people’s ends, plans and motives are. Without this
experience, Rawls says, “we cannot put oursclves into another’s place and
find out what we would do in his position,” which we need to be able to do
in order “to regulate our own conduct in an appropriate way by reference

to it.” Participation in different roles in the various associations of

society leads to the development of a person’s “capacity for fellow feeling”
and to “ties of friendship and mutual trust.”™* Rawls says that, just as in
the first stage certain natural attitudes develop towards the parents, “so

here ties of friendship and confidence grow up among associates. In each

case certain natural attitudes underlic the corresponding moral feelings: a
Jack of these feelings would manifest the absence of these attitudes.”*

This whole account of moral development is strikingly unlike that of
Kant, whose ideas are so influential in other respects on Rawls’s thinking
about justice. For Kant, any feelings that did not {ollow from independently
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established moral principles were morally suspect.*® But Rawls clearly
acknowledges the importance of feelings, first nurtured within supposedly
just families, in the development of the capacity for moral thinking. In
accounting for his third and final stage of moral development, where
rsons are supposed to become attached to the principles of justice
themselves, Rawls says that “the sense of justice is continuous with the
Jove of mankind.”® At the same time, he allows for the fact that we have
particularly strong feclings about those to whom we are closely attached,
and says that this is rightly reflected in our moral judgements: even
though “our moral sentiments display an independence from the accidental
circumstances of our world . . . our natural attachments to particular
persons and groups still have an appropriate place.”*” He indicates clearly
that empathy, or imagining oneself into the place of others, plays a major
role in moral development, and he turns from Kant to other philosophers
— such as Adam Smith and Elizabeth Anscombe — who have paid more
attention to such aspects of moral Jearning, in developing his ideas about
the moral emotions or sentiments,*?
Rawls believes that three psychological laws of moral development help
account for the development of a sense of justice. The three laws, Rawls
ays, are: “not merely principles of association or of reinforcement . . .
at] assert that the active sentiments of love and friendship, and even the
se of justice, arise from the manifest intention of other persons to act for
good. Because we recognize that they wish us well, we care for their
-being in return. . .7 Each of the laws of moral development, as set
t by Rawls, depends on the one before it, and the first assumption of the
law is: “given that family institutions are just. . .” Thus Rawls frankly
its that the whole of moral development rests at base on the loving
trations of those who raise small children from the earhest stages,
nid on the moral character — in particular the justice - of the environment
M which this takes place. At the foundation of the development of the
se of justice, then, are an activity and a sphere of life that — though by
‘means necessarily so — have throughout history been predominantly
acuvity and the sphere of women.
Is does not explain the basis of his assumption that family institutions
Just. If gendered family institutions are not just, but are, rather, a relic
ste or feudal societies in which roles, responsibilities and resources
distributed not in accordance with the two principles of justice, but in
‘fﬂance with innate differences that are imbued with enormous social
nificance, then Rawls’s whole structure of moral development seems to
ilt on uncertain ground. Unless the households in which children are
St nurtured and see their first examples of human interaction are based
ality and reciprocity rather than on dependence and domination,
can whatever love they receive from their parents make up for the
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ijustice they see before their eyes in the relationship between these same
parents? How, in hierarchical families in which sex roles are ngidly
assigned, are we to learn to “put ourselves into another’s place and find
out what we would do in his position”? Unless they are parented equally
by adults of both sexes, how will children of both sexes come to develop a
sufficiently similar and well-rounded moral psychology to enable them to
engage in the kind of deliberation about justice that is exemplified in the
original position? Rawls's neglect of justice within the family is clearly in
tension with his own theory of moral development, which reguires that
families be just.

What Can Rawls’s Theory of Justice Contribute to Feminism?

The significance of Rawls’s central, brilliant idea, the original position, is
that it forces one to question and consider traditions, customs, and insti-
tutions from all points of view, and cnsures that the principles of justice
are acceptable to everyone, regardless of what position “he” ends up in.
The critical force of the original position is clear from the fact that some of
the most creative critiques of Rawls’s theory have resulted from others
interpreting the original position more radically or broadly than he did.*
For feminist readers, the problem of the theory as stated by Rawls himsell’
is encapsulated in that ambiguous “he.” While Rawls briefly rules out
formal, legal discrimination on the grounds of sex, he fails entirely to
address the justice of the gender system, which, with its roots in the sex
roles of the family, is one of the fundamental structures of our society. If]
however, we read Rawls in such a way as to take seriously both the notion
that those behind the veil of ignorance are sexless persons, and the
requirement that the family and the gender system, as basic social institu-

tions, are to be subject to scrutiny, then constructive feminist criticism of

these contemporary institutions follows. So also, however, do hidden
difficulties for the application of a Rawlsian theory of justice in a gendered
society.

Both the critical perspective and the incipient problems of a feminist
reading of Rawls can be illuminated by a description of a cartoon I saw a

few years ago. Three clderly, robed male justices are depicted looking

down with astonishment at their very pregnant bellics. One says to the
others, without further elaboration: “Perhaps we'd better reconsider that
decision.” This illustration points to several things. First, it graphically

demonstrates the importance, in thinking about justice, of a concept like
Rawls’s original position, which makes us adopt the positions of others =
especially positions that we ourselves could never be in. Second, it suggests
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that those thinking in such a way might well conclude that more than
formal legal equality of the sexes is required if justice is to be done. As we
have seen in recent years, it is quite possible to institutionalize the formal
Jegal equality of the sexes and at the same time to enact laws concerning
pregnancy, abortion, maternity leave, and so on, that in effect discriminate
against women, not as women per se, but as “pregnant persons.™*' One of
the virtues of the cartoon is its suggestion that one’s thinking on such
matters is likely to be affected by the knowledge that one might become “a
pregnant person.” Finally, however, the illustration suggests the limits of
our abilities to think ourselves into the original position as long as we live
in a gender-structured socicty. While the elderly male justices can, in a
sense, imagine themselves pregnant, what is much more difficult is whether,
in constructing principles of justice, they can imagine themselves women.
‘I'his raises the question whether, in a society structured by gender, sex is a
morally irrelevant and contingent characteristic.

Let us first assume that sex is contingent in this way, though I shall
later question this assumption. Let us suppose that it is possible, as Rawls
clearly considers that it is, to hypothesize the moral thinking of repres-
entative human beings who are ignorant of their sex. Although Rawls does
ot do so, we must consistently take the relevant positions of both sexes
into account in formulating and applying principles of justice. In particular,

ose in the original position must take special account of the perspective
women, since their knowledge of “the general facts about human
ety” must include the knowledge that women have been and continue
be the less advantaged sex in a great number of respects. In considering
€ basic institutions of society, they are more likely to pay special attention
the family than virtually to ignore it, since its customary unequal
gnment of responsibilities and privileges to the two sexes and its
a 1zation of children into sex roles make it, in its current form, a
LiC 1 institution for the perpetuation of sex inequality.

In Innumerable ways, the principles of justice that Rawls arrives at are
1sistent with a gender-structured society and with traditional family
The critical impact of a feminist application of Rawls’s theory comes
fy from his second principle, which requires that inequalities be both
0 the greatest benefit of the least advantaged” and “attached to offices
_-P'Ositions open to all.”* This means that if any roles or positions

OUS 1o our current sex roles, including those of husband and wife,
r and father, were to survive the demands of the first requirement,
: cond requircment would prohibit any linkage between these roles

sex. Gender, with its ascriptive designation of positions and expecta-
of behavior in accordance with the inborn characteristic of sex, could
; r form a legitimate part of the social structure, whether inside or
#Side the family. Three illustrations will help to link this conclusion with
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specific major requirements that Rawls makes of a just or well-ordered
socicty.

First, alter the basic political liberties, one of the most essential liberties
is “the important liberty of free choice of occupation.” This liberty is
obviously compromised by the customary expectation, central to our gender
system, that women take far greater responsibility for housework and
childeare, whether or not they also work for wages outside the home. In
fact, both the assignment of these responsibilities to women — resulting in
their economic dependence on men — and also the related responsibility of
husbands to support their wives, compromise the liberty of choice of
occupation of both sexes. But the current roles of the two sexes inhibit
women’s choices over the courses of a lifetime far more severely than those
of men; it is much easier to switch from being a wageworker to a domestic
role than to do the reverse. While Rawls has no objection to some aspects
of the division of labor, he asserts that in a well-ordered society, “no one
need be servilely dependent on others and made to choose between mono-
tonous and routine occupations which are deadening to human thought
and sensibility”; work can and should be “meaningful for all.” These
conditions are far more likely to be met in a society that does not assign
family responsibilities in a way that makes women into a marginal scctor
of the paid workforce and renders likely their economic dependence on
men,

Second, the abolition of gender seems essential for the fulfillment of
Rawls’s criterion for political justice. For he argues that not only would
equal formal political liberties be espoused by those in the original position,
but that any inequalities in the worth of these liberties (for example, the
effects on them of factors like poverty and ignorance) must be justified by
the difference principle. Indeed, “the constitutional process should pre-
serve the equal representation of the original position to the degree that
this is practicable.”® While Rawls discusses this requirement in the
context of elass differences, stating that those who devote themselves to
politics should be “drawn more or less equally from all sectors of society,™ it
is just as clearly and importantly applicable to sex differences. The equal
political representation of women and men, especially if they are parents,
is clearly inconsistent with our gender system.*’

Finally, Rawls argues that the rational moral persons in the original
position would place a great deal of emphasis on the securing of self
respect or self-esteem. They “would wish to avoid at almost any cost the
social conditions that undermine self-respect,” which is “perhaps the most
important” of all the primary goods.*® In the interests of this primary
value, if those in the original position did not know whether they were to
be men or women, they would surely be concerned to establish a thorough-
going social and economic equality between the sexes that would preserve

193

On Rawls

either from the need to pander to or servilely provide for the pleasures of
the other. They would be highly motivated, for example, to find a means
of regulating pornography that did not seriously compromise freedom of
speech, and would be unlikely to tolerate basic social institutions that
asymmetrically either forced or gave strong incentives to members of one
sex to serve as sex objects for the other,

There is, then, implicit in Rawls’s theory of justice a potential critique
of gendcr-slruclurcd social institutions which can be developed by taking
seriously the fact that those formulating the principles of justice do not
know their sex. At the beginning of my briel account of this feminist
enitique, however, | made an assumption that I said would later be
questimcd — that a person’s sex is, as Rawls at times indicates, a contingent
and morally irrelevant characteristic, such that human beings really can
hypothesize ignorance of this fact about them. First, 1 shall explain why,
unless this assumption is a reasonable one, there are likely to be further
ferninist ramifications for a Rawlsian theory of justice in addition to those
1 have just sketched out. I shall then argue that the assumption is very
probably not plausible in any society that is structured along the lines of
gender. The conclusion | reach is that not only is gender incompatible
with the attainment of social justice, in practice, for members of both
es, but that the disappearance ol gender is a prerequisite for the complete
development of a nonsexist, fully human theory of justice.

Although Rawls is clearly aware of the effects on individuals of their
different places in the social system, he regards it as possible to hypothesize
ee and rational moral persons in the original position who, temporarily
freed from the contingencies of actual characteristics and social circum-
ances, will adopt the viewpoint of the “representative human being.” He
under no illusions about the difficulty of this task, which requires a great
in perspective from the way we think about fairness in everyday life.
with the help of the veil of ignorance, he believes that we can “take up
int of view that everyone can adopt on an equal footing,” so that “we
e a common standpoint along with others and do not make our
ents from a personal slant.”* The result of this rational impartiality
objectivity, Rawls argues, is that — all being convinced by the same
ents — agreement about the basic principles of justice will be unan-
2 He does not mean that those in the original position will agree
1t all moral or social issues — “cthical differences are bound to remain”
that complete agreement will be reached on all basic principles, or
tial understandings.”' However, it is a crucial assumption of this
ent for unanimity that all the parties have similar motivations and
ologies (for example, he assumes mutually disinterested rationality
‘an absence of envy), and that they have experienced similar patterns
oral development, and are thus presumed capable of a shared sense of
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Justice. Rawls regards these assumptions as the kind of “weak stipulations”
on which a general theory can safely be founded.”™

The coherence of Rawls’s hypothetical original position, with its
unanimity of representative human beings, however, is placed in doubt if
the kinds of human beings we actually become in society not only differ in
respect of interests, superficial opinions, prejudices, and points of view
that we can discard for the purpose of formulating principles of justice,
but also differ in our basic psychologies, conceptions of the self in relation
to others, and experiences of moral development. A number of feminist
theorists have argued in recent years that in a gender-structured society
the different life experiences of females and males from the start in fact
affect their respective psychologics, modes of thinking, and patterns of
moral development in significant ways.” Special attention has been paid
to the effects on the psychological and moral development of both sexes of
the fact that children of both sexes are primarily rcared by women. It has
been argued that the experience of individuation — of separating oneself
from the nurturer with whom one is originally psychologically fused - is a
very different experience for girls than for boys, leaving the members of
cach sex with a different perception of themselves and of their relations
with others. In addition, it has been argued that the experience of being
primary nurturers (and of growing up with this expectation) also affects
the psychological and moral perspective of women, as does the experience
of growing up in a society in which members of one’s sex are in many ways
subordinate to the other. Feminist theorists’ scrutiny and analysis of the
different experiences that we encounter as we develop, from our actual
lived lives to our absorption of their ideological underpinnings, have in
valuable ways filled out de Beauvoir’s claim that “one is not born, but
rather becomes, a woman.”**

What is already clearly indicated by these studies, despite their in-
completeness so far, is that in a gender-structured society there is such a thing
as the distinct standpoint of women, and that this standpoint cannot be
adequately taken into account by male philosophers doing the theoretical
equivalent of the elderly male justices in the cartoon. The very carly
formative influence on children of female parenting, especially, seems to
suggest that sex different in a gendered society is more likely to affect one’s
thinking about justice than, for example, racial difference in a society in
which race has social significance, or class difference in a class society.
The notion of the standpoint of women (while not without its own problems)
suggests, first, that a fully human moral or political theory can be developed
only with the full participation of both sexes. At the very least, this will
require that women take their place with men in the dialogue in approxi-
mately equal numbers and in positions of comparable influence. In a
society structured along the lines of gender, this cannot happen.
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In itself, moreover, this is insufficient for the complete development ol a

fully human theory of justice. For if principles of justice are to be adlo])tcd
unanimously by representative human beings ignorant of their particular
characteristics and positions in society, they must be persons wh.osc psy-
chological and moral development is in all essentials identical. This means
that the social factors influencing the differences presently found between
the sexes — from female parenting to all the manifestations of female
subordination and dependence — would have to be replaced by genderless
institutions and customs. Only when men participate equally in what
have been principally women’s realms of meeting the daily material and
‘psychological needs of those close to them, and when women participate
:-equally in what have been principally men’s realms of larger scale pro-
‘duction, government, and intellectual and creative life, will members of
both sexes be able to develop a more complete human personality than has
hitherto been possible. Whercas Rawls and most other philosophers have
assumed that human psychology, rationality, moral development and so
‘on are completely represented by the males of the species, this assumption
itsclf has now been exposed as part of the male-dominated ideology of our
gendered society.
It is not feasible to consider here at any length what effect the consider-
‘ation of women’s standpoint might have on Rawls’s theory of justice. 1
‘would suggest, however, that it might place in doubt some assumptions
‘and conclusions, while reinforcing others. For example, the discussion of
rational plans of life and primary goods might be focussed more on
relationships and less exclusively on complex activities if it were to en-
‘compass the traditionally more female parts of life.”” On the other hand,
those aspects of Rawls’s theory, such as the difference principle, that
require a far greater capacity to identify with others than is normally
characteristic of liberal theory might well be strengthened by reference to
‘conceptions of relations between self and others that seem in gendered
mclety to be more predominantly female, but that would in a gender-free
Society be more or less evenly shared by members of both sexes.™

The arguments of this essay, while critical of some aspects of Rawls’s
of justice, suggest the potential usefulness of the theory from a

i _é does this, moreover, despite the fact that his own theory of moral
evelopment rests centrally on the early experience of persons within a
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family environment that is both loving and just. Thus the theory as it
stands contains an internal paradox. Because of his assumptions about
gender, he has not applied the principles of justice to the realm of human
nurturance which is so crucial for the achicvement and the maintenance of
Justice.

On the other hand, I have argued that the feminist potential of Rawls’s
method of thinking and his conclusions is considerable. The original
position, with the veil of ignorance hiding from its participants their sex as
well as their other particular charactenistics, their talents, circumstances
and aims, is a powerful concept lor challenging the gender structure. In
particular — notwithstanding the difficulties for those socialized in a gen-
dered society of thinking in the original position — it provides a viewpoint
from which we can think about how to achieve justice within the family.
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Simone de Beauvoir and Women:
Just Who Does She Think “We” Is?

Elizabeth V. Spelman

The critics often repeal in new contexts versions of the old assumplions they set out lo

Martha Minow

In The Second Sex, Simone de Beauvoir explores the many ways in which

have depicted women as ruled by forces in human nature that men
neither fully accept nor fully deny.! The Second Sex is a landmark work

contemporary feminist thought (even though for many years de Beauvoir

arently resisted being identified as a feminist).” She attempted to give
account of the situation of women in general and to include proposals
the conditions that would have to change if women were to become
- Although not all feminists subsequent to de Beauvoir referred to her
% Or even necessarily knew about it, there is hardly any issue that
Ists have come to deal with that she did not address. Indeed, she
ched on issues such as attitudes towards lesbianism that some later
nists didn’t dare to think about.*

€ Beauvoir explicitly recognized that we live in a world in which there
A number of forms of oppression, and she tried to locate sexism in that
XL In her work, we have all the essential ingredients of a feminist
nt of “women’s lives” that would not conflate “woman” with a small
of women — namely, white middle-class heterosexual Christian
' in Western countries. Yet de Beauvoir ends up producing an
twhich does just that. Here I shall explore how both de Beauvoir’s
lical perspective and her empirical observations lend themselves to
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matter, will from passivity, transcendence from immanence, spirit from
flesh.”

But life is necessary for existence, and we must preserve life even while
we struggle against its demands. Descent into life is possible because of
the never fully eradicated allure of dumbness and unfreedom, the ever-
present possibility of forgeing (or seeming to forgo) the responsibilities,
uncertainties, and risks of intelligence and freedom. Men, de Beauvoir
says, make women the repository of the multiform threats to a life of
wanscendence, agency, freedom, spirit; woman remains “in bondage to
lifc’s mysterious processes,” “doomed to immanence.”” Her life “is not
dirccied towards ends: she is absorbed in producing or caring for things
that are never more than means, such as food, clothing, and sh‘t—:lter. These
things are inessential intermediaries between animal life and free exist-
“ence.”"! Though woman is no less capable of real “existence” than man, it
is in her corporeality rather than his own that man sees palpable and
‘undeniable reminders of his own animal nature, of his own deeply regret-
lable and undignified contingency. Desirous of seeing no part of himsell in
, he regards her as thoroughly Other, or as thoroughly Other as he can
ven that he nevertheless needs her as a companion who is neither merel):
n animal nor merely a thing: “Man knows that to satisfy his desires, to
erpetuate his race, woman is indispensable.”!!

Although women are constitutionally no less desirous or capable than
of “existing” rather than mercly “living,” historically most women
¢ not resisted men’s definition of them as embodying mysterious,
b ff:rrccs of nature. They have done little to try to undermine the
omic, social, and political institutions that reinforce and are reinforced
such attitudes. [n this, de Beauvoir says, women are unlike other
: pressed groups — for example, Blacks, Jews, workers.

Thcrc are two reasons for this. First, women are spread throughout the
pulation, across racial, class, ethnic, national, and religious lines, and
presents huge obstacles to their working together politically. They
't share the same economic and social position, nor do they have a
ed consciousness. Moreover, “the division of the sexes is a biological
» Mot an event in human history.”"? In all other cases of oppression, she
15, both the oppressors and the oppressed have taken their relative
__H_Ons to be the result of historical events or social change and hence in
Ciple capable of alteration: “A condition brought about at a certain
can be abolished at some other time, as the Negroes of Haiti and
e1s have proved.” Similarly, “proletarians have not always cxisted
€Teas there have always been women.”'3 '
Beauvoir’s point here presumably is not that whites never have
racial differences to be biological; rather she seems to be pointing
L that the idea that biological differences entitle whites to dominate
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a far richer account of “women’s nature” than she herself ends up giving,
(I am not going to argue about the strengths or weaknesses of her theory
or the accuracy of her observations, but rather raise some questions about
why she took them to lead in one direction rather than another.) Then 1
want to suggest reasons for the serious discrepancy between the poten tial
broad scope of her views and the actual narrow focus of her position. De
Beauvoir is a thinker of great perspicacity, so to explain the discrepancy
simply in terms of a kind of race and class privilege that makes it easy for
her to think of her own experience as representative of the experience of
others is not enough. We need to ask what it might be in the language or
methodology or theory employed by de Beauvoir that enables her to
disguise from herself the assertion of privilege she so keenly saw in women

of her own position.

I

Human beings aren’t satisfied merely to live, de Beauvoir insists: we

aspire to a meaningful existence.* But much about our constitution con-

spires against the possibility of such an existence: our being creatures of
the flesh entails the ever-present possibility that our grand projects will be

mocked. Tt is not only the facts of our birth and death that give the lie to

our being pure, unembodied, immortal spirit. Our bodies need tending to

each day, and there is nothing meaningful in the many activitics involved

in this tending. The feeding and cleaning of bodies, the maintenance of
shelter against the powerful vagaries of the natural world, are necessary if
we are to live. But il that is all we did, or all we thought we could do, we
wouldn’t find anything valuable about human life. As de Beauvoir says,
unless we can engage in activities that “transcend four] animal nature,”
we might as well be brute animals: “On the biological level a species is
maintained only by creating itself anew; but this creation results only in
repeating the same Life in more individuals. But man assures the repetition
of Life while transcending Life through Existence; by this transcendence
he creates values that deprive pure repetition of all value.””

“Existing,” as opposed to merely “living,” is best expressed in thosé
aspects of life that are the function of “the loftiest human attitudes:
heroism, revolt, disinterestedness, imagination, creation.”® Only “exist=
ing” gives any reason for life; mere living “does not carry within itself its
reasons for being, reasons that arc more important than life itself.”” To.
exist is to be a creative subject, not a passive object of the forces of natur
it is to be molding a new future through the power of one’s intelhgence,
rather than being at the play of the repetitive rhythms of one’s anim
nature. Existing is as different from living as consciousness is from.
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Blacks has been undermined in theory (to the extent that differences
between Black and white are held to be less significant than their similarities
as human beings) and nullified in political struggles (through which
Blacks make clear their capacity to regard themselves as “subjccts” and
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whites as “others”).'* De Beauvoir seems to be saying here that owing toa
deep and apparently unbridgeable biological divide, women constitute for
men the Other, whereas Blacks or the proletariat, for example, have not

always constituted an Other for those by whom they may be dominated.

At the same time, despite these differences among women and between
women and other oppressed groups, women do share something in common
— but what they share paradoxically works against any possible solidarity.
They “identify with cach other” but do not communicate, as men do,
“through ideas and projects of personal interest,” and are only “bound
wgether by a kind of immanent complicity.”"” By this de Beauvoir means
that women are aware of inhabiting a special domain separate from men—

in which they discuss recipes, frigidity, children, clothing — but neverthe

less they regard cach other as rivals for the attention of the masculine
world. They are capable of ceasing to be Other. Despite what men find it

convenient to believe, the difference between men and women is no more

geoisie and proletariat. There is, however, a difference between the bi
logical condition of being female and the social condition of being wo
So despite the differences among women, their different social and political
locations, they could join in resisting the domination of men. But the
haven’t.'® -

And why haven’t they? Sometimes de Beauvoir suggests that it i
because being a “true woman” is inseparable from being the Other, 56

that it is logically impossible both to be a real woman and to be a subject,

while there is no definitional problem, whatever other problems there @
in being a Black, or a worker, or a Jew, and also a subject. But this ¢

not explain why women don’t refuse to be “true women.” And indeed

sometimes de Beauvoir suggests that women simply choose to take the les
arduous path: “No doubt it is more comfortable to submit to a b i
enslavement than to work for liberation”; to “decline to be the Other,
refuse to be a party to the deal — this would be for women to renounce 48
the advantages conferred upon them by their alliance with the supe i0
caste.”"’

Hence sometimes when she says that economic independence is
necessary condition of women'’s liberation, there is the suggestion
only if women are forced by circumstance Lo provide for themselves
they embrace their transcendence rather than fall into their immanen
see themselves as subjects rather than objects, as Self rather than O
Women recognize the imporance and value of transcendence, but onlj

biological given and historical necessity than the difference between bour-
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.nough to search for men whose creative and productive flights will rub off
them, metaphysically speaking. Women want what men have, but only
in wanting the men who have it. What we need, de Beauvoir is saying, is a
‘world in which il women are to get it at all, they must do it on their own.
In short, de Beauvoir argues that there are at least three things that
help to explain the fact of women’s domination by men:

Men’s having the attitudes they do toward women;

the existence of economic, social, and political institutions through
which such attitudes are expressed, enforced and perpetuated;
women’s failure to resist such attitudes and institutions.

Differences among women

noted above, de Beauvoir more than once remarks on class, racial, and
onal differences among women and how such differences bear on the
omic, social, and political positions of women thus variously situated.
er comments on the lack of a sense of shared concerns among women are
e arresting: “If [women| belong to the bourgeoisie, they feel solidarity
th men of that class, not with proletarian women; if they are white, their
giance is to white men, not to Negro women.”"™ The housewife is
e toward her “servant [and toward] the teachers, governesses, nurses
nursemaids who attend to her children.”" “Freed from the male, [the
lass woman| would have to work for a living; she felt no solidarity
1 workingwomen, and she believed that the emancipation of bourgeois
would mean the ruin of her class.”” De Beauvoir, then, is saying
the women least prepared to have their status changed have been
e middle-class women, who are willing to keep the sexual status quo
eturn for the privileges of their class and race.
n all such examples, she cites the unwillingness of women with race or
S pl‘ivileges to give them up as the main obstacle to women’s all doing
_thlng together to resist the domination of men. That is, what prevents
hite middle-class woman from attacking sexism is her awareness that if
:lndcrmincs sexism she will thereby undermine her race and class
cge. This tes in with de Beauvoir’s point about the difference class
€ to privilege based on sex. She argues that the less class privilege
and women enjoy, the less sexual privilege men of that class have; the
extreme class oppression is, the less extreme sex oppression is. So
ding to de Beauvoir sexism and classism are deeply intertwined. An
t way in which class distinctions can be made is in terms of
{female relationships: we can’tdescribe the sexism women are subject
thout specifying their class; nor can we understand how sexism works
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without looking at its relation to class privilege. What makes middle-class ~and species — “the oppression of woman has its cause in the will to
women dependent on men of their class is the same as what distinguishes perpetuate the family and (o keep the patrimony intact” - she chooses to

pre questions about legitimacy even while alluding to them elsewhere.
quotes Demosthenes: “We have hetairas for the pleasures of the spirit,
concubines for sensual pleasure, and wives to give us sons™:3 and her
ent implics among other things that human beings typically do not
ntinuc the species” randomly or without regard to what kinds of beings
populate the future. Both Plato and Aristotle were concerned about
ining the right kind of men with the right kind of women to produce
osopher-rulers and citizens of the polis. De Beauvoir surely was aware
¢ extent to which racial, class, and religious conventions dictate what
prises appropriate sexual behavior and “legitimate” reproduction.
deed, as we shall see below, she explicitly points out but does not
sonsider the implications of the fact that everything she says about sexual
privilege only works when the man and woman belong 1o the same race
nd class.”
‘De Beauvoir sabotages her insights about the political consequences of
multiple locations of women in another way: she frequently compares
to other groups — in her language, “Jews, the Black, the Yellow,
proletariat, slaves, servants, the common people.” For example, she
us to think about the differences between the situation of women, on
one hand, and, on the other “the scattering of the Jews, the introduction
avery into America, the conquests of imperialism.” She discusses with
iderable appreciation Bebel’s comparison of “women and the prolet-
" She remarks that some of what Hegel says about “master and
e” better applies to “man and woman.” In reflecting on slavery in the
ed States, she says that there was a “great difference” between the
f American Blacks and that of women: “the Negroes submit with a
g of revolt, no privileges compensating for their hard lot, whereas
1an is offered inducements to complicity.” She speaks of the role of
i offering “women” and “the common people” the hope of
g out of immanence: “When a sex or a class is condemned to
pponce, itis necessary to offer it the mirage of some form of transcend-
= She compares the talk of women about their husbands to con-
ons “of domestics talking about their employers critically in the
ts’ quarters,"*?
ing up these comparisons not in order to assess their historical
1 but to note that in making them de Beauvoir obscures the fact
of the populations to whom she compares women consists of
. This is particularly puzzling in light of her recognition of the ways
women are distributed across race, class, religious, and ethnic
E sometimes contrasts “women” to “slaves,” sometimes describes
as “slaves,”* but she never really talks about those women who

them from working-class women.”!

But de Beauvoir does not heed her own insights here. On the contrary,
she almost always describes relations between men and women as if the
class or race or ethnic identity of the men and women made no difference
to the truth of statements about “men and women.” This poses some very
serious difficulties for her attempt to give a general account of “woman.”
On her own terms it ought to be misleading to say, as she does, that we
live “in a world that belongs to men,”” as il all differences between
princes and paupers, masters and slaves, can be canceled out by the fact
that they are all male.*® In describing the psychological development of
girls, she remarks on the ways in which everything in a girl’s life “confirms
her in her belief in masculine superiority.”** And yet she later makes clear
that a white girl growing up in the United States hardly believes that
Black men are superior to her: “During the War of Secession no Southerners
were more passionate in upholding slavery than the women.” She describes:
ways in which girls of the upper classes are taught to believe in their
superiority to working-class men: “In the upper classes women are eager
accomplices of their masters because they stand to profit from the benefits
provided. . . . The women of the upper middle classes and the aristo '
have always defended their class interests even more obstinately tha
have their husbands.”?® Whether or not de Beauvoir is entirely accurate in
her descriptions of some women’s passionate insistence on preservi
privilege — were they really more fierce about it than the men of their
and class?® — the point is that these descriptions undermine her claims
elsewhere about the common position of women.

De Beauvoir’s perceptiveness about class and race inequality should
make us wonder about her account of the “man” as “citizen” and “pro-
ducer™ with “economic independence™ and all “the advantages attached
to masculinity” in contrast to the “woman,” who is “before all, and oft n
exclusively, a wife,” “shut up in the home,” enjoying “vast leisure,” ane
entertaining at tables “laden with fine food and precious wines.””’

Since the husband is the productive worker, he is the one who goes beyond
family interest to that of society, opening up a future for himself through
cooperation in the building of the future: he incarnates transcendence.
Woman is doomed to the continuation of the species and the care of the
home — that is, to immanence.

Here de Beauvoir, despite evidence she provides to the contrary, makes it
look as if racism, for example, had never existed and never affected th
conditions under which a man can “incarnate transcendence.” Here ant
elsewhere when she points to the role women play in reproducing fa 1_
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according to her own categories belonged to slave populations — for
example, Black female slaves in the United States. She does say at one
point that “there were women among the slaves, to be sure, but there have
always been free women”* and then she proceeds to make clear that it is
free women whom she will examine. She also says that in “classes in which
women enjoyed some economic independence and took part in production

_ women workers were enslaved even more than the male workers.”*
But in contrasting “women” to a number of other groups, and in choosing
not to pay attention to the women in those other groups, she expresses her
determination to use “woman” only in reference to those females not
subject to racism, anti-Semitism, classism, imperialism.

Perhaps she is aware at some level that this is the price she must pay for
consistency: for where she does describe briefly the situation of females
who belong to the groups she contrasts to “women,” what she says does
not follow from her account of “women.” For example, she claims that in
the Middle Ages peasant men and women lived on a “footing of equality,”
and that “in the working classes economic oppression nullified the in-
equality of the sexes.”* If she believes this, then of course she has to
restrict her use of the word “woman” to those females not subject 1o the
other forms of oppression she refers to; otherwise her large claims about
the subordination of women to men would be undermined by her own
account. And yet at the same time, she subjects them to question, which
we see as we turn o a third way in which de Beauvoir fails to pay
attention to her own significant insights.

Toward the end of The Second Sex, de Beauvoir acknowledges that the
differences in privilege and power between men and women she has been
referring to are “in play” only when men and women are of the same class

and race.”” This is a logical conclusion for someone who holds, as we have
seen she does, that the wives of white slaveowners in the United States
fought even harder than their husbands to preserve the privileges of race;
since she thought of “slaves” as male, she could hardly maintain that men
who were slaves dominated women who were not. But there is a problem
even in the way she signals here that claims about privilege based on sex
apply only within the same class or race. For that suggests that sexism

within one class or race is just like that within any other class or race.

so, her claims do have a kind of generality after all — for example, what
characterizes relations between white men and white women would also
characterize those between Black men and Black women. But we’ve seen
that de Beauvoir also holds that sexual oppression is essentially nullified

when men and women are subject to other forms of oppression. In

case, her claim is not really that the sexism she describes operates only

when class and race are constant, but rather that she is talking about
sexism in effect only when the men and women involved are not subject
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class or racial oppression. She herself leads us to the conclusion that the
sexism she is concerned with in The Second Sex is that experienced by white
middle-class women in Western countries.

The creation of women

“One is not born, but rather becomes, a woman”. This opening sentence
from Book 2 of The Second Sex has come to be the most often cited and
perhaps most powerful of de Beauvoeir’s insights. Among other things it
“offers a starting point for the distinction between sex and gender. It is one
thing to be biologically female, quite another to be shaped by one’s culture
into a “woman” — a female with feminine qualities, someone who does the
kinds of things “women,” not “men,” do, someone who has the kinds of
thoughts and feelings that make doing these things scem an easy expression
of one’s feminine nature.

If being a woman is something one can become, then it also is something
‘one can fail to become. De Beauvoir insists that while being or not being
ale is a biological matter, becoming or not becoming a woman is not.
HCivilizanon as a whole” produces women. In the absence of other humans,
p female would become a woman; particular human “intervention in her
tiny is fundamental” o who and what she becomes: “Woman is
termined not by her hormones or by mysterious instincts, but by the
ner in which her body and her relation to the world are modified
h the action of others than herself.” In particular, “in men’s eyes —
and for the legion of women who see it through men’s eyes - it is not
gh to have a woman’s body nor to assume the female function as
stress or mother in order to be “true woman.”*® What she has to do to
become a “true woman” is to be seen and to sec hersell as Other in
trast to the Self of the male, as inessential in contrast to the essential,
object in contrast to the subject. Females of the species don’t come
ted in this way; they are made this way by the concerted efforts of men

nd women.

oreover, de Beauvoir insists that humans create whatever significance
 attached to having a body and more particularly to having a male or
e body. She directs us to thinking about “the body as lived in by the
ect” as opposed to the body as described by the biologist. The conscious-
one has of one’s body in this way is acquired “under circumstances
endent upon the society of which [one] is a member” or indeed even
the class one belongs to. De Beauvour suggests, for example, that the
cal event of having an abortion is experienced differently by con-
al middle-class women and by those “schooled by poverty and
to disdain bourgeois morality.” Along similar lines, she claims that
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the biological changes that take place during menopause are experienced
differently by those “true women™ who have “staked everything on their
femininity” and by “the peasant woman, the work man's wife,” who,

“constantly under the threat of new pregnancies, are happy when, at long

last, they no longer run this risk.”*

Biology 1s not destiny in at least two senses, according to de Beauvoir,
First, being female is not the same thing as being a “woman”; nor does it
determine whether and how one will become a “woman.” Second, different

women experience biological events associated with being female differently,

depending on how their bodies are otherwise emploved and their beliefs

about what are the proper things to do with or to their bodies. But de

Beauvoir doesn’t take this insight as far as she might in the directions to

which her own comments lead. She seems to be saying that there is no
particular significance that must be given to biological facts about our
bodies, that whether or how a female becomes a “woman”™ depends upon

human consciousness and human action. But she 1s well aware of the faci

that in many ways human consciousness and human action take quite
different forms in different socicties. We get a hint of this in her comment
quoted above about how a woman’s consciousness of femininity is de-
pendent on the society in which she lives, as well as in her reminder that
the intervention of others is so crucial a factor in the creation of a
“woman” out of a female that “if this action took a different direction, it

would produce a quite different result.”*’

This surely points to the variability in the creation of “women” ac
and within cultures. Here is where de Beauvoir's lack of attention
females belonging to the populations she contrasts to “women”™ is p
ticularly disappointing. She doesn’t reflect on what her own theoreti
perspective strongly suggests and what her own language mirrors: namel
that different females are constructed mmto different kinds of “women’
that under some conditions certam females count as “women,” others
don’t.

Morcover, de Beauvoir's analysis of racial oppression, cursory as it i
tells us that she believes people have attached different significance &
racial differences at different times. She counts as successful social cha
those economic and political reversals in which a people once regarded as
Other no longer are regarded as such by those who formerly dominated
them. When she comments, early in the book, on the change of status o
Blacks in Haiti after the revolution,” and much later on how Bl
suffrage helped to lead to the perception of Blacks as worthy of having
vote,*” she is alluding to changes in the significance attached by whites
what they take to be biological differences between whites and Blacks. ¥
we follow up her insistence that we pay attention to “the body as lived il
by the subject,” we might begin to ask not only about living in a male of
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female body m the context of sexism but also about living in a black or
white or brown or yellow or red body in the context of racism. Though de
Beauvoir refers to the variability in ideals of feminine beauty® and, as
we've seen, is certainly aware of racial oppression, she does not speak at
Jength about women subject to racism and so does not talk about the ways
in which notions of beauty are racially coded. While she certainly is aware
of the significance attached to skin color, she does not join that to her
point about the distinction between other physical differences among
human bodies (i.e., sexual differences) and what humans make of those
differences.

The real and the ideal woman

A third promising ingredient of de Beauvoir’s analysis is her attack on the
pancy between the reality of actual women and a static ideal of
an.” The latter is not an empirical generalization based on observa-
ions of specific women but a male myth about the nature of femininity:

As against the dispersed, contingent, and multiple existences of actual
‘women, mythical thought opposes the Eternal Feminine, unique and
changeless. If the definition provided for this concept is contradicted by the
behavior of fiesh-and-blood women, it is the latter who are wrong; we are
told not that Femininity is a false entity, but that the women concerned are
not feminine.*!

De Beauvoir believes that this mythical ideal reaches deep into the idea

i woman as Other, and as we’ve seen, she sometimes speaks as if men’s

Fatment of women as Other is inevitable. But on the other hand, it is

a -thal she thinks that if political and economic conditions change in
ght direction, women will be seen in their historical specificity — that

men might come to be truly known by men rather than being the
for men’s projection of a mythic ideal of femininity. .

! IS noteworthy that the feminine comrade, colleague, and associate are
Hhout mystery [being “mysterious” is one version of the mythic ideal]; on

other hand, if the vassal is male. if, in the eyes of a man or a woman who
(ﬂdrr: or richer, a young fellow, for example, plays the role of the
tial object, then he too becomes shrouded in mystery. And this
s for us a substructure under the feminine mystery which is economic

more rc.]aﬁonships are concretely lived, the less they are idealized. The
@h of ancient Egypt, the Bedouin peasant, the artisan of the Middle Ages
worker of today has in the requirements of work and poverty relations
s particular woman companion which are tao definite for her to be
Hbellished with an aura cither auspicious or inauspicious. *
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De Beauvoir seems to be making a brief here for establishing a set of
conditions under which people can see each other as they actually are,
The liberation of women depends upon establishing economic and political
conditions under which men won’t simply project their notion of “woman”
onto women but will look at who women in fact are, observing “the
behavior of flesh-and blood women.” De Beauvoir has high regard for
what she refers to as “knowledge,” “empirical law,” “laws of nature,”
“scientific explanation.”®” Though she does not explain exactly what she
means by thesc terms, it is clear that she accuses men of not being very
scientific in their claims about women. Men are right to look for universally
true statements about women, but they don’t realize that the only solid
grounds for such claims are empirical observations. Clear thinking about
women would lead to universally true statements about them.

De Beauvoir has not of course laid out a full-blown epistemology here,

but the hints of one point to the potential richness of her account of

women. As we have noted on several oceasions, de Beauvoir at one level is

quite aware of the diverse historical, cconomic, and political situations of

women, of the differences class and race make to women’s relationships
with men and to their relationships with other women. She likens the
notion of the “Eternal Feminine” to a Platonic “Idea, timeless, unchange-
able.” As an existentialist, she has no truck with the idea of an “essence”
of anything — of humanity, of man, of woman. We are not who or what we
by by virtue of being particular instances of some transcendental entity;
rather, “an existent is nothing other than what he does . . . he is to be
measured by his acts,”*

De Beauvoir suggests that a search for some essence of “woman” is

deeply misplaced: we would look in vain for some metaphysical nugget of '

pure womanhood that defines all women as women. We have to look at
what women do to find out who they are. This means that we cannot
decide prior to actual investigation of women’s lives what they do or do
not have in common; and this means that we cannot assume that what we
find to be true about the lives of women of one class or race or nationality
or historical period will be true about the lives of other women. De
Beauvoir warns us against any inclination to assume that the lives of
women of one race or class are representative of the lives of all other
women. Both existentialism and “scientific thinking” tell us we have to
look and see what women are really like.

But at the same time, de Beauvoir also warns, neither existentialism nor

“scientific reasoning” will lead us to the viewpoint of “woman,” who

“lacks the sense of the universal” and takes the world to be “a confuset
conglomeration of special cases.” So while we can’t assume, ahcad of time,
that any particular universal truth about “humanity” or “men” or “women”
will be true, we can assume that investigation of women’s lives will lead to
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such a truth or truths about women. Women’s isolation from one another
_ the very isolation that de Beauvoir cites as one reason for their not
constituting a likely political class —accounts in large part for their lacking
‘¢the sense of the universal”: “She feels she is a special case because she is
isolated in her home and hence does not come into active contact with
other women.”* If she had the opportunity to know about other women’s
Jives, she might come to see the grounds for universal truths in the
‘similarities in cases she earlier had taken to be special, unique, sui generis.

" De Beauvoir has a lively concern that views about women be based
‘neither on the assumption that women necessarily share some metaphysical
‘essence nor on the assumption that women share nothing at all. Yet the
universal truths she claims to be noting about “women” do not follow
from the observations she makes about differences among women.

I

at might explain the contradictory pulls in de Beauvoir’s account of
en? The point of asking this is not to exonerate her from the charge of
nconsistency or of misrepresenting the situation of white middle-class
en as that of “women in general.” The point, rather, 1s to see where
te middle-class privilege has to lodge in order to make itself resistant to
rvations and theoretical perspectives that tell against it

Certain strands of de Beauvoir’s thought lead inexorably in the direction
a central focus on white middle-class women to illuminate the condition
“woman.” As we’ve seen, at least some of the time she holds the
wing conditions to be true:

If one is not a “man,” onc is either 2 woman or a Black, a woman or
Jewish, a woman or a poor person, etc.

. Sexism is different from racism and other forms of oppression: sexism

is the oppression women suffer as women, racism the oppression

Blacks, for example, suffer as Blacks.

Sexism is most obvious in the case of women not otherwise subject to

- Oppression (i.e., not subject to racism, classism, anti-Semitism, etc.).

Now insofar as de Beauvoir takes these conditions 1o be true, it is quite
cal for her to take the examination of white middle-class women to be
examination of all women. Indeed, anyone who assumes the truth of
e three conditions will take it to be the most logical thing in the world
inists to focus on white middle-class women. De Beauvoir certainly
t alone in this position. To the degree that conditions 1, 2, and 3 scem
, we ought to think of the white middle-class privilege her work
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expresses, not as a personal quirk in de Beauvoir, but as part of the
intellectual and political air she and many of us breathe.

There are two important features of what we might call the 1-2-3
punch. First, it has the status of near truism: points | and 2 may appear to
be true by definition (de Beauvoir, as we saw it, at times took them utterly
for granted), and 3 may seem just to be a matter of common sense,
something not even needing the confirmation of historical inquiry (aren’t
the effects of sexism on women more distinct and hence easier to investigate
when other forms of oppression don’t affect the women in question?).
Second, it leads to the focus on white middle-class women without mentioning
white middle-class women.

These two features are crucial to the way in which white middle-class

privilege works in feminist theory and hence crucial to understanding why
we would miss a golden opportunity if we simply dismissed de Beauvoir’s
focus as an individual expression of her privilege and left it at that,
(Indeed, it would also be an expression of that privilege to mention its
presence but not bother to explore and expose its depth and pervasiveness.)
Privilege cannot work if it has to be noted and argued for. For someone to
have privilege is precisely not to have to beg for attention to one’s case. For

feminist theory to express white middle-class privilege is for it to ensure

that white midle-class women will automatically reccive attention. How

can it ensure this without making explicit what it is doing? Conditions 1-3°
do the trick, by making the default position of feminist inquiry an exam-
ination of white middle-class women: unless otherwise noted, that’s who

we are going to be talking about.

De Beauvoir was very attuned to the expression of privilege in women’s
behavior: as we saw, she took note of the desire of white slaveowners®
wives to preserve the racial status quo; she talked about the hostile
treatment of female domestic workers by their middle- and upper-class,

female employers. But privilege, we well know, can lodge almost any=
where, and since it works best when it is least obvious, it is not surprising
that we should find it reflected in what appear to be axioms of her inqui
into the condition of “women.”

Insofar as any of us agree to points 1-3 (and the agreement is likely 0

be implicit, not explicit), we are not likely to give much weight to th
strands in de Beauvoir’s thought that might give us reason to questic
their status. For example, we aren’t likely to be struck by the fact that
as de Beauvoir claims, one of the reasons women don’t seem to form
natural political class is that we are found in every population, the
contra 1, it is very odd to contrast women with Blacks, Jews, the poor.
are we likely to notice the force of de Beauvoir's saying that we oug
always to ask about the race and class of any men and women we a
talking about, since claims about sexual hierarchy hold only when ra
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and class are kept constant: if this is so, the sexism women are subject to
will vary in accordance with their race and class privilege. But in that
case, contra 2, there is no simple form of sexism the same for all women as
wornen. Thus even if, as condition 3 claims, sexism is easier to track in the
case of women not otherwise subject to oppression, it docsn’t mean the
sexism onc finds is just like the sexism one would find in the case of women
who are subject to other forms of oppression. We have to be very careful:
the oppression white middle-class women are subject to is not the oppression
n face “as women™ but the oppression white middle-class women
e. Their race and class are not irrelevant to the oppression they face
though they are not oppressed on account of their race and class.

14

/e have been trying to see what might explain the discrepancy between
implicit complexity of de Beauvoir’s assessment of the lives of women
the oversimplification in her explicit rendering of “woman’s situation”
1 of gender relations. We've suggested that while it is true that such
simplification expresses the privileged tunnel vision of someone of de
voir's race and class, we must also take the task of unmasking
ilege seriously by trying to locate the places it finds a home, rather
1 simply noting that it must be at work. Since de Beauvoir herself was
y attuned to and bothered by the presence of such privilege, we
her work by asking how such privilege functions in her own thinking.
here’s no doubt that the case de Beauvoir makes about “woman”
uld be less compelling, at least (o many of her readers, if she were to
der aloud whether there is any difficulty posed for her account by the
that there are women among the populations she contrasts to “woman”;
were to say, “Notice, by the way, tha( the account 1 give of relations
veen middle-class men and women is not the same one | give of
tons between working-class men and women”; if she did not hide
on page 605 of a 689-page book the reminder that any time we speak
le—female relations we must make sure that the men and women are
¢ same race and class.°
« .ﬂplicit musings would produce a less forceful argument for anyone
thinks that if we cannot talk about “woman” or about “women in
al,” then no case can be made about the injustice done to women, no
devised for the liberation of women. According to this line of
g, a coherent feminist political analysis and agenda requires that
e able to talk about the history of the treatment of all women, as
‘men. In order to be taken seriously, feminists have to make a case that
Y are speaking about more than a small group of people and that those
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“iving.” “Living” carries more weight for contemporary English speakers than

mere “existing.”

g Ibid., p. 134,

9 Ibid., pp. 72, 68.

10 Ihid., p. 569.

Ihid., p. 74.

Ibid., p. xix.

153 1bid., p. xviii,

4 Ibid.

5 Ibid., pp. 513, 511.

16 De Beauvoir does say quickly in passing that only feminists have done this.

Ibid., pp. xvili—xix.

7 Ibid., pp. 246, xx. But she also insists for example, that “woman’s *character’

[is] to be explained by her situation” (p. 588).

8 Ibid., p. xix; cf pp. 103, 566, 590.

§ Ibid., p. 513.

20 Ibid., p. 103.

The idea that white middle-class women might be more reluctant than other
omen to battle sexism — if doing so is to cost them the privileges they have

‘over white working-class women and all women of color — appears to conflict

with what has become a historical truism: that the nineteenth- and twentieth-

tury women's movements in England, E Ini

But it is one thing to urge women to look beyond their own cases; it ded and maintained by wllittgmitftilz::spsc‘wa;lrﬂct:r'::\:Ztcdufsl;:ﬁls“;::

quite another to assume that if one does one will find a common conditios iately arise. Did they perceive their activity 1o be mﬂ]‘i"qg that would

or a common hope shared by all women. Perhaps there is a commo# volve giving up race or class privilege? Was what they were fighting for in

condition or hope, but de Beauvoir’s own work speaks against it. Gl B spmcl!ﬁng that would lead to loss of privilege whether or not they so

bier-nsiasenon on thie: dilltrent saciil and economic pesticasecc il eived l[? Were \-\fhilc female abolitionists actually fighting to end race

v dis o thae Suslstiie wnong Wil s s vilege? Did they think it could be ended without ending sex privilege in the

. e v S
B S e e e Wi ' pf)pulatmn. In any even.t, if middle-class women were as reluctant as de
uvoir says, what might this tell us about those middle-class women who

re not reluctant?
d Sex, pp. xx, 512, 563.
~ontemporary feminists now stick in the qualifying adjective “white,” as if that
00k care of the problem. But if it matters whether a man is white, it surely also
tters — even if not in the same way — that a woman is white.
Second Sex, p. 38.
., pp. 566, 590.
 this see Ann Firor Scott, The Souther lady: From Pedestal to Politics (Chicago:
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referred to have been mistreated. So, for example, a group of white
middle-class women would not claim that harm has come to them for
being white or middle-class, but for being women. And they might wel]
believe that not only would it be irrelevant to refer to being white and
middle-class, but it would suggest that the group is not as representative
as it otherwise would appear. So were de Beauvoir to make more explicit
than she docs who “woman” refers to in her analysis, she would defuse its
potential impact: the case would not be that of “woman™ but of particular
women. ,

Furthermore, as we've seen, de Beauvoir thinks women lack a “sense of
the universal.” This has been a crucial part of their failure to resist the
domination of men: not caring to notice the similarities in their experiences,
each one given to “overestimat[ing] the value of her smile” because © 0
one has told her that all women smile.” They fail to “sum . . . up in a valid
conclusion” the many instances that ground claims about the conditions
of “woman’s™ existence. Until women see beyond their own individual
cases, they will not “succeed in building up a solid counter-universe
whence they can challenge the males.”' De Beauvoir may well regard il
as a kind of weakness on her part were she to resist gencralizing from th
case of a woman like herself.
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Foucault and Feminism: Toward a
Politics of Difference

Jana Sawicki

he beginning of wisdom is in the discovery that there exist contradictions of
rmanen! lension with which it is necessary lo live and that it is above all not
necessary to seek to resolve.

André Gorz, Farewell to the Proletariat

At is not difference which immobilizes us, but silence. And there are so many silences to

Audre Lorde, Sister Outsider, p. 44

e question of difference is at the forefront of discussions among feminists
y.! Of course, theories of difference are certainly not new to the
men’s movement. There has been much discussion concerning the
ture and status of women’s differences from men (for instance, biological,
chological, cultural). Theories of sexual difference have emphasized
shared experiences of women across the divisions of race, class, age or

ture. In such theories the diversity of women’s experiences is often
Umped into the category “women’s experience,” or women’s caste, pre-
mably in an effort to provide the basis for a collective feminist subject.
More recently, however, as a result of experiencing conflicts at the level
Practice, it is the differences among women (for instance, differences of
, class, sexual practice) that are becoming the focus of theoretical
Cussion. To be sure, Marxist feminists have consistently recognized the
ificance of class differences among women, but other important differ-
es cry out for recognition. The question arises: do the differences and
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potential separations between women pose 4 serious threat to eflective
political action and to the possibility of theory?

Perhaps the most influential and provocative ideas on the issue of

difference in feminism are to be found in the writings ol black, lesbian
feminist poet and essayist Audre Lorde. In her work, Lorde describes the
ways in which the differences among women have been “misnamed and
misused in the service of separation and confusion.” As a lesbian mother

and partner in an inter-racial couple, she has a unique insight into the
conflicts and divided allegiances which put into question the possibility of

a unifiecd women’s movement. She has experienced the way in which

power utilizes difference to fragment opposition. Indeed this fragmentation

can occur not only within groups but also within the individual. Hence,

Lorde remarks: “I find I am constantly being encouraged to pluck out
some onc aspect of myself and present this as the meaningful whole,

eclipsing or denying the other parts of self.”?

Lorde claims that it is not the differences among women which are the
source of separation but rather our “refusal to recognize those differences,
and to examine the distortions which result from our misnaming them and
their effects upon human behavior and expectation. ** Thus, she appears
to be saying that difference is not necessarily counter-revolutionary. She

suggests that feminists devise ways of discovering and utilizing

differences as a source for creative change. Learning to live and struggle

with many of our differences may be one of the keys to disarming the

power of the white, male, middle-class norm which we have all internalized

to varying degrees.

In what follows I shall elaborate on the notion of difference as resource
and offer a sketch of some of the implications that what I call a “politics of

difference” might have for “revolutionary” femininist theory.” In order 10
elucidate these implications 1 shall turn to the writings of the socia
philosopher and historian Michel Foucault. It is my contention {
despite the androcentrism in his own writings he too has recognized
ambiguous power of difference in modern socicty; that is, he recog
that difference can be the source of fragmentation and disunity as well as@
creative source of resistance and change.

My aim in this paper is two-fold: (1) to turn to Foucault’s work 2
method in order to lay out the basic features of a politics of difference
(2) to show how such a politics might be applied in the feminist deb
concerning sexuality. In order to accomplish these aims 1 shall begin
contrasting Foucault’s politics with two existing versions of revolutio
feminism, namely, Marxist and radical feminism. 1 have selected thes
two feminist frameworks because they contain the elements of traditiond
revolutionary theory which Foucault is rejecting.® Other Fouca i
feminisms are developed by Morris and Martin.’

Cir
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Foucault’s Critique of Revolutionary Theory

1t will be helpful to contrast Foucault’s approach with Marxism, on the
one hand, and radical feminism, on the other. Both Marxism and radical
femninism conceive of historical process as a dialectical struggle for human
liberation. Both have turned to history to locate the origins of oppression,
and to identify a revolutionary subject. Yet radical feminists have criticized
Marxism for its inability to give an adequate account of the persistence of
male domination. They identify patriarchy as the origin of all forms of
oppression. Hence, they view the struggles of women as a sex/class as the
key to human liberation.

The recent intensification of feminist attention to the differences among
‘women might be understood as a reaction to the emergence of a body of
feminist theory which attempts to represent women as a whole on the
of little information about the diversity of women’s experiences, to
elop universal categories for analyzing women’s oppression, and, on
basis of such analysis, to identify the most important struggles. When
dre Lorde and others speak of the importance of preserving and re-
ning difference, of discovering more inclusive strategies for building
ory, and of the need for a broad based, diverse struggle, they are calling
an alternative to a traditional revolutionary theory in which forms of
ppression are cither overlooked or ranked and the divisions separating
exacerbated. The question is: are there radical alternatives to
faditional revolutionary theory? As I have indicated, it is in the writings
il Foucault that we find an attempt to articulate an alternative approach
understanding radical social transformation.
ault’s is a radical philosophy without a theory of history. He does
Ot utilize history as a means of locating a single revolutionary subject,
r does he locate power in a single material base. Nevertheless, historical
Scarch is the central component of his politics and struggle a key concept

derstanding change. Accordingly, in order to evaluate the usefulness
cault’s methods for feminism we must first understand the historical
for his critique of traditional revolutionary theory.
cault’s rejection of traditional revolutionary theory is rooted in his
of the “juridico-discursive™ model of power on which it is based.
!_n.Ddel of power underpins both liberal theories of sovereignty (that
lumate authority often codified in law and accompanied by a theory
hts) and Marxist theories which locate power in the economy and the
as an arm of the bourgeoisie. The juridico-discursive model of power
S three basic assumptions:
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1 power is possessed (for instance, by individuals in the state of nature, This brings us to the productive nature of power. Foucault rejects the
by a class, by the people): repressive model ol power for two reasons. First, he thinks that if power

e merely repressive, then it would be difficult to explain how it has
en such a grip on us. Why would we continue to obey a purcly
pressive and coercive form of power? Indeed, repressive power represents
wer 1n its most frustrated and extreme form. The need to resort o a
show of force 1s more often evidence of a lack of power. Second, as I have
indicated, Foucault thinks that the most effective mechanisms of power
are productive. So, rather than develop a theory of history and power
based on the humanistic assumpton of a presocial individual endowed
malicnable nghts (the liberal’s state of nature) or based on the
tification of an authentic human interest (Marx’s species being), he
es accounts of the ways in which certain institutional and cultural
tices have produced individuals. These are the practices of a disciplin-
¢ power which he associates with the rise of the human sciences in the
teenth century.
Disciplinary power is exercised on the body and soul of individuals. It
eases the power of individuals at the same time as it renders them
docile (for instance, basic training in the military). In modern
disciplinary power has spread through the production of certain
of knowledge (the positivistic and hermeneutic human sciences)
through the emergence of disciplinary techniques which facilitate the
ess of obtaining knowledge about individuals (techniques of surveil-
- examiqa{.titnn, discipline). Thus, ways of knowing are equated with
of exercising power over individuals. Foucault also isolates techniques
vwdualizatinn such as the dividing practices found in medicine,
hiatry, criminology and their corresponding institutions, the hospital,
m and prison. Disciplinary practices create the divisions healthy/ill,
‘mad, and legal/dclinquent, which, by virtue of their authoritative
» can bc used as cffective means of normalization and social control,
- may mnvolve the literal dividing off of segments of the population
Incarceration or institutionalization. Usually the divisions are
ed in the socicty at large in more subtle ways, such as in the
ice of labeling one another or ourselves as different or abnormal.
example, in The History of Sexuality Foucault gives an historical
tof the process through which the modern individual has come to
Tself as a sexual subject. Discourses such as psychoanalysis view
pral ty-as the key to self-understanding and lead us to believe that in
B . e
. ) 5 personal life are
og1zed, and thus become a target for the intervention of experts.
n, Foucault attempts to show how these discourses, and the practices
@ on them, have played more of a role in the normalization of the

2 power flows from a centralized source from top to bottom (for instance,
law, the economy, the state); and
3 power is primarily repressive in its exercise (a prohibition backed by
sanctions). '

Foucault proposes that we think of power outside the confines of state,
law or class. This enables him to locate forms of power which are obscu
in traditional theories. Thus, he frees power from the political domain i
much the same way as radical feminists did. Rather than engage in
theoretical debate with political theorists, Foucault gives historical ¢
scriptions of the different forms of power operating in the modern We
He does not deny that the juridico-discursive model of power describes
one form of power. He merely thinks that it does not capture those fo
of power which make centralized, repressive forms of power possi
namely, the myriad of power relations at the microlevel of society.

Foucault's own model of power differs from the traditional model i

three basic ways:

1 power is exercised rather than possessed;
2 power is not primarily repressive, but productive; and
3 power is analyzed as coming from the bottom up.

In what follows 1 will give Foucault’s reasons for substituting his ow
view of power for the traditional one.

| Foucault claims that thinking of power as a possession has led 10
preoccupation with questions of legitimacy, consent and rights. (WE
should possess power? When has power overstepped its limits?) Marxis
have problematized consent by introducing a theory of ideology, B
Foucault thinks this theory must ultimately rest on a humanistic noti
authentic consciousness as the legitimate basis of consent. Furtherr
the Marxist emphasis on power as a possession has resulted in an eff
locate those subjects in the historical field whose standpoint is potent
authentic, namely, the proletariat. Foucault wants to suspend any refel
to humanistic assumptions in his own account of power because he be i
that humanism has served more as an ideology of domination th
liberation. _

For the notion that power is a possession Foucault substitutes a relatior
model of power as exercised. By focusing on the power relations el
sclves, rather than on the subjects related (sovercign—subject, bourged
proletarian), he can give an account of how subjects art constituted

power relations.
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pmsz:bie._ He identfies the necessary but not sufficient conditions for
domination.

In short, Foucault's histories put into question the idea of 2 universal
binary division of struggle. To be sure, such divisions do exist, but as
particular and not universal historical phenomena. Of course, the corollary
of his rejection of the binary model is that the notion of a subject of
astory, a single locus of resistance, is put into question.

modern individual than they have in any liberatory processes. He calls for
a liberation from this “government of individualization,” for the discovery
of new ways of understanding ourselves, new forms of subjectivity.

3 Finally, Foucault thinks that focusing on power as a posscssion has
led to the location of power in a centralized source. For example, the
Marxist location of power in a class has obscured an entire network of
power relations “that invests the body, sexuality, family, kinship, know-
ledge, technology. . .”® His alternative is designed to faclitate the des-
cription of the many forms of power found outside these centralized loci.
He does not deny the phenomenon of class (or state) power, he simply
denies that understanding it i1s more important for resistance. As 1 have
indicated, Foucault expands the domain of the political to include a
heterogeneous ensemble of power relations operating at the microlevel
society. The practical implication of his model is that resistance must
carried out in local struggles against the many forms of power exercised at
the everyday level of social relations.

Resistance

Despite Foucault’s neglect of resistance in Disapline and Punish, in The
History of Sexualily he defines power as dependent on resistance.'” More-
, emphasis on resistance 1s particularly evident in his more recent

In recent writings Foucault speaks of power and resistance in the
owing terms:

Foucault’s “bottom-up” analysis of power is an attempt to show how
power relations at the microlevel of society make possible certain global
effects of domination (such as class power, patriarchy). He avoids usi
universals as explanatory concepts at the start of historical inquiry
order to prevent theoretical overreach. He states:

‘Where }hcrc is power, there is resistance, and yet, or rather consequently,
 this resistance is never in a position of exteriority in relation to power."

I'm not positing a substance of resistance facing a substance of power. I'm
simply saying: as soon as there’s & relation of power there’s a possibility of
resistance. We're never trapped by power; it’s always possible to modify its
‘ . ! hold, in determined conditions and following a precise strategy.'

One must rather conduct an ascending analysis of power starting, that is,
from its infinitesimal mechanisms, which each have their own history, their
own trajectory, their own tactics, and then see how these mechanisms of
power have been — and continue to be — invested, colonized, utilized,
involuted, transformed, displaced, extended, etc., by even more general
mechanisms and by forms of global domination. It is not that this global
domination extends itself right to the base in a plurality of repercussions. . . .=

ere are two claims in the above remarks. The first is the weaker claim
power relations are only implemented in cases where there is resist-
In other words, power relations only arise in cases where there is
ct, where one mdividual or group wants o affect the action of
ther individual or group. In addition, sometimes power enlists the
ant forces into its own service. One of the ways it docs this is by
ng them, by establishing norms and defining differences.
€ sccond claim implied in Foucault’s description of power is the
ger claim that wherever there is a relation of power it is possible to
: its hold. He states: “Power is exercised only over free subjects and
iy Insofar as they are free.”'* Free subjects are subjects who face a field
pssibilities. Their action is structured but not forced. Thus, he does
define power as the overcoming of resistance. When resistant forces
bvercome, power relations collapse into force relations. The limits of
have been reached.

), while Foucault has been accused of describing a totalitarian power
L which there is no escape, he denies that “there is a primary and
Hamental principle of power which dominates society down to the

In other words, by utilizing an ascending analysis Foucault shows ho
mechanisms of power at the microlevel of society have become part |
dominant networks of power relations. Disciplinary power was not inve L
by the dominant class and then extended down into the microlevel ¢
society. It originated outside this class and was appropriated by it o
revealed its utility. Foucaull is suggesting that the connection bet
power and the cconomy must be determined on the basis ol spee!
historical analyses. It cannot be deduced from a general theory. He rje
both reductionism and functionalism insofar as the latter involves loca
forms of power within a structure or institution which is self-regula
He does not offer causal or functional explanations but rather histe
descriptions of the conditions which make certain forms of domi



224 Jana Sawicki

smallest detail.'” At the same time he claims that power is everywhere, He
describes the social field as a myriad of unstable and heterogeneous
relations of power. It is an open system which contains possibilities of
domination as well as resistance.

Foucault describes the social and historical field as a battlefield, a field
of struggle. Power circulates in this field and is excercised on and by
individuals over others as well as themselves. When speaking of struggle,
he refuses to identify the subjects of struggle. When asked the question:
“Who is struggling against whom?” he responds:

This is just a hypothesis, but T would say it's all against all. There aren’t
immediately given subjects of the struggle, one the proletariat, the other the
bourgeoisie. Who fights against whom? We all fight against cach other. And
there is always within each of us something that fights something else."t

Depending on where one is and in what role (for instance, mother, lover,
teacher, anti-racist, anti-sexist) one’s allegiances and interests will shift.
There are no privileged or fundamental coalitions in history, but rather a
series of unstable and shifting ones.

In his theory of resistant subjectivity Foucault opens up the possibility
of something more than a history of constructions or of victimization.
That is, he opens the way for a historical knowledge of struggles. His

gencalogical method is designed to facilitate an “insurrcction of subjugated’
knowledges.” These are forms of knowledge or experience which “have:

been disqualified as inadequate to their task, or insufficiently claborated:
naive knowledges, located low down in the hierarchy, beneath the required
level of cognition or scientificity.”'” They include the low-ranking know-
ledge (“popular knowledge™) of the psychiatric patient, the hystenic,
imprisoncd criminal, the houscwife, the indigent. Popular knowledge is
not shared by all people, “but it is, on the contrary, a particular, local
regional knowledge, a differential knowledge incapable of unanimity.”"®
The question whether some forms of resistance are more effective than
others is a matter of social and historical investigation and not of a prio
theoretical pronouncement. The basis for determining which alliances @ c
politically viable ought not to be an abstract principle of unity, but rathet
historical and contextual analysis of the field of struggle. Thus femini
can mobilize individuals from diverse sites in the social field and thereby:
use differences as a resource.'

Genealogy as a form of resistance

Foucault introduces genealogical critique as his alternative o traditiona
revolutionary theory. He attempts to liberate us from the oppressive
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effects of prevailing modes of self-understanding inherited through the
humanist tradition. As one commentator suggests, for Foucault, “Freedom
does not basically lie in discovering or being able to determine who we
are, but in rebelling against those ways in which we are already defined,
categorized and classified.”™ Moreover, the view that the purpose of a
theory of history is to enable us to control history, is part of the Enlighten-
ment legacy from which Foucault is attempting to “free” us. For him,
there is no theory of global transformation to formulate, no revolutionary
subject whose interest the intellectual or theoretician can represent. He
recommends an alternative to the wraditional role for the intellectual in
modern political struggles. He speaks of the “specific intellectual” in
contrast to the “universal intellectual,” that 1s, the “bearer of universal
values” who is the enlightened consciousness of a revolutionary subject.

The specific intellectual operates with a different conception of the
relation between theory and practice: “Intellectuals have gotten used to

working, not in the modality of the ‘universal,” the ‘exemplary,’ the ‘just-
and-true-for all,” but within specific sectors, at the precise points where
their own conditions of life or work situate them (housing, the hospital,
the asylum, the laboratory, the university, family and social relations).*'
Focusing attention on specific situations may lead to more concrete analyses
of particular struggles and thus to a better understanding of social change.

|

or example, Foucault was involved in certain conflicts within medicine,
chiatry and the penal system. He facilitated ways for prisoners to
icipate in discussions of prison reform and wrote a history of punish-
ent in order to alter our perspectives on the assumptions which inform
practices.

~ In part, Foucault’s refusal to make any universal political, or moral,

nts is based on the historical evidence that what looks like a
1ange for the better may have undesirable consequences. Since struggle
continual and the idea of a power-free socicty is an abstraction, those
b struggle must never grow complacent. Victories are often overturned;
ges may take on different faces over time. Discourses and institutions
€ ambiguous and may be utilized for different ends.
S0 Foucault is in fact pessimistic about the possibility of controlling
ry. But this pessimism need not lead to despair. Only a disappointed
tional revolutionary would lapse into fatalism at the thought that
ch of history is out of our control. Foucault’s emphasis on resistance is
ence that he is not fatalistic himself, but merely skeptical about the
bilitics of global transformation. He has no particular utopian vision.
‘one need not have an idea of utopia in order to take seriously the
Stices in the present. Furthermore, the past has provided enough
nples of theoretical inadequacy to make Foucault’s emphasis on pro-
al theoretical reflection reasonable.
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In short, genealogy as resistance involves using history to give voice tg
the marginal and submerged voices which lie “a little bencath history,
that is, the mad, the delinquent, the abnormal, the disempowered.
locates may discontinuous and regional struggles against power both §
the past and present. These voices are the sources of resistance, the
creative subjects of history.” -

oles in the patniarchal family. They call for an elimination of all patriarchal
nstitutions in which sexual objectification occurs, such as pornography,
srostitution, compulsory heterosexuality, sadomasochism, cruising, adult/
ild and butch/femme relations. They substitute an emphasis on intumacy
d affection for the “male” preoccupation with sexual pleasure.

In contrast, libertarian feminists attack radicals for having succumbed
to sexual repression. Since radicals believe that sex as we know it is male,
are suspicious of any sexual relations whatsoever. Libertarians stress
dangers of censoring any sexual practices between consenting partners
d recommend the transgression of socially acceptable sexual norms as a
strategy of liberation.

What is remarkable about these debates from the perspecuve of a
politics of difference is the extent to which the two camps share similar
of power and freedom. In both camps, power is represented as
ntralized in key institutions which dictate the acceptable terms of sexual
ession, namely, male-dominated heterosexual institutions whose cle-
ts are crystallized in the phenomenon of pornography on the one
, and all discourses and institutions which distinguish legitimate
illegitimate sexual practice (including radical feminism) thereby
ting a hierarchy of sexual expression, on the other. Moreover, both
em to regard sexuality as a key arena in the struggle for human liberation.
us, for both, understanding the truth about sexuality is central for

tion.

n addition, both operate with repressive models of power. Radical
inists are in fact suspicious of all sexual practices insofar as they view
al desire as a male construct. They think male sexuality has completely
essed female sexuality and that we must eliminate the source of this
ession, namely, all heterosexual male institutions, before we can begin
struct our own. Libertarians explicitly operate with a repressive
of power borrowed from the Freudo-Marxist discourses of Wilhelm
and Herbert Marcuse. They recognize that women’s sexual ex-
on has been particularly repressed in our society and advocate
en’s right to experiment with their sexuality. They resist drawing any
between safe and dangerous, politically correct and politically in-
€ct, sex. Radical feminists accuse libertarians of being male identified
they have not problematized scxual desire; libertarians accuse
of being traditional female sex-prudes.

e arc other similarities between the two camps. In the first place,
n Ferguson has pointed out, both involve universalist theories of
ity, that is, they both reify “male” and “female” sexuality and thus
10 appreciate that sexuality is a historically and culturally specific
% This is problematic insofar as it assumes that there is some
ial connection between gender and sexual practice. An historical

Foucault and Feminism: Toward a Politics of Difference

What are the implications of Foucault’s critique of traditional revolutionary
theory, his use of history and his analysis of power for feminism? 1 haw
called Foucault’s politics a politics of difference because it docs not assum
that all differences can be bridged. Neither does it assume that differene
must be an obstacle to effective resistance. Indeed, in a politics of differen
difference can be a resource insofar as it enables us to multiply the sou
of resistance to particular forms of domination and to discover disto
in our understandings of each other and the world. In a politics &
difference, as Audre Lorde suggests, redefining our differences, lea
from them, becomes the central task.

Of course, it may be that Lorde does envision the possibility of som
underlying commonality, some universal humanity, which will pro
the foundation for an ultimate reconciliation of our differences. Her ow
use of the concept of the “erotic” might be understood as an impl
appeal to humanism.” As we have seen, Foucault’s method requi
suspension of humanistic assumptions. Indeed, feminists have recog
the dangers of what Adrienne Rich refers to as “the urge to leap aco
feminism to ‘human liberation.” ”** What Foucault offers to feminism
not a humanist theory, but rather a critical method which is thoro
historical and a set of recommendations about how to look at our theon@
The motivation for a politics of difference is the desire to avoid dogmat
in our categories as well as the elision of difference to which such
matism can lead. _

In conclusion, I want to illustrate the value and limitations of Foucault
politics of difference by bringing it to bear on a recent discussion |
difference within feminism, namely, the sexuality debate. This deba
polarized American feminists into two groups, radical and libertari
feminists.?® The differences being discussed threaten to destroy o
munications between them. Hence, an understanding of their differen®
is crucial at this conjuncture in American feminism.

Radical feminists condemn any sexual practices involving the
ideology of sexual objectification which, in their view, underlies both
sexual violence and the institutionalization of masculine and fe
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understanding of sexuality would attempt to disarticulate gender and
sexuality and thereby reveal the diversity of sexual experiences acrosg
gender as well as other divisions. For example, Rennie Simpson suggests,
Afro-American women's scxuality has been constructed differently from
white women’s.”” They have a strong tradition of self-rcliance and scxual
self-determination. Thus, for American black women, the significance of
the sexuality debates may be different. Indeed, the relationship between
violence and sexuality takes on another dimension when viewed in the
light of past uses of lynching to control black male sexuality. And consider
the significance of black women’s emphasis on issues such as forced
sterilization or dumping Depo Provera on third world countries over that
of white American feminists on abortion on demand.” Yet radical feminists
still tend to focus on dominant culture and the vicumization of women,

Ann Snitow and Carol Vance clearly identify the problem with this

approach when they remark:

To ignore the potential for variations (in women's sexual expression) is
inadvertently to place women outside the culture except as passive recipients
of official systems of symbols. It continues to deny what mainstream culture
has always tried to make invisible — the complex struggles of disenfranchised
groups to grapple with oppression using symbolic as well as economic and

political resistance.

Rather than generalize on the basis of the stercotypes provided by “do

nant culture,” feminists must explore the meaning of the diversity of
sexual practices to those who practice them, to resurrect the “subjugated

knowledge” of sexuality elided within dominant culture.

Secondly, both radicals and libertarians tend to isolate sexuality as
key cause of women’s oppression. Therefore, they locate power in
central source and identify a universal strategy for seizing control

sexuality (for instance, eliminate pornography, transgress sexual taboos

by giving expression to sexual desire). Both of these analyses are simpl
and reductionist. While it is important, sexuality is simply one of
many arecas of everyday life in which power operates.

In sum, the critique of the sexuality debates developed out of a politics

of difference amounts to (1) a call for more detailed research into
diverse range of women’s sexual experiences, and (2) avoiding anal
which invoke universal explanatory categories or a binary model of
pression and thereby overlook the many differences in women’s experi
of sexuality. Although a politics of difference docs not offer feminis

morality derived from a universal theory of oppression, it need not lapst

into a form of pluralism in which anything goes. On the basis of sp
theoretical analyses of particular struggles, one can make generalizath
identify patterns in relations of power and thereby identify the rela
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effectiveness or incflectiveness, safety or danger of particular practices.
For example, a senies of links have been established between the radical
feminist strategy of antipornography legislation and the New Right’s
efforts to censor any sexual practices which pose a threat to the family.
This is not to suggest that the antipornography movement is essentially
reactionary, but rather that at this ime it may be dangerous. Similarly,
one ought not to assume that there is any necessary connection between
transgression of sexual taboos and human liberation. Denying that censor-
ship is the answer is not tantamount to endorsing any particular form of
transgression as liberatory.

In a feminist politics of difference, theory and moral judgements would
be geared to specific contexts. This need not preclude systematic analysis
of the present, but would require that our categories be provisional. As
Snitow and Vance point out: “We need to live with the uncertainties that
ise along with the change we desire.”® What is certain is that our
erences are ambiguous; they may be used either to divide us or to
ich our politics. If we are not the ones to give voice to them, then
story suggests that they will continue 10 be either misnamed and distorted,

or simply reduced to silence.
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denied the truly liberatory potential of the female realm of reproduction
and mothering.?

Other scholars, however, drew some distinctively feminist dimensions
from Arendt’s political thought. In Money, Sex, and Power, Nancy Hartsock
noted the significance of Arendt’s concept of power as collective action,
and her appreciation of “natality” or beginning anew, as promising cle-
ments for a feminist theory “grounded at the epistemological level of
reproduction.™ Hanna Pitkin observed that The Human Condition is located
within “a framework of solicitude for the body of our Earth, the Mother of
‘all living creatures”; so Arendt could hardly be described as hostile in
principle to women’s concerns.® More recently, Terry Winant found in
‘Arendt's work, “the missing clement in recent attempts to address the
problem of grounding the feminist standpoint.”
~ These differing feminist interpretations of Arendt’s political theory
serve as the organizational framework of this essay. With the critical
attacks of Rich and O’Brien in mind, I argue that The Human Condition
‘does, in fact, exhibit a gender blindness that renders it a far less powerful
account of politics and human freedom than it otherwise might have been
‘had Arendt been attentive to women’s place in the human condition.
Unlike Rich and O'Brien, however, I am not ready to dismiss The Human
Condition as hopelessly “male-stream”; nor do 1 think “the necessity of
‘male supremacy” follows from Arendt’s theoretical presuppositions. This
essay also contends, then — in line with Hartsock and others — that
Arendt’s work has much to offer feminist thought, especially in its attempis
of an atomized society bent on sheer survival. Arendt’s political vision 1o articulate a vision of politics and political life. Unlike Hartsock, how-
decisively Hellenic: the classical Greek polis of male citizens was her my ever, | argue that an “Arendtian feminism” must continue to maintain an
of the public; Pericles, the Athenian statesman, was her exemplary citizen- analytical distinction between political life on the one hand, and re-
hero; and the quest for freedom as glory was her political ideal. production on the other, and also recognize the problematical nature of a

A political theory so indebted to a culture of masculinity and hero nist politics grounded in reproductive processes. Before proceeding to
worship was bound to meet with resistance in the feminist writings of the arguments, it is necessary to outline in brief Arend(’s understanding
1970s and 1980s, as feminists began to pursuc a woman-centered theory of of the vila activa — labor, work, and action — which is the core of her theory
knowledge, and debunk the patriarchal assumptions of “male-stream™ i The Human Condition and the subject of so much feminist debate.
Western political thought. Thus Arendt was not spared the critical, an
canonical gaze of feminist theory. For Adrienne Rich and Mary O'Brien
The Human Condition was simply another attempt to discredit “women’s
work,” to deny the value of reproductive labor, and to reassert the supers
ority of masculinity. Pulling few punches, Rich argued that Arendt’s
“embodies the tragedy of a female mind nourished on male ideolog
and O'Brien called Arendt “a woman who accepts the normality and evenl
the necessity of male supremacy.”’ For both Rich and O'Brien, Arend?’ -___
sins were not simply those of omission. By elevating politics and “the
common world of men,” they contended, she reinforced the legitimacy ‘.'

“paterfamilias on his way to the freedom of the political realm,” an€
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Hannah Arendt and Feminist Politics
Mary G. Dietz

Hannah Arendt, perhaps the most influential female political philosopher
of the twenticth century, continuously championed the bios politikos —
realm of citizenship — as the domain of human freedom. In her maj
work, The Human Condition, Arendt appropriated the Aristotelian distineti
between “mere life” and “the good life” in order 1o characterize the cri
of the contemporary age in the West. What we are witnessing, she argue

Labor, Work, and Action

dt begins The Human Condition by distinguishing among three “general
an capacitics which grow out of the human condition and are per-
anent, thar is, which cannot be irretricvably lost so long as the human
ition itself is not changed.”® The three capacities and their “corres-
conditions” are labor and life, work and worldliness, and action
plurality; together they constitute the vita activa.” Arendt envisions
r, work, and action not as empirical or sociological generalizations
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about what people actually do, but rather as existential categories intended
to distinguish the vila activa and reveal what it means 1o be human and “in
the presence of other human beings” in the world.® These “existentials,”
however, do more than disclose that human beings cultivate, fabricate,
and organize the world. [n an expressly normative way, Arendt wants to
judge the human condition, and to get us, in tum, “to think what we are
doing” when we articulate and live out the conditions of our existence in
particular ways.” Underlying The Human Condition is the notion that human
history has been a story of continuously shifting “reversals™ within the vita
activa itself. In different historical moments from the classical to the
contemporary age, labor, work, and action have been accorded higher or
lower status within the hicrarchy. Arendt argues that some moments of
human experience — namely those in which “action” has been understood
as the most meaningful human activity — are more glorious and free than
those in which either “the labor of our body or the work of our hands” is
clevated within the vita activa."” Hence her reverence for the age of Socrates
and the public realm of the Greek polis, and her dismay over the ensuing
events within Western culture and political thought (including liberalism
and Marxism), as citizen-politics is increasingly lost and the world of
action is displaced by the primacy of labor and work. The critique of the
modern world that The Human Condition advances rests on the claim that
we are now witnessing an unprecedented era in which the process-driven
activity of labor dominates our understanding of human achievement. As
a result, we live in and celebrate a world of automatically functioning
jobholders, having lost all sense of what constitutes true freedom and
collective public life.

When Arendt calls “life” the condition of labor, “worldliness” the
condition of work, and “plurality” the condition of action, she means to
associate a corresponding set of characteristics with cach. Labor (animal
laborans) corresponds to the biological process of the human body and
hence to the process of growth and decay in nature itself. Necessity defines
labor, insofar as laboring is concentrated exclusively on life and the
demands of its maintenance. Labor takes place primarily in the private
realm, the realm of the houschold, family, and intimate relations. The
objects of labor — the most natural and ecphemeral of tangible things — are.

the most consumed and, therefore, the least worldly. They are the produ

of the cyclical, biological, life process itself, “where no beginning and no.

end exist and where all natural things swing in changeless, deathless;

repetition.”"" Animal laborans is also distinguished by a particular mentality of

mode of thinking-in-the-world. It cannot conceive of the possibility
breaking free or beginning anew; “sheer inevitability” and privatizatior
dominate it. Hence, Arendt refers to the “essential worldly futility” of the
life process and the activity of animal laborans.'?
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In contrast to labor, work (hemo faber) is the acuvity that corresponds to
the “unnaturalness” of human existence. If “hife” and the private realm
locate the acuvity of animal laborans, then “the world” locates homo faber.
Work 1s, literally, the working up of the world, the production of things-in-
the-world. I animal laborans is caught up in nature and in the cyclical
movement of the body’s life processes, then homo_faber is, as Arendt puts it,
“frec to produce and free 1o destroy.”' The fabrication process, with its
definite beginning and predictable end, governs homo _faber activity. Repeti-
tion, the hallmark of labor, may or may not characterize work; at least it 1s
not inherent in the activity itself. The objects of this activity, unlike those
of labor, are relatively durable, permanent endproducts. They are not
consumed, but rather used or emjoyed. The “fabrications” of kome faber
have the function of “stabilizing” human life and they bear testimony to
human productivity,'

Insofar as they arc all home jfaber, human beings think in terms of
_gaining mastery over nature, and approach the world itself as a controllable
object, the “measure of man.” This tendency to objectify things and
persons in the world is a foreboding of, in Arendt’s words, “a growing
}mcaning]cssncss, where every end is transformed into a means,” and even
those things not constructed by human hands lose their value and are
treated as instruments at the behest of the “lord and master of all things.”'?
The corresponding mentality of homo faber, then, is a rational-instrumental
attitude concerned with the uscfulness of things and with the “sheer
dly existence” made possible through human artifice. Understood as
existential “type,” homo faber is that aspect of human beingness that
aces its confidence in the belief that “every issuc can be solved and every
an motivation reduced to the principle of utility.”'®
What Arendt calls “action” stands in sharp contrast with, but is not
inrclated to the activities of labor and work. In order to act, human
Ings must first have satisfied the demands of life, have a private realm
" solitude, and also have a stable world within which they can achieve
dity” and “retrieve their sameness . . . their identity.”!'” At the same
+ human beings possess extraordinary capabilities that neither labor
work encompass. They can disclose themselves in speech and deed,
undertake new beginnings, thereby denying the bonds of nature and
ing beyond the means—cnd confines of homo faber.'"® Without action to
new beginnings (natality) into the play of the world, Arendt writes,
18 nothing new under the sun; without speech, there is no memorial-
n, no remembrance.'? Unlike cither labor or work, action bears no
ponding singular Latin synonym, perhaps because Arendt means
1o capture an aspect of human life that is cssentially collective, rather
N solitary or distinguished by the “scparateness” of persons. This
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collective condition, where speech and action materialize, Arendt calls
“the human condition of plurality.”

Plurality is perhaps the key concept in Arendt’s understanding of action.
She uses it to explore the situation humans achieve when they “gather
together and act in concert,” thus finding themsclves cnmeshed within a
“web of relationships.”?' In general terms, plurality is the simultaneous
realization of shared equality and distinctive, individual differences. Arende
calls it “the basic condition of both action and speech.” Without equality,
individuals would not be able to comprehend each other or communicate,
and without distinctiveness, they would have no need or reason to com-
municate, no impetus to interject themselves as wnigue sclves into the
shared world. Plurality, then, is the common condition in which human
beings reveal their “unique distinctiveness.” Arendt presents this in terms
of a paradox: “Plurality is the condition of human action because we are
all the same, that is, human, in such a way that nobody is ever the same as
anyone clse who ever lived, lives, or will live. 23 Thus, plurality promotes
the notion of a politics of shared differences.

Because Arendt introduces plurality as a political and not a metaphysical
concept, she also locates this common condition in a discernible space
which she calls “the public” or “the space of appearances.”** The publie

exists in stark contrast to the private realm; it is where the revelation of
individuality amidst collectivity takes place. The barest existence of a

public realm “bestowed upon politics a dignity,” Arendt writes, “that
even today has not altogether disappeared.”®

Arendt’s concept of plurality as the basic condition of action and speech
allows her to reconceptualize politics and power in significant ways. Put
simply, politics at its most dignified is the realization of human plurality =
the activity that simply is the sharing of the world and exemplary of the
human capacity for “beginning anew” through mutual specch and deed®
Power, which Arendt understands as “acting together,” maintains the
space of appearances; as long as it persists, the public realm is preserved.®®

Politics is the activity that renders us something more than just the am

laborans, subject 1o the cyclicality of human biological processes, or € c
homo faber, artificer of the world. When Arendt characterizes action as the.
only activity entirely dependent on “being together” and “the existence 0F

other people,” she intends to posit the existential difference betweel
politics on the one hand, and labor and work on the other. She also wan!

to use action as a way of getting us to consider yet one other dispositiona
capacity we possess — something she variously calls common sense, judgi

insight, or “representative thinking.”®" Representative thinking can b€
distinguished from both the process logic of animal laborans and the -

strumentalism of komo faber insofar as it is guided by a respect for persons

as distinctive agents, as “speakers of words and doers of deeds.” In order
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to flourish, the public realm requires this way of thinking; it proceeds from
the notion that we can put ourselves in the place of others, in a manner
that is open, communicative, and aware of individual differences, opinions,
and concerns.

Without question, Arendt understands politics as existentially superior
to both labor and work. Thus she has often been interpreted as devaluing
the latter, or worse, as having contempt for the lives of the poor and
working classes — in her own words, “the vast majority of humankind.”*
Here it is worth repeating that Arendt presents labor, work, and action no!
as constructs of class or social relations, but rather as properties of the
human condition which are within the range of every human being.
Likewise, our “world alicnation” is not a matter of rising masses or
threatened aristocracies, but has to do with the fact that, as fumans, we are

rapidly losing our collective capacity for exercising power through shared
word and deed, and succumbing ever more steadily to an existence governed
by the instrumental calculations of homo faber and the process mentality of
animal laborans. Freedom is fast disappearing in the face of the sheer
“survivalism and automatic functioning that is the condition of the modern
world.

Women and the Human Condition

The feminist critic who approaches The Human Condition for the first ime is
likely to conclude that Arendt’s magnum opus, with its generic male terms of
reference, its homage to the canon of Western political thought, and its
ences about women, reads like another contribution to a long hne of
litical works in the traditon. Inconceivable as it may sound to con-
mporary feminists, Arendt mentions women only twice (aside from a
footnotes) in her lengthy discussion of the classical conception of labor
work, public and private. She observes, without comment, that in the
ere of the Greek houschold, men and women performed different tasks,
she acknowledges, briefly, that women and slaves “belonged to the
e category and were hidden away” because their lives were devoted to
dily functions.™ Her scholarly development of a conceptual history of
or and work is remarkably silent on the sexual division of labor in the
ly and on the way in which gender informed traditional understandings
bor and work in both classical and modern thought. Also missing
) The Human Condition is any sustained discussion of women’s systematic
usion from the public realm throughout occidental history. Not only
Arendt seem to be trading in abstract, ahistorical categories; she also
to have little awareness of the gender assumptions that underliec and
icate them.
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Nevertheless, the feminist critc is well advised to give The Human
Condition a second look. For, not unlike many other supposedly “male-
stream” texts in political thought, Arendt’s work is an enriching, not
simply a frustrating, site for feminist criticism. Partly this is because of its
scope and complexity; as the various feminist accounts mentioned carlier
reveal, The Human Condition admits of no definitive interpretive conclusions.
Morcover, Arendt herself offers some promising directions for feminist
speculation concerning labor, work, and action. In this sense, although a
feminist analysis never emerges in The Human Condition, the materials for
one arc always threatening to break out. What these materials are, and
how they might enrich a feminist political theory despite Arendt’s neglect
of women and gender, is what I explore below. What 1 want to argue is
that, from one possible feminist perspective, The Human Condition is both
flawed and illuminating.

Although Arendt has been accused of romanticizing the public realm
and ignoring the brutality and patriarchalism that attends politics, she is,
in fact, not wholly inattentive to the historically grounded relationships
that have structured the activities she posits as fundamental to the human
condition. From the beginning, she argues, some have sought ways to
casc the burden of life by forcibly assigning to others the toil of animal
laborans. Those who have been regularly reduced to the status of “world-
less specimens of the species mankind,” have made it possible for others to
transcend “the toil and trouble of life” by standing on the backs of those
they subordinate.* In the modern age, this subordination is most vividly
revealed within the working class. The activity of komo faber has lost its
worldly character and is now performed by a mass of workers who are
bent upon sheer survival and reduced to little more than servants of
mechanized processes. (Work of this kind brings homo faber ever closer 10

animal laborans.) Arendt is also aware that the freedom of the “man of

action” — the speaker of words and doer of deeds in the public realm — is
made possible because of others who labor, fabricate, and produce. The
man of action, as citizen, thus “remains in dependence upon his fellow
men.”** She does not press the sociological analysis of labor, work, and
action along the lines of master and slave, elite and mass, privileged and
oppressed, nearly as far as she could. But she is not completely unconcerned
with the coercive and oppressive aspects of human experience that have
allowed the privileged alone to enjoy the benefits of action in the publie
realm.

Likewise, Arendt cannot be accused of completely overlooking the
manifestations of patriarchal power within the historical development of
the public and private realm. Although she literally renders the discuss!
as footnotes, she provides in small print some illuminating insights i
various dimensions of our patriarchal history. She tells us, for instance,
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that the terms dominus and paterfamilias were synonymous throughout “the
whole of occidental antiquity.”* The realm of the ancient household was,
literally, a miniature patria — a sphere of absolute, uncontested rule exercised
by the father over women, children, and slaves. Only in the public realm
did the palerfamilias shed his status as ruler, and become one among
cquals, simultaneously ruling and ruled. Only he was able 1o move between
public and private as both citizen among citizens, and ruler over those not
fit for admission to the public realm.

In her subtext discussion of the Greek distinction between labor and
work ( ponos and ergon), Arendt notes that Hesiod considered labor an evil
that came out of Pandora’s box. Work, however, was the gift of Eris, the
goddess of good strife.™ Earlier she also tells us that, for Aristotle, “the life
of woman™ 1s called ponetikos — that is, women’s lives are “laborious, driven
by necessity, and devoted, by nature, to bodily functions.™ Following the
poet and the philosopher, our patriarchal history begins by counting
painful labor ( ponon algincenta) as “the first of the evils plaguing man,” and
by assigning to women and slaves the inevitable and ineliminable task of
carrying out this labor, according to their respectively less rational and
irrational natures.”” Thesc are the tasks that, for the Greeks, occupied and
defined the private realm and were forced into hiding within the interior
(megaron) of the house. Here Arendt observes that the Greek megaron and
the Latin atrium have a strong connotation of darkness and blackness. ™
Thus the realm of women and slaves is, for the ancients, a realm of
neeessity, painful labor, and blackness. In its toil and trouble, the private
realm symbolizes the denial of freedom and equality, and the deprivation
of being heard and seen by others. In its material reality, it makes possible
the Greek male’s escape from the “first evil” into the life of the public.

As Arendt implies, then, for the realm of freedom and politics to exist
and take on meaning, it needed an “other” — a realm of necessity and
privacy against which it could define and assert itself.*® That this realm of
the other and the human practices that distinguish it came to be con-
ptualized in terms of the female and made the domain of women’s lives
1§ somcthing feminist theorists have brought to light in powerful detail. In
the Human Condition, Arendt presents even more evidence for this argument,
UL it is evidence she does not utilize in her own theorizing of the human

Londition. Indeed, despite numerous instances in which she comes close to

ething like a nascent “gender insight” in her analysis of the public and
ate realm, and the activity of labor and work, Arendt never fully
lops this insight or incorporates it systematically into her theory of
he human condition.

Nowhere, perhaps, is Arendt’s failure 1o develop her evidence about
nder more striking than in her discussion of the character and conditions
OF animal laborans. 1t is the most illuminating example of how the materials
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for a feminist analysis are present in The Human Condition, but in the end
are left unplumbed by Arendt herself. Consider again some of the charac-
teristics that distinguish the life of animal laborans, as Arendt presents
them: enslavement by necessity and the burden of biological life, a primary
concern with reproduction, absorption with the production of life and its
regeneration, and a focus on the body, nature, and natural life processes.
Labor assures “not only individual survival, but the life of the species,”
and, finally, there is the elemental happiness that is tied to laboring, to the
predictable repetition of the cycle of life and from just “being alive.”*” As
Arendt writes:

The blessing or joy of labor is the human way to experience the sheer bliss of
being alive which we share with all living creatures, and it is even the only
way men, too, can remain and swing contentedly in nature’s prescribed
cycle . . . with the same happy and purposeless regularity with which day
and night and life and death follow each other.'

The reference to “men” in this last passage sounds especially odd
because the laboring Arendt has captured so vividly is more readily
recognizable for the feminist reader as that associated with women’s
traditional activities as childbearers, preservers, and caretakers within the
household and family.*? Yet the activity of “world-protection, world-
preservation, world-repair” that Arendt encompasses in her category
“labor” is not acknowledged in The Human Condilion as indicative of
women’s practices and activities.** But surcly being “submerged in the
over-all life process of the species,” and identified with nature has been
women’s lot; being tied to biological processes has been women’s destiny;
facing the “essential worldly futility” of the lifecycle, within the darkness
of the private realm, has been women’s challenge. The cyclical, endlessly
repetitive processes of houschold labor — cleaning, washing, mending,:!
cooking, feeding, sweeping, rocking, tending — have been time-honored
female ministrations, and also conceived of and justified as appropriate to
women. Since the Greeks, the cyclical, biological processes of reproduction

and labor have been associated with the female, and replicated in a

multitude of historical institutions and practices. It is indeed curious tha

Arendt never makes this central feature of the human condition an intcglﬂv

part of her political analysis. Let us speculate nonetheless: what if

Human Condition had explored the category animal laborans as a social

construction of “femaleness”? What clse might we learn? A number of
lessons emerge.

First, an Arendtian analysis enlightened by gender reveals that t
“permanent capacities” of labor, work, and action are neither antisep
analytical categories, nor “generic” human activities but rather so¢
practices that have been arranged according to socially constituted and
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deeply entrenched sex differences. From Aristotle on, women have been
systematically constructed as animal laborans, and deemed neither capable
nor worthy of location with in the “space of appearances” that is action.
Morcover, even when they are in the guise of homo_faber — in the workplace
of the “artificer” — women have carried out the routinized tasks of stoop
labor on assembly lines, and as cleaners, cooks, and clericals. The mechan-
isms of institutionalized sexism have assigned to women unpaid, devalued,
monotonous work, both within the private realm and within the world
outside. Nominally komo faber, they are really animal laborans, transported
from life into worldliness. It seems, then, that the fundamental existentials
Arendt designates have actually been lived out as cither male or female
identities. Animal laborans, the “reproducer,” has been structured and ex-
pcr-imced as if it were natural to the female, and homo faber the “fabricator,”
has been constructed as if it were natural to the male. Once we sce this, we
‘can no longer understand the vila activa as a neutral stage on which male
and female players appear in modes of laboring, working, or acting. These
“activities have, from the start, been “cordoned off” according to sex, and
women have been consistently relegated — both materially and symbolically —
10 the lowest dimension of the vita acliva, to the life or world of labor.
Second, and following from the above, an Arendtian analysis informed
by gender allows us to sec that the disappearance of the public world, and
the loss of freedom, has been a reality for only one small part of humanity.
Just as “citizen” is an identity until recently granted to (some) men alone,
50 the “lost trcasure” of political freedom, as Arendt calls it, has in fact
‘been the historical possession of only (some) men. The feminist reader
ho shares Arendt’s regret over the disappearance of freedom in the
modern world is also aware that the treasure was never women’s to lose.*
he most emancipatory aspect of human experience as Arendt presents
t — the collcctive determination of human community through shared
and deliberation in the public sphere — is not a central aspect of
1ale experience. Thus the human condition must be assessed not only
‘what it has lost, but for what it has done — for how it has systematically
ordinated a portion of the human race, and refused them, on Arendt’s
, the most meaningful experience of human freedom.

nally, an Arendtian analysis informed by gender, and the recognition
‘women’s exclusion from the public, amplifies our conception of the
4 ﬁOl’!ship between public and private, and of freedom itself. Even if we
 to recover the public realm Arendt so vididly imagines, no society
tld count itself free so long as women were refused admittance to the
of appearances or confined to gendered institutions within the
e realm. But the admission of women into the public raises other
ons, not the least of which is “who will tend to the private?” Or, as a
luate student 1 know puts it wryly, “Every citizen needs a wife.”*"
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Thus, il we are to have a truly emancipated human condition, we musg
inquire after both the arrangements that constitute the public, and the
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conditions of the realm of necessity, without which the public world of

citizens cannot flourish. Susan Okin acknowledges this when she writes:

Only when men participate equally in what have been principally women's
realms of meeting the daily material and psychological needs of those close
to them, and when women participate equally in what have been principally
men’s realms of larger scale production, government, and intellectual and
creative life, will members of both sexes develop a more complete human
personality than has hitherto been possible.*

Notice that this formulation does not require the abandonment of a
conception of public and private, or a refusal of the distinction between
labor, work, and action. But it docs require us, in both theory and

practice, to disconnect gender from these conceptions and reconceptualize

them accordingly, as genderless realms and genderless activities. By
“genderless” 1 do not mean “androcentric,” but rather relations and

realms unfettered by roles assigned according to perceived “natural”
differences between the sexes. As Hanna Pitkin writes: “Women should be
as free as men to act publicly; men should be as free as women to nurture ., .

A life confined entirely to personal and household concerns scems .

stunted and impoverished, and so does a life so public or abstracted thatit.
has lost all touch with the practical, everyday activities that sustain it.”"
Arendt’s failure to recognize, much less delOp, the issues that surround

the constitution of women as animal laborans is readily apparent. Her
failure to integrate these issues into The Human Condition is particularly
serious given her belief that we must “think what we are doing,” lest

lose forever our understanding of those “higher and more meaningful

activities” for the sake of which our release from the bonds of necessity
deserves to be won.”*® Had she recognized that “thinking what we
doing™ cntails not just a reconsideration of the zila activa, but also an
account of how gender is implicated in the vila activa itself, The H
Condition would have been a far more emancipatory project. For all
attentiveness to the relationship between public and private, how
Arend(’s gender blindness prevents her from secing these realms as domains
that have historically enforced women’s subordination. For all her con
cern for freedom, she seems not to consider the exclusion of women from
the public world at all informative of her analysis of the alicnation of the
contemporary age. In these respects, the androcentrism of Arendt’s polit
theory diminishes her account of the very human condition she wishes
to comprchend.
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Feminist Theory and the Public Realm

To the extent that The Human Condition fails 1o acknowledge the problem of
women’s subordination and (in bell hooks’ terms) “the sexism perpetuated
by institutions and social structures,” it does not contribute to what we
might call the “world-disclosing™ aspect of a feminist theory.* It does not
help us understand the ways in which the symbolic construction of gender
has organized existing social practices and legitimized relations of
domination.

Nevertheless, despite its inattention to issues related to sex and gender,
The Human Condition has much to offer a feminist political theory. Accord-
ingly, in the final section, 1 want to turn the tables and argue that

Arendt’s understanding of action and plurality as meaningful experiences
‘of human freedom is something feminist theory should heed. In this
'Qrcspcct, The Human Condition provides an orienting role for political self-
‘understanding, and it encourages us to reconsider the way we think about
the relationship between human practices and human identities.

Part of Arend(’s critique of contemporary society involves her argument
that politics as public life, as a space of appearances where citizens engage
‘one another, deliberate, and debate, has nearly disappeared. As her
phasis on plurality indical{'s, Arendt means more by “participation in
e space of appearances” than casting a ballot every four years or
g in interest group activities, Indeed, the fact that we need w0
ify the difference between voting and the active, public self-revelation
vals and peers as citizens is proof to Arendt that we have ceased to
k of oursclves as, potentially, something more than just reproducers,

dily becomes the province of anmal laborans, so too, it seems, do our
understandings. Our conceptualizations of who we are and what we
capable of doing are driven by the imperatives of “the last stage of
boring society™; hence we are less and less capable of imagining ourselves
utually engaged citizens, or of thinking in terms of a political “we
than just an isolated “me.” Our access to an understanding of
Cs as a public happiness has diminished; “mere” life overrules other
iderations, the body supercedes the body politic, and the sheer survival
the individual as a “self” predominates over sensitivity to human
lity.

though it is not easy to say precisely what Arendt means by the notion
we have come to think what we are doing as animal laborans, she surely
g at something more than just a cliché about the “me generation.”
haps her argument is best summed up in terms of her own concepts:
modern age operates under the assumption thau life, and not the
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rather than death in life.”* Within this presumably celebratory vision an
Arendtian might notice a tribute to animal laborans.

The temptation to theonze from the standpoint of women’s bodies, and
with an emphasis on reproduction, childbirth and mothering, bears a
compelling logic. Women have been construed in terms of bodily processes
and the so-called imperative of nature, and feminist theory, in its “world-
disclosing™ or critical aspects, confronts these putatively natural attri-
butes and demystifies them. Feminist theory has revealed that, in O’Brien’s
words, “the private realm is where the new action is,” insofar as the
_unmasking of structures of female subordination is concerend.” However,
Jin the process of unmasking the manifold faces of power, many feminist
theorists have, in cffect, elevated the activitics of animal laborans as the
central features of women’s identity and feminist politics. Guided by a
reading of The Human Condition and Arendt's categories of the vita activa, we
“might consider why this feminist maneuver poses problems for a feminist
theory of politics.
Unavoidably, when feminist theorists locate emancipatory or inter-
‘wventionist possibilitics in “female reproductive consciousness™ or within
traditional female activitics, they grant some warrant 1o the very patriarchal
gements that have historically structured the vita activa, Of course,
inists appropriate these arrangements for purposes of emancipatory
consciousness, but the subordination of women to ammal laborans remains
intact nonctheless. Accordingly, these feminist arguments — despite their
ransvaluation of women's work and bodily processes — legitimize a min-
alist conception of women without considering a more expansive set of
ibilities about what it means 1o be “in the presence of other human
gs in the world.” The celebration of animal laborans plays to a reduced,
orm conception of women’s range of capabilitics and their human
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world, is the highest good; the mmmortality of life - the possibility of
achieving glory through speech and deed as public-spirited citizens — is 3
fading ideal. We are turned inward, and thrown back upon ourselves and
our endlessly analyzed psyches. We are obsessed with society, wealth, and
entertainment, but at a loss to comprehend the human condition as a
being-in-the-presence-of-others in the political world. Remarking on the
modern age, Arendt writes (in gendered language): “none of the higher
capacitics of man was any longer necessary to connect individual life with
the life of the species; individual life became part of the life process, and 10
labor, to assure the continuity of one’s own life and the life of the family,
was all that was needed.”™

Arendt intends for this indictment to cover philosophers of the modern
age as well as ordinary agents. She numbers Marx, Kierkegaard, Nietzsche,
and Bergson among those for whom political freedom and the worldliness
of action have lost their meaning, or at least been radically transfigured.
Hence the ultimate point of reference in their writings is not politics,
action or plurality, but rather “life and life’s fertility.”®" At least in the
case of Kierkegaard and Nictzsche, the alternately agitated or aesthetie
“I"” replaces the politically engaged “we.”

In the late twenticth century, a similar reluctance to theorize in political
terms, by grounding the identity of human agents in the condition of
plurality and in the capacity for speech and deed, scems to characterize
certain forms of feminist theory. Nowhere perhaps is the temptation to
theorize in the terms of animal laborans — with heightened attention .
nature, reproduction, birth, the body, and the rhythmic processes of life
itself — more prevalent than among those feminists who are concerned t0
argue that a privileged cpistemological perspective emerges from specifi=
cally female practices and a generalizable women’s condition. Consid
as examples, Mary O'Brien’s emphasis on birth and reproduction as ntity within the vila activa. As Arendt’s discussion of labor, work, and
starting point for a feminist theory of material relations, Nancy Hartsock's invites us to see, however, being human involves more than just
attention to the body’s “desires, needs, and mortality” as a primary ; Kristeva (appreciatively) calls “cycles, gestation, [and] the eternal
element in feminist epistemology, Adrienne Rich’s concentration fecurrence of a biological rhythm which conforms to that of nature.” If
“housework, childcare, and the repair of daily life” as the distincti ¢ subjectivity has been traditionally linked to this latter form of
feature of women’s community, Sara Ruddick’s claim that daily n porality, then the goal of a feminist political theory should be to
turance and maternal work give women special insights into peace, @ engage female subjectivity from the straitjacket rather than to reinforce
Julia Kristeva’s case for the subversive potential of gestation, childbi ) .rﬁstrictive a view of existential possibility and human potentiality.
and motherhood.™ Although these theories are variously materiali Morcover, for an Arendtian, this disengagement from a theory of sub-
maternalist, and poststructuralist, they have in common an emancipato ity rooted in animal laborans must be undertaken with a specifically
vision that defends the moral (or subversive) possibilities of women’s tical goal in mind. Whatever else we might wish to make of women as
as reproducer, nurturer, and preserver of vulnerable human life. O'Bri oducers, mothers, or “celebrators of life in life,” we should not confuse
for onc, envisions a feminist theory “which celebrates once more the identification — or theories of subjectivity — with political eman-
of cyclical time with historical time in the conscious and rational repi on. A feminist theory of political emancipation needs more than a
duction of the specics. It will be a theory of the celebration of life in Ii€ on reproduction, birth, and childcare to sustain it. For, as much as
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we need to be reminded of the centrality of these experiences in the humag
condition, they do not and cannot serve as the focal point of a liberatory
political theory. This is not only because, historically, reproduction, birth,
and childcare have been practices as conducive to political oppression as
to liberation, In addition, and perhaps more importantly, the language of
birth and reproduction — constrained by its emphasis on a singular female
physiology (or orientation) and the uniformity of women - simply does
not provide feminism with the linguistic or conceptual context necessary
for a theory of politics and political action. A theory of emancipatory
politics must pay attention to diversity, solidarity, action-coordination,
conflict, plurality, and the political equality (not the sameness) of women
as citizens. None of these conceptual categories are forthcoming in theories
grounded on singularity, physiology, necessity, uniformity, subjectivity,
and the identity of women as reproducers.

Here, 1 think is where The Human Condition has the most to offer a
feminist political theory. By articulating a conception of politics and
political equality as collective action and the mutual engagement of peers
in a public realm Arendt has us focus on what it means to be “speakers of
words and doers of deeds” whose particular and distinctive identiti
deserve revelation in the public space of citizen politics. As a result,
shift our focus on human practices away from sheer biological, bodi
processes on the one hand, and economic productivity on the other, a
toward the constitution of public, political life. In this sense, Arendt forces
theory to become expressly political, because she directs us toward
public aspect of human life and toward the human activity that determines
all other human relations and arrangements in demonstrable ways. More
over, she argues that the only polity that truly advances the freedom
plurality human beings are capable of experiencing, not to mention
conditions of existence they value and defend, is the polity that exhi
widespread participation in the public realm. To return to the notion
plurality, freedom is advanced when politics unfolds as the communica
interaction of diverse equals acting together as citizens.

Few feminist theorists have confronted the question of what constituté
a feminist politics in any systematic fashion, and fewer still have attemp!
outline the contours of a feminist public realm.” In part, perhaps,
because feminist theory has long had an ambivalence about ma
public and political, and theoretical difficulties in distinguishing “politic
from “the patriarchal state.” What has been historically constituted as €
province of masculinity is often ceded to the male-stream, as femi
turn their attention toward the private domain of women’s lives, there!
perpetuating the binary oppositions of “private woman, public man.” ;
Arendt’s cxistential analysis of the vila activa suggests, however, there 18
nothing intrinsically or essentially masculine about the public realm, Ju
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as there is nothing intrinsically or essentially feminine about laboring in
the realm of necessity. The point is not to aceept these gendered realms as
fixed and immutable, but rather to undermine the gendering of public and
private and move on to a more visionary and liberating concepuion of
human practices, including those that constitute politics.

For feminists, Arendt’s conception of plurality as politics may provide a

promising place to begin. Plurality reinforces the notion of what Iris
Young calls a “politics of difference,” and emphasizes the heterogeneity of
gitizens. The unity Arendt imagines in the public realm is not mere
uniformity, but rather a kind of solidarity engendered by the engagement
of diversely constituted, unique individuals. Although Arendt did not

uc the concrete manifestations of plurality in any depth, she laid the

g._roundwork for a political theory of action and difference, and a conception
of civic “publics™ as spaces where plurality can manifest itself. Without
question, a feminist turn to plurality and politics would require the

donment of some of the epistemological longings that underlie some

current feminist theories — particularly the quest for univocality, certainty,
and a fixed “standpoint” on reality. A feminist theory of politics as

urality needs to acknowledge multivocahty, conflict, and the constantly
ting and ambiguous nature of politics itself. Given their appreciation
otherness,” however, and a growing attention to cultural diversity and
erogeneity, feminist theorists are also particularly well-situated for the
of developing our understanding of politics as plurality. Feminist
also provides a powerful critique of the masculine virtue of “glory™
plays such an important role in Arendt’s vision of action in the public
m. A feminist cthic of care, for example, might encourage us to
gine other dimensions of freedom, beyond glory, as vital to the public

[1

‘Equally significantly, Arendt’s conception of politics places emphasis
b 2 human capacity that has been central to much feminist theonizing —

or “voice.” Her case for political equality is informed by two basic
hts concerning the human condition: that it is within the range of all
beings to insert themselves into the public realm through speech;
d that the communicative interaction in which shared speakers engage
5 self-determining agents and representative thinkers is the essence of
edom. These insights raise other interesting questions for feminists that
endt herselfl did not pursue, among them: what constitutes an ethic of
municative interaction among citizens? How can the diversity of
and speakers be maintained and allowed to flourish? Do women
a “different voice” or a “female consciousness™ into the public
? If so, how have these been manifested in practical, historical
ience?” What should a feminist politics make of this voice and
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foreground, as crucial elements in the revelation of self that is part of
:.. ective speech and action. What she rejects, then, is not the presence of
the body or a bodily politics but rather a political theory that locates the
sdentity of persons only in a collective, singular, physiology — or in practices
to the rhythmic cycles of nature. Arendt realizes human beings are
ineliminably bound to nature, but we are also able to act in ways that at
jeast temporarily defy the unremitting play of natural forces. Our bodies,
in other words, are not merely the vessels of generative forces; they are
along with our voices, integral to our appearance in the public world.
1s one thing Arendt’s discussion of plurality and individuals attempts
have us recognize. It is the distinction between the processes of repro-
ion on the one hand, where the body is conceived in a singularly
ow way, and action on the other, the collective power of embodied
ersons made political, that Arendt wants to preserve. Thus, Nancy
sock’s attempt to return Arendt’s theory of power to the body at “the
stemological level of reproduction” misses a fundamental point. In
ndt’s theory, a “bodily politics” exists and exhibits itself in the Life of
within the public realm. To ground politics in reproduction, as
sock wants to do, and thercby make animal laborans the source of

ower, is apples and oranges - Ar(.'ndlts;s theory simply cannot be trans-
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attention, and encourage us to theorize both about who women are ag
citizens and about citizenship itself as a nongendered activity.
I have argued that Arendt’s concepts of action and plurality provide an
orienting role for a feminist theory of politics. Implicit in my argumen js
also an acceptance of the general distinctions she draws between lahg!: 1
work, and action as general and permanent human capacities. In accepting
the general framework of Arendt’s theory, however, I do not mean
suggest that the distinctions she draws between these three modes of 1}
vila activa are completely unproblematic. Nor are they exhaustive. Ma
nalist theorists, for instance, could rightly argue that mothering is as vital
and perennial a human activity as labor, work, and action, and rightly
insist that it does not fit easily under the parameters Arendt establishes fo
the vita activa. But neither are Arendt’s analytical categories marked by
“artificiality” and “literal thoughtlessness” that O'Brien attributes
them. In some respects, of course, all analytical constructions are “artifici;
the issue is whether or not the theorist makes them a convincing ang
illuminating source for political reflection, as I think Arendt does.
In closing, then, | want briefly to reassert my casc for The H
Condition as a source of political reflection, and with the hope of deflect
some possible responses to my appropriation of Arendt for a femi
theory of politics. Perhaps the most predictable response to this case 0 srmed this way and remain coherent.
Arendt is that her theory not only privileges male “logocentric” reason | ally, the problem of “reason.” Although Arendt obviously considers
also continues in a tradition of disparaging the female body — or a “politig hinking and rational argumentation cssential to the interaction of citizens
of the body” — and women’s work. Rich comes close to the latter when sh e public realm, she distinguishes between the communicative ration-
alludes to the “contempt and indifference” for the efforts of “women ity indicative of plurality, and the instrumental rationality of kome faber,
labor” that typify theories like Arendt’s.”® But Rich misunders thinks in terms of ends and means. In short, Arendt is rightly aware
Arendt’s characterization of labor. Nowhere does Arendt suggest there are many different forms of reason, some of which are appropriate
labor is a contemptible or insignificant activity. Her refusal to roman he realm of politics and not antithetical to the recognition of otherness,
it should not be taken as offhand dismissal. To the contrary, Arendt of which are not. Representative thinking, the mentality that distin-
that, “From the viewpoint of the life of the species, all activities inde s dction in the public realm, is a good example of a form of reason
find their common denominator in laboring,” and she says that | it defies characterization in terms that would have us drive a wedge
“blessing of life as a whole” is inherent in labor.” What Rich rcason and passion. It encompasses and incorporates both. Those
wants to have philosophers acknowledge is not, however, in Aren€ O would dismiss her conception of public life as “too rational” or
view, the highest expression of human freedom. That comes only ¥ ng in passion misapprchend the complexity of rationality in general
collective action in the public realm. In fact, the glorification of endt’s “communications theory” of power more specifically.®' We
laborans that Rich, like O'Brien, comes very close to exhibiting is preas @ only remember Tiananmen Square, a perfect example of the bound-
what Arendt thinks characterizes alienation and the loss of our capacity nd unpredictable “space of appearances” as Arendt envisions it, to
think coherently about freedom in the contemporary world. stand that her vision of public lifc admits of passion and spontaneity
As for a “politics of the body,” there is nothing in Arendt’s discus as rational discourse, and the drama of visual, bodily appearances
plurality that posits “reason” over “passion” or condemns the literal Il as “lpgos” and reason.
(or issues concerning life or the social control of the body) to the spher ' defense of The Human Condition as a possible starting place for a
the private realm. In fact, Arendt’s account of politics in the public red t theory of politics is not an endorsement of Arendt’s theory lout
brings courage, the spontancity of passion, and “appearance” 10 L. As I hope 1 have shown, a feminist analysis reveals much about the
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inadequacies of Arendt’s major work as a commentary ¢! both the classical
and the contemporary age. Sull, feminism — at least in §i* academic guise —
needs a calling back o politics. In this respect, The pgy™ Condilion gives
feminist thought ground on which to stand and deyrlP 21 action-co-
ordinating theory of political emancipation. Because':ﬁr articulates such a
powerful defense of public, participatory citizenship ant! of empowerment
as speech and action in plurality, Arendt provides femipist thinkers witha
way to proceed toward politics. For a movement such g feminism, which
has so vividly illuminated the inequalities and injusﬁgaﬂf‘?XiSting gender
relations, but has not yet advanced a transformative yision ©f politics, The
Human Condition offers a place to begin anew, as we try 1© imagine better
political worlds. '
&
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What’s Critical about Critical Theory?
The Case of Habermas and Gender

Naney Fraser

To my mind, no one has yet improved on Marx’s 1843 definition of
Critical Theory as “the self-clanfication of the struggles and wishes of the
‘age.”! What is so appealing about this definition is its straightforwardly
political character. A critical theory, it says, frames its research in the
light of the contemporary social movements with which it has a partisan
though not uncritical identification. For example, if struggles contesting
the subordination of women figured among the most significant of a given
age, then a critical social theory for that time would seek to shed light on
character and bases of such subordination. It would employ categories
explanatory models that revealed rather than occluded relations of
ale dominance and female subordination. And it would demystify as
ological rival approaches that obfuscated or rationalized those relations,
this situation, then, one of the standards for assessing a critical theory,
it had been subjected to all the usual tests of empirical adequacy,
uld be: how well does it theorize the situation and prospects of the
inist movement? To what extent does it serve the self-clarification of
struggles and wishes of contemporary women?

what follows, I am going to presuppose the conception of critical
that I have just outlined. In addition, I am going to take as the
situation of our age the scenaria I just sketched as hypothetical. On
asis, | shall examine the critical social theory of Jirgen Habermas as
ated in The Theory of Communicative Action and related recent writings.? [
‘ask: In what proportions does Habermas’s theory clarify and/or
fy the bases of male dominance and female subordination in modern
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societies? In what respects does it challenge and/or replicate prevalent
ideological rationalizations of such dominance and subordination? To
what extent does it serve the sell~clarification of the struggles and wishes
of contemporary women's movements? In short, with respect to gender,
what is critical and what is not in Habermas’s social theory?

I shall proceed as follows. In the first section, I examine some elements
of Habermas's social-theoretical framework in order to see how it casts
childrearing and the male-headed. modern, restricted, nuclear family. In
the second section, 1 look at his account of the relations between public
and private spheres of life in classical capitalist societies and I reconstruct
the unthematized gender subtext. Finally, in the third section, I consider
Habermas’s account of the dynamics, crisis tendencies, and conflict
potentials specific to contemporary, Western, welfare state capitalism, so
as to see in what light it casts contemporary feminist struggles.

The Social-theoretical Framework: A Feminist Interrogation

Let me begin by considering two distinctions that are central 1o Habermas's:

framework. The first is the distinction between the symbolic reproduction
and the material reproduction of societies. On the one hand, claims

Habermas, societies must reproduce themsclves matenally; they must

successfully regulate the metabolic exchange of groups of biological in-

dividuals with a nonhuman, physical environment and with other social
systems. On the other hand, societies must reproduce themselves sym=
bolically; they must maintain and transmit to new members the linguistic=
ally elaborated norms and patterns of interpretation that are constitutive
of social identities. Habermas claims that material reproduction transplm_i
via “social labor.” Symbolic reproduction, on the other hand, involves the
socialization of the young, the cementing of group solidarity, and the

transmission and extension of cultural traditions.” Finally, according

Habermas, in capitalist societies, the activitics comprising the sphere 0 §

paid work count as material reproduction activities, since they are “so

labor” and serve the function of matenal reproduction. In contrast, th

childrearing practices performed without pay by women in the domes
sphere — let us call them “women’s unpaid childrearing work™ — count

symbolic reproduction activities, since, in his view, they serve socialization:

and the function of symbolic reproduction.’

It is worth noting, I think, that Habermas’s distinction between symb
and material reproduction is susceptible to two diflerent mtcrpretan

The first takes it to demarcate two objectively distinct * natura.l "’

reproduction activity. The second interpretation, by contrast, treats
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distinction pragmatically and contextually, implying only that it could be
uscful for certain purposes to consider childrearing practices from the
standpoint of symbolic reproduction.

Now I want to arguc that the natural kinds interpretation is con-
ceptually madequate and potentially ideological. I claim that it is not the
case that childrearing practices serve symbolic as opposed to material
reproduction. Granted, they comprise language-teaching and initiation
into social mores, but also feeding, bathing, and protection from physical
harm. Granted, they regulate children’s interactions with other people,
but also their mteractions with physical nature. In short, not just the
construction of children’s social identities but also their biological survival
is at stake. And so, therefore, is the biological survival of the societies they
belong to. Thus, childrearing is not per se symbolic reproduction activity;
it is equally and at the same time material reproduction activity. It is a
“dual-aspect” activity.”

But the same is true of the activities institutionalized in modern capitalist
paid work. Granted, the production of food and objects contributes to the
biological survival of members of socicty. But it also and at the same time
reproduces social identities. Not just nourishment and shelter simpliciter

are produced, but culturally elaborated forms of nourishment and shelter.
Moreover, such production occurs via symbolically mediated, norm-
governed social practices. These serve to form, maintain, and modify the
social identities of persons directly involved and indirectly affected. One
need only think of an activity like computer programming for a wage in
the US pharmaceutical industry to appreciate the thoroughly symbolic
character of “social labor.” Thus, such labor, like unpaid childrearing
work, i1s a “dual-aspect” activity.

Thus, the distinction between women’s unpaid childrearing work and
ther forms of work cannot be a distinction of natural kinds. Indeed, the
sification of childrearing as symbolic reproduction and of other work
material reproduction is potentially ideological. It could be used, for
ample, to legitimate the institutional separation of childrearing from
d work, a separation that many feminists, including myself, consider a
hpim of modern forms of women’s subordination. Whether Habermas
S the distinction in this way will be considered shortly.

e second component of Habermas's framework that I want to examine
distinction between “socially integrated action contexts” and “system
ated action contexts.” Socially integrated action contexts are those
which different agents coordinate their actions with one another by
5 of an explicit or implicit intersubjective consensus about norms,
es, and ends. System-integrated action contexts, on the other hand,
those in which the actions of different agents are coordinated by the
ictional interlacing of unintended consequences, while each individual
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action is determined by self-interested, utility-maximizing calculations in
the “media” of money and pcawcr.E Habermas considers the capitalist
economic system to be the paradigm case of a system-integrated action
context. By contrast, he takes the modern nuclear family to be a socially
integrated action context.”

Once again, | think it useful to distinguish two possible interpretations
of Habermas’s position. The first takes the contrast between the two kinds
of action contexts as registering an absolute difference. It implies that
system-integrated contexts involve absolutely no consensuality or reference
to moral norms and values, whereas socially integrated contexts involve
absolutely no strategic calculations in the media of money and power.
This “absolute differences” interpretation is at odds with a second possi-
bility that takes the contrast, rather, to register a difference in degree.

Now 1 contend that the absolute differences interpretation is too extreme
to be useful for social theory and that, in addition, it is potentially
ideological. In few if any human action contexts are actions coordinated
absolutely nonconsensually and nonnormatively. In the capitalist market-
place, for example, strategic, utility-maximizing exchanges occur against
a horizon of intersubjectively shared meanings and norms; agents normally
subscribe to some commonly held notions of reciprocity and to some
shared conceptions of the social meanings ol objects, including what sorts
of things are exchangeable. Similarly, in the capitalist workplace, managers
and subordinates, as well as coworkers, normally coordinate their actions
to some extent consensually and with some reference to normative as-
sumptions, though the consensus be arrived at unfairly and the norms be
incapable of withstanding critical scrutiny. Thus, the capitalist economic
system has a moral-cultural dimension. /

Similarly, few if any human action contexts are wholly devoid of strateg
calculation. Gift rituals in noncapitalist societies, for example, once
as veritable crucibles of solidarity, are now known to have a significarn
strategic, calculative dimension, one enacted in the medium of power,
not in that of money.? And, as I shall argue in more detail later,
modern nuclear family is not devoid of individual, self-interested, strate
calculations in either medium. These action contexts, then, while ¢
officially counted as economic, have a strategic, economic dimension.

Thus, the absolute differences interpretation is not of much use in so
theory. It fails to distinguish the capitalist economy — let us call it ©
official economy” — from the modern nuclear family. For both of th
institutions are mélanges of consensuality, normativity, and strategicalit
But if this is so, then the classification of the official economy as a sys T
integrated action context and of the modern family as a socially integrate
action context is potentially ideological. It could be used to exagge
their differences and occlude their similarities, for example, by casting
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family as the “negative,” the complementary “other,” of the (official)
economic sphere, a “haven in a heartless world.”

Now which of these possible interpretations of the two distinctions are
the operative ones in Habermas's social theory? What use does he make of
these distinctions? Habermas maps the distinction between action contexts
onto the distinction between reproduction functions in order to model the
institutional structure of modern societies. He holds that modern societies
differ from premodern societies in that they split ofl some material repro-
duction functions from symbolic ones and hand over the former to two
specialized institutions — the (official) economy and the state — which are
system integrated. Modern societies also develop two “lifeworld™ institu-
tions, which specialize in symbolic reproduction and are socially integrated:
the nuclear family. or “private sphere” and the space of political delibera-
tion, or “public sphere.” Thus, modern societies “uncouple,” or separate,
two distinct but previously undifferentiated aspects of society: “lifeworld”
and “system.”

Now what are the critical insights and blindspots of this model?
Consider, first, that Habermas’s categorial divide between the “private
sphere of the hfeworld” and the “private economic system™ faithfully
mirrors the institutional separation of family and official economy, house-
hold and paid workplace, in male-dominated, capitalist societies. It thus
has some prima facie purchase on empirical social reality. But consider,
too, that the characterization of the family as a socially integrated, symbolic
reproduction domain and of the paid workplace, on the other hand, as a
‘system-integrated material reproduction domain tends to exaggerate the
differences and occlude the similarities between them. It directs attention
‘away from the fact that the household, like the paid workplace, is a site of
labor, albeit of unremunerated and often unrecognized labor. It obscures
the fact that in the paid workplace, as in the household, women are
assigned  distinctively feminine, service-oriented and often sexualized
pations. And it fails to focalize the fact that in both spheres women
re subordinated to men.
Moreover, this characterization casts the male-headed, nuclear family
having only an extrinsic and incidental relation to money and power.
Iese “media” are taken as definitive of interactions in the official economy
d the state but as only incidental to intrafamilial ones. But this assumption
counterfactual. Feminists have shown via analyses of contemporary
: ilial decision-making, handling of finances, and wife-battering that
lics are thoroughly permeated with money and power. They are sites
‘€gocentric, strategic, and instrumental calcuation as well as sites of
nally exploitative exchanges of services, labor, cash, and sex, not to
ention sites, frequently, of coercion and violence.'® But Habermas’s way
Contrasting the modern family with the official capitalist economy
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occludes all this. It overstates the differences between these institutions
and blocks the possibility of analyzing families as economic systems — ag
sites of labor, exchange, calculation, distnibution, and exploitation,

Thus, Habermas’s model has some empirical deficiencies. It is not
casily able to capture some dimensions of male dominance in modern
societies. Yet his framework does offer a conceptual resource suitable for
understanding other aspects of modern male dominance. He subdivides the
category of socially integrated action contexts into two subcategories. On
the one hand, there are “normatively secured™ forms of socially integrated
action. These are actions coordinated on the basis of a conventional,
prereflective, taken-for-granted consensus about values and ends, consensus
rooted in the precritical internalization of cultural tradition. On the other
hand, there are “communicatively achieved” forms of socially integrated
action. These involve actions coordinated by explicit, reflectively achieved
consensus, consensus reached by unconstramed discussion under conditions
of freedom, equality, and fairness.'!

This distinction constitutes a critical resource for analyzing the modern
male-headed nuclear family. Such families can be understood as norm-
atively secured rather than communicatively achieved action contexts, as
contexts where actions are (sometimes) mediated by consensus and shared
values, but where such consensus is suspect because prereflective or
because achieved through dialogue vitiated by unfairness, coercion or
inequality. This fits nicely with recent research on patterns of commumica-
tion between husbands and wives. This research shows that men tend t
control conversations, determining what topics are pursued, while women
do more “interaction work” like asking questions and providing verba
support.'”

Thus, Habermas’s distinction enables us to capture something lrnportan'
about intrafamilial dynamics. What is insufficiently stressed, however, is
that actions coordinated by normatively secured consensus are actions
regulated by power. It is a grave mistake to restrict the use of the term
“power” to bureaucratic contexts. Habermas would do better to disti )
different kinds of power, for example, domestic-patriarchal power, on
one hand, and bureaucratic-patriarchal power, on the other, not 1o mention
other kinds as well.

Let me turn now to the normative political implications of Habermas's
model. What sorts of social arrangements does it legitimate and what sorts
of social transformations does it rule out? The view of modernization as
the uncoupling of system and lifeworld tends to legitimate the model
institutional separation of family and official economy, childrearing
paid work. For Habermas claims that symbolic reproduction activi
cannot be turned over to specialized systems set apart from the life
their inherently symbolic character requires that they be socially in
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rated." It follows that women’s unpaid childrearing work could not be
incorporated nto the (official) economic system without “pathological”
results. Yet Habermas also holds that it 1s a mark of societal rationalization
that systems be differentiated to handle material reproduction functions;
the separation of a specialized (official) economic system enhances a
society’s capacity to deal with its natural and social environment. “System
complexity,” then, constitutes a “developmental advance.” It follows that
the (official) economic system of paid work could not be dedifferentiated
with respect to childrearing without socictal “regression.” But if child-
rearing could not be nonpathologically incorporated into the (official)
economic system, and if the (offical) economic system could not be
nonregressively dedifferentiated, then the continued separation of child-
rearing from paid work would be unaveidable.

This amounts to a defense of an arrangement that is widely held to be a
linchpin of modern women's subordination, namely, the separation of the
official economic sphere from the domestic sphere and the enclaving of
childrearing from the rest of social labor. The fact that Habermas is a
socialist does not alter the matter. For the (undeniably desirable) elimination
of private ownership, profit orientation and hierarchical command in paid
work would not of itself alter the offical-economic/domestic separation.

Now I want to challenge several premises of the reasoning [ have just
reconstructed. First, this reasoning assumes the natural kinds inter-
pretation of the symbolic reproduction versus matenal reproduction dis-
tinction. But since childrearing is a dual-aspect activity, and since 1t is not
«categorially different in this respect from other work, there 1s no warrant
for assuming rhat the system-integrated organization of childrearing would
be any more (or less) pathological than that of other work. Second, this
reasoning assumes the absolute differences interpretation of the social
integration versus system integration distinction. But since the modern
male-headed nuclear family is a mélange of (normatively secured) con-

sensuality, normativity and strategicality, and since it is in this respect not
‘Categorically different from the paid workplace, then privatized childrearing
is already permeated by money and power. Third, the reasoning just
sketched permits system complexity to trump proposed social transform-

ations aimed at overcoming women’s subordination. But this is at odds

with Habermas’s professions that system complexity is only one measure
ﬁf “progress” among others. More importantly, it is at odds with any
Feasonable standard of justice.

What then, should we conclude about the normative, political implica-

tions of Habermas's model? If the conception of modernization as the
uncoupling of system and lifeworld institutions does indeed have the
Implications 1 have just drawn from it, then it is in important respects

entric and ideological.
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Public and Private in Classical Capitalism:
Thematizing the Gender Subtext

The foregoing difficulties notwithstanding, Habermas offers an account of
arenas of public and private life in classical capitalism that has some
genuine critical potential. But in order to realize this potential fully, we
need to reconstruct the unthematized gender subtext.

Consider Habermas’s account of the ways in which the (official) eco-
nomic and state systems are linked to the hfeworld. The “private sphere,”
or family, is linked to the (official) economy by means of a scries of
exchanges conducted in the medium of money; it supplies the (official)
cconomy with appropriately socialized labor power in exchange for wages;
and it provides monetarily measured demand for commodified goods and
services. Exchanges between the family and the (official) cconomy, then,
arc channeled through the “roles” of worker and consumer. In contrast,
the “public sphere,” or space of political participation, is linked to the
state-administrative system by exchanges in the “medium of power”;
loyalty, obedience, and tax revenues are exchanged for “organizational
results” and “political decisions.” Exchanges between the public sphere
and the state, then, are channeled through the “role” of citizen and, in late
welfare state capitalism, that of client.'*

This account has a number of important advantages. By modelling a
relation among four terms — family, (official) economy, state, and “publie
sphere” — Habermas corrects standard dualistic approaches to the separa-
tion of public and private. His view suggests that in classical capitalism
there are actually two distinct but interrelated public/private separations.
There is one public/private separation at the level of “systems,” namely
the separation of the state, or public system, from the (official) capita
cconomy, or private systcm There is another public/private wparatton-
the level of the “lifeworld,” namely, the separation of the family, or private
sphere, from the space of political participation, or public sphere. More
over, cach of these public/private separations is coordinated with the
other. One link runs between private system and private lifeworld sp
that is, between (official) capitalist economy and nuclear family. Anot
runs between public system and public lifeworld sphere, or between s
administration and arenas of political participation. In each case, the
consists in the institutionalization of specific roles: worker and consumer;
citizen and (later) client,

‘Thus, Habermas provides a sophisticated account of the relations be
public and private institutions in classical capitalist societies. Yet
are also some significant weaknesses. These are duc to his failure 0
thematize the gender subtext of the material.
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Take the role of the worker. In male-dominated, classical capitalist
societies, this role is a masculine role. Masculinity here is in large part a
matter of leaving home cach day for a place of paid work and returning
with a wage that provides for one’s dependents. This internal relation
between being a man and being a provider explains why m capitalist
societies unemployment can be so psychologically as well as economically
devastating for men. It also explains the centrality of the struggle for a
“family wage” in the history of the workers’ and trade union movements
of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. This was a struggle for a wage
conceived not as a payment to a genderless individual for the use of labor
power but, rather, as a payment to a man for the support of his economic-
ally dependent wife and children; and it rationalized the practice of
paying women less for equal or comparable work."?

The masculine subtext of the worker role is confirmed by the vexed
character of women’s relation to paid work in male-dominated classical
capitalism. As Carole Pateman puts it, it is not that women are absent

from the paid workplace; it’s rather that they are present differently'® — for
example, as feminized and sometimes sexualized “service” workers; as
-members of the “helping professions” utilizing mothering skills; as targets
~of sexual harassment; as low-waged, low-skilled, low-status workers m
sex-segregated occupations; as part-time workers; as “working wives,”
“working mothers” and “supplemental earners.” These differences in the
quality of women’s presence in the paid workplace testify to the conceptual
‘dissonance between femininity and the worker role in classical capitalism
‘and, so, to the masculine subtext of that role.

Conversely, the consumer, the other role linking the official economy
and the [amily in Habermas’s scheme, has a feminine subtext. For the

‘sexual division of labor assigns to women the work — and it is indeed work,

though unpaid and usually unrecognized work — of purchasing and pre-
ing goods and services for domestic consumption. You can confirm this
today by visiting any supermarket or department store. Or by
king at the history of consumer goods advertising. Such advertising has
ficarly always addressed the consumer as feminine. It is only relatively
fecently, and with some difficulty, that advertisers have devised ways of
iterpellating a masculine subject of consumption. The difficulty and
ess of that development confirm the gendered character of the con-
role in classical capitalism. Men occupy it with conceptual strain
cognitive dissonance, much as women occupy the role of worker.
Moreover, Habermas’s account of the roles lmkmg family and (official)
lomy contains a significant omission. There is no mention in his
a of any childrearer role, although the material clearly requires one.
OF who else is performing the unpaid work of overseeing the production
the “appropriately socialized labor power” that the family exchanges
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for wages? Of course, the childrearer role in classical capitalism (as
clsewhere) is patently a feminine role. Its omission here is a mark of
androcentrism.

What, then, of the other set of roles and linkages identificd by Habermas?
What of the citizen role that connects the public system of the administrative
state with the public lifeworld sphere of political participation? This role,
too, is a gendered role in classical capitalism, indeed, a masculine role.
And not simply in the sense that women did not win the vote in, for
example, the US and Britain until the twentieth century. Rather, the
lateness and difficulty of that victory are symptomatic of deeper strains. In
Habermas’s view, citizenship means participation in political debate and
public opinion formation. It depends crucially on the capacities for consent
and speech, the ability to participate on a par with others in dialogue. But
these are capacities that are connected with masculinity in male-dominated,
classical capitalism: they arc often denied to women and deemed at odds
with femininity. [ have already cited studies about the effects of male

dominance and female subordination on the dynamics of dialogue. Now
consider that even today in most jurisdictions there is no such thing as
marital rape. A wife is legally subject to her husband; she is not an

individual who can give or withhold consent to his demands for sexual

access. Consider also that even outside of marriage the legal test of rapeis:
whether a “reasonable man” would have assumed that the woman had:
consented. Consider what that means when both popular and legal opinion:

widely holds that when a woman says “no” she means “yes.” It mean
says Carole Pateman, that “women find their speech . . . persistently and
systematically invalidated in the crucial matter of consent, a matter that is
fundamental to democracy. [But| if women’s words about consent 2
consistently reinterpreted, how can they participate in the debate amoi
citizens?”"’

Thus, there is conceptual dissonance between femininity and the di
logical capacities central to Habermas’s conception of citizenship.
there is another aspect of citizenship not discussed by him that is
more obviously bound up with masculinity. I mean the soldiering asp
of citizenship, the conception of the citizen as the defender of the poli
and protector of those — women, children, the elderly — who all
cannot protect themselves. As Judith Stichm has argucd, this di
between male protectors and female protected introduces further dissona
into women’s relation to citizenship.'® It confirms the gender subtext
the citizen role that links the state and the public sphere in male-domi
classical capitalism. /

Thus, there are some major lacunae in Habermas’s model. The gen
blindness of the model occludes important features of the arrangemen
wants to understand. By omitting any mention of the childrearer role,
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by failing to thematize the gender subtext underlying the roles of worker
and consumer, Habermas fails to understand precisely how the capitalist
workplace is linked to the modern male-headed, nuclear family. Similarly,
by failing to thematize the masculine subtext of the citizen role, he misses
the full meaning of the way the state is linked to the public sphere of
political speech. Moreover, Habermas misses important cross-connections
among the four elements of his model. He misses, for example, the way the
masculine citizen-soldicr-protector role links the state and public sphere
not only to one another but also to the family and to the paid workplace,
that is, the way the assumptions of man’s capacity to protect and woman’s
need of man’s protection run through all of them. He misses, too, the way
the masculine citizen-speaker role links the state and public sphere not
only to one another but also to the family and official economy, that is, the
way the assumptions of man’s capacity to speak and consent and woman’s
comparative incapacity run through all of them. He misses, also, the way
the masculine worker-breadwinner role links the family and official economy
not only to one ancther but also to the state and the political public

sphere, that is, the way the assumptions of man’s provider status and of
‘woman’s dependent status run through all of them. And he misses,
finally, the way the feminine childrearer role links all four institutions to
‘one another by overseeing the construction of the masculine and feminine
‘gendered subjects needed to fill every role in classical capitalism.

Once the gender-blindness of Habermas’s model is overcome, however,

all these connections come into view. [t then becomes clear that gender
‘norms run hike pink and blue threads through paid work, state adminis-

tion, and citizenship as well as through familial and sexual relations.

Moreover, a gender-sensitive reading of these connections has some im-
portant theoretical and conceptual implications. It reveals that male

minance is intrinsic rather than accidental to classical capitalism, since
 institutional structure of this social formation is actualized by means
ndered roles. It follows that the forms of male dominance at issue
are not properly understood as lingering forms of premodern status
equality. They are, rather, intrinsically modern in Habermas’s sense,
ice they are premised on the separation of waged labor and the state
_ female childrearing and the houschold. It also follows that a critical

al theory of capitalist socicties needs gender-sensitive categories. The
ECe ing analysis shows that, contrary to the usuyal androcentric under-
_ ding, the relevant concepts of worker, consumer, and wage are not, in
, strictly economic concepts. Rather, they have an implicit gender
ext and thus are “gender-economic” concepts. Likewise, the relevant
pt of citizenship is not strictly a political concept; it has an implicit
e subtext and so, rather, is a “gender-political” concept. Thus, this
sis reveals the inadequacy of those critical theories that treat gender
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as incidental to politics and political economy. It highlights the need for
critical-theoretical categonial framework in which gender, politics, and
political economy are internally integrated.

In addition, a gender-sensitive reading of these arrangements reveals
the thoroughly multidirectional character of social motion in classical
capitalism. It gives the lie to the orthodox Marxist assumption that all op
most significant causal influence runs from the (official) economy to the
family and not vice versa. It shows that gender norms structure paid
work, state administration and political participation. Thus, it vindicates
Habermas’s claim that in classical capitalism the (official) economy is nog
all-powerful but is, rather, inscribed within and subject to the norms and
meanings of everyday life. Of course, Habermas assumed that in making
this claim he was saying something more or less positive. The norms and
meanings he had in mind were not the ones I have been discussing. Still,
the point is a valid one. It remains to be seen, though, whether it holds
also for late, welfare state capitalism, as I believe, or whether it ceases to
hold, as Habermas claims.

Finally, this reconstruction of the gender subtext of Habermas’s model
has some normative political implications. It suggests that an emancipat
transformation of male-dominated capitalist societies requires a .
formation of these gendered roles and of the institutions they mediate. As
long as the worker and childrearer roles are fundamentally incompatibl
with one another, it will not be possible to universalize either of them to
include both genders. Thus, some form of dedifferentiation of un
childrearing and other work is required. Similarly, as long as the ci
role is defined to encompass death-dealing soldiering but not life-fostering
childrearing, as long as it is tied to male-dominated modes of dialogue,
then it, too, will remain incapable of including women fully. Thus, change
in the very concepts of citizenship, childrearing, and paid work are neces
sary, as are changes in the relationships among the domestic, ofl cial
cconomic, state, and political public spheres.

The Dynamics of Welfare State Capitalism: A Feminist

Let me turn, then, to Habermas’s account of late, welfare state capit:
Unlike his account of classical capitalism, its critical potential canno
released simply by reconstructing the gender subtext. Here, the prob
atical features of his framework inflect the analysis as a whole and di
its capacity to illuminate the struggles and wishes of contemporary
In order to show how this is the case, I shall present Habermas’s vie
the form of six theses.
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1 Welfare state capitalism emerges in response to instabilities inherent
in classical capitalism. It realigns the relations between the (official)
economy and state, rendering them more deeply intertwined with one
another as the state actively engages in “crisis management.” It tries to
avert or manage economic crises by Keynesian “market replacing” strat-
egies which create a “public sector.™ And it tries to avert or manage social
and pohtical crises by “market compensating” mcasures, including welfare
concessions to trade unions and social movements. Thus welfare state
capitalism partially overcomes the separation of public and private at the
level of systems.'”

2 The reahgnment of the (official) economy and the state brings changes
in the roles linking those systems to the lifeworld. First, there is a major

‘increase in the importance of the consumer role as dissatisfactions related

to paid work are compensated by enhanced commodity consumption.

Second, there 1s a major decline in the importance of the citizen role as
Jjournalism becomes mass media, political parties are burcaucratized, and

participation is reduced to occasional voting. Finally, the relation to the
ate 1s increasingly channeled through a new role, the social welfare

client.?°

3 These developments are “ambivalent.” On the one hand, there are
ains in freedom with the institution of new social rights limiting the
ower of capital in the (paid) workplace and of the paterfamilias in the
rgeois family; and social insurance programs represent a clear advance
the paternalism of poor relief. On the other hand, the bureaucratic
monetary means employed to realize these new social rights tend
ersely to endanger freedom’ As these media structure the entitlements,

ben ts, and social services of the wellare system, they disempower clients,

re ermg them dependent on burcaucracies and therapeutocracies, and
pting thelr capacitics to mterpret their own needs, expeniences and
e problems.”'

4 The most ambivalent welfare measures are those concerned with
gs like health care, care of the elderly, education, and family law, for
en bureaucratic and monetary media structure these things, they intrude
“core domains” of the lifeworld. They turn over symbolic reproduction
ions like socialization and solidarity formation to modes of system
ation. But given the inherently symbolic character of these functions,
esults, necessarily are “pathological.” Thus, these measures are more
bivalent than, say, reforms of the paid workplace. The latter bear on a
that is already system integrated and that serves material as
ed to symbolic reproduction functions. So paid workplace reforms,
e, say, family law reforms, do not necessarily generate “pathological”
e 22

Welfare state capitalism thus gives rise 1o an “inner colonization of
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the lifeworld.” Money and power cease to be mere media of exchange
between system and lifeworld. Instead, they tend increasingly to penetrate
the lifeworld’s internal dynamics. The private and public spheres cease tg
subordinate (official) economic and administrative systems to the norms,
values, and interpretations of everyday life. Rather, the latter are in-
creasingly subordinated to the imperatives of the (official) economy and
the administration. "The roles of worker and citizen cease to channel the
influence of the lifeworld to the systems. Instead, the newly inflated roles
of consumer and chent channel the influence of the system to the lifeworld,
Moreover, the intrusion of system-integration mechanisms into domains
inherently requiring social integration gives rise to “reification phenomena.”®
The affected domains are detached not merely from traditional, normatively-
secured consensus but from “value-orientations per se.” The result is
“desiccation of communicative contexts” and the “depletion of the non-
renewable cultural resources” needed to maintain personal and collective
identity. Thus, symbolic reproduction is destabilized, identities
threatened, and social crisis tendencies develop.

6 The colonization of the lifeworld sparks new forms of social conflict
specific to welfare state capitalism. “New social movements” emerge in a
“new conflict zone” at the “seam of system and lifeworld.” They respo
to system-induced identity threats by contesting the roles that trans
these. They contest the instrumentalization of professional labor transmi
via the worker role, the commodification of lifestyles transmitted via the
inflated consumer role, the bureaucratization of life problems transmitted
via the client role, and the rules and routines of interest politics transmitted
via the impoverished citizen role. Thus, the conflicts at the cutting cdge of
developments in welfare state capitalism differ both from class struggles
and from bourgeois liberation struggles. They respond to crisis tendencie
in symbolic, as opposed to material, reproduction; and they contest reifica:
tion and “the grammar of forms of life” as opposed to distribution o
status inequality.**

The various new social movements can be classified with respeet |
their emancipatory potential. The criterion is the extent to which the
advance the “decolonization of the lifeworld.” Decolonization encom
three things: first, the removal of sysiem-integration mechanisms frof
symbolic reproduction spheres; second, the replacement of (some) norm
atively secured contexts by communicatively achieved ones; and third,
development of new, democratic institutions capable of asserting lifey
control over state and (official) economic systems. Thus, those movemen
like religious fundamentalism which seck to defend traditional lifeword
norms against system intrusions are not genuinely emancipatory; the
actively oppose the second element of decolonization and do not take &
the third. Movements advocating peace and ecology are better; they aib
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both to resist system intrusions and also to instate new, reformed, com-
municatively achieved zones of interaction. But even these are “ambiguous”
inasmuch as they tend to “retreat” into alternative communities and
“particularistic” identities, thereby effectively renouncing the third clement
of decolonization and leaving the (official) economic and state systems
unchecked. The feminist movement, on the other hand, represents some-
thing of an anomaly. Tt alone is “oflensive,” aiming to “conquer new
territory,” and it alone retains links to historic liberation movements. In
principle, then, feminism remains rooted in “universalist morality.” Yet it
is linked to resistance movements by an element of “particularism.” And
it tends, at times, to “retreat” into identities and communities organized
around the natural category of biological sex.””

Now what are the critical insights and blind spots of this account of the
dynamics of welfare state capitalism? To what extent does it serve the self-
clarification of the struggles and wishes of contemporary women? [ shall
take up the six theses one by one.

1 Habermas’s first thesis is straightforward and unobjectionable. Clearly,
the welfare state does engage in crisis management and does partially
overcome the separation of public and private at the level of systems.

2 Habermas'’s second thesis contains some important insights. Clearly,

‘welfare state capitalism does inflate the consumer role and deflate the
citizen role, reducing the latter essentially to voting — and, we should add,
also to soldiering. Moreover, the welfare state does increasingly position
s subjects as clients. On the other hand, Habermas again fails to see the
gender subtext of these developments. He overlooks that it is over-
‘Whelmingly women who are the clients of the welfare state: especially
older women, poor women, single women with children. He overlooks, in

ddition, that many welfare systems are internally gendered. They include
basic kinds of programs: “masculine” ones tied to primary labor-force
icipation and designed to benefit principal breadwinners; and “femin-
" ones oriented to “defective” households, that is, to families without a
breadwinner. Clients of feminine programs, virtually exclusively women
their children, are positioned in a distinctive, feminizing fashion as
“negatives of possessive individuals”; they are largely excluded from
market both as workers and as consumers and are often stigmatized,
tnied rights, subjected to surveillance and administrative harassment.?®
it this means that the rise of the client role in welfare state capitalism
S a more complex meaning than Habermas allows. It is not only a
ge in the link between system and lifeworld institutions. It is also a
gc in the character of male dominance, a shift, in Carol Brown’s
“from private patriarchy to public patnarchy na7

3 This gives a rather different twist to the meaning of Habermas’s



268 Naney Fraser

third thesis. [t suggests that he is right about the “ambivalence” of welfare
state capitalism, but not quite in the way he thought. Welfare measures do
have a positive side insofar as they reduce women’s dependence on an
individual male breadwinner. But they also have a negative side insofar as
they substitute dependence on a patriarchal and androcentric state
burcaucracy. The benefits provided are, as Habermas says, “system-
conforming” ones. But the system they conform to is not simply the system of
the official, state-regulated capitalist economy. It is also the system of
male dominance, which extends even to the hifeworld. The ambivalence,
then, does not only stem, as Habermas implies, from the fact that the role
of client carries effects of “reification.” It stems also from the fact that this
role perpetuates in a new “modernized” form women'’s subordination. Or
so Habermas’s third thesis might be rewritten in a feminist critical theory
— without, of course, abandoning his insights into the ways in which
wellare bureaucracies and therapeutocracies disempower clients by pre-
empting their capacities to interpret their own needs, experiences, and lifee
problems.

4 Habermas’s fourth thesis, by contrast, is not so easily rewritten. This:
thesis states that welfare reforms of, for example, the domestic sphere are
more ambivalent than reforms of the paid workplace. This is true empiric-
ally in the sense I have just described. But it is due to the patriarchal
character of welfare systems, not to the inherently symbolic character of
lifeworld institutions, as Habermas claims. His claim depends on two
assumptions | have already challenged. First, it depends on the natural
kinds interpretation of the distinction between symbolic reproduc
activities and material reproducton activities, on the false assump
that childrearing is inherently more symbolic and less material than o
work. Second, it depends on the absolute differences interpretation of the
system-integrated versus socially integrated contexts distinction, on the
false assumption that money and power are not already entrenched in
internal dynamics of the family. But once we repudiate these assumpti
then there is no categorial, as opposed to empirical, basis for differenti
evaluating the two kinds of reforms. If it is basically progressive that p
workers acquire the means to confront their employers strategically
match power against power, right against right, then it must be just a8
progressive in principle that women acquire similar means to similar ends
in the politics of familial and personal life. Likewisc, if it is “pathologi
that, in the course of achieving a better balance of power in familial ant
personal life, women become clients of state bureaucracies, then it must b
just as “pathological” in principle that paid workers, too, become clients
which does not alter the fact that in actuality they become two difle
sorts of clients. But of course the real point is that the term “pathologica
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is misused here insofar as it supposes that childrearing differs categorially
from other work.

5 This sheds new light as well on Habermas’s fifth thesis concerning
the “inner colonization of the hfeworld.” This thesis depends on three
assumptions, two of which have just been rejected: the natural kinds
interpretation of the distinction between symbolic and matenial repro-
duction activities, and the assumed virginity of the domestic sphere with
respect to money and power. The third assumption is that the basic vector
of motion in late capitalist socicty is from state-regulated economy to
lifeworld and not vice versa. But the feminine gender subtext of the client
role contradicts this assumption. It suggests that even in late capitahsm
gender norms continue to channel the influence of the lifeworld on to
systems. These norms continue to structure the state-regulated economy,
as the persistence, indeed exacerbation, of labor-force segmentation ac-
cording to sex shows.”® And they also structure state administration, as
the gender segmentation of US and Furopean social welfare systems
shows.?” Thus, it is not the case that in late capitalism “system intrusions”

‘detach life contexts from “valuc-orientations per se.” On the contrary,
‘welfare capitalism simply uses other means to uphold the familiar “norm-

atively secured consensus” concerning male dominance and female sub-

‘ordination. But Habermas’s theory overlooks this and so it posits the evil
‘of welfare state capitalism as the evil of a general and indiseriminate
reification. It fails to account for the fact that it is disproportionately
‘women who suffer the effects of burcaucratization and monetarization and
for the fact that burcaucratization and monetarization are instruments of
‘women’s subordination.

6 This entails the revision, as well, of Habermas's sixth thesis concerning
iew social moyvements in late capitalist societies. He explains these move-
ents as responses to colonization, that is, to the trusion of system-
gration mechanisms into symbolic reproduction spheres and to the
quent erosion and desiccation of contexts of interpretation and com-
ication. But given the multidirectionality of causal influence in welfare
State capitalism, the terms “colonization,” “intrusion,” “erosion,” and
ssiccation” are too negative and onesided to account for the identity
its manifest in sodal movements. Let me attempt an alternative ex-
nation, at least for women, by invoking the experience of millions of
en, especially married women and women with children, who have in
postwar period become paid workers and/or social welfare clients.
ted, this has been an experience of new, acute forms of domination.
it has also been an experience in which many women could, often for
first time, taste the possibility of a measure of relative economic
endence, an identity outside the domestic sphere, and expanded
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political participation. Above all, it has been an experience of conflict and
contradiction as women try to juggle the mutually incompatible roles of
childrearer and worker, client and citizen. This experience of role conflict
has been painful and identity-threatening, but not simply negative. Inter-
pellated simultaneously in contradictory ways, women have become split
subjects; and, as a result, the roles themselves, previously shielded in their
separate spheres, have suddenly been opened to contestation. Should we,
like Habermas, speak here of a “crisis in symbolic reproduction”? Surely
not, if this means the desiccation of meaning and values wrought by the
intrusion of money and organizational power into women's lives. Emphatic-
ally yes, if it means, rather, an opening on to new possibilities that cannog
be realized within the established framework of gendered roles and n-
stitutions.
If colonization is not an adequate explanation of contemporary feminism,
then decolonization cannot be an adequate conception of an emancipatory
solution. The first element of decolonization, the removal of system-
integration mechanisms from symbolic reproduction spheres, is con=
ceptually and empirically askew of the real issues. If the real point is the
moral superiority of cooperative and egalitarian interactions over strates
and hierarchical ones, then it mystifies matters to single out lifewo
institutions — the point should hold for paid work and political admin
tration as well as for domestic life. Similarly, the third element of de-
colonization, namely, the reversal of the direction of influence and control
from system to lifeworld, needs modification. Since the social meanings of
gender still structure late-capitalist official economic and state systems
the question is not whether lifeworld norms will be decisive but, rather,
which lifeworld norms wall.
What, then, of the remaining element of decolonization, the replace-
ment of normatively secured contexts of interaction by communicati
achieved ones? Something like this is occurring now as feminists critici
traditional gender norms cmbedded in legal, government, and corporate
policy. It is also occurring as feminists and antifeminists clash over the
social meanings of “femininity” and “masculinity,” the interpretation of
women’s needs, and the social construction of women’s bodies. In
cases, the political stake is hegemony over what | call the “means
interpretation and communication.” Feminists are struggling to redistribul
access to and control over these sociocultural discursive resources.
are, therefore, struggling for women'’s autonomy in the following sp
sense: a measure of collective control over the means of interpretation at
communication sufficient to permit us to participate on a par with men ¥
all types of social interaction, including political deliberation and decisi
making. "
This suggests that a caution is in order concerning the use of the te
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“particularism” and “universalism.” Recall that Habermas emphasized
feminism’s links to historic hiberation movements and its roots in uni-
versalist morality. Recall that he was critical of those tendencies within
feminism, and in resistance movements in general, that retreat from
political struggle into particularistic countercommunities defined, for
example, by biological sex. Now | want to suggest that there are really
three issues here and that they need to be disentangled from one another.
One is the issue of political engagement versus apolitical countercultural
activity. Insofar as Habermas’s point is a criticism of separatist cultural
feminism, it is well taken in principle, although it needs the following
qualifications: cultural separatism, while inadequate as long-term political
strategy, is in many cases a shorter-term necessity for women’s physical,
psychological, and moral survival; and separatist communities have been
the source of many politically fruitful reinterpretations of women’s ex-
perience. The second issue is the status of women’s biology in the elaboration
of new social identities. Insofar as Habermas’s point is a criticism of
reductive biologism, it is well taken. But this does not mean that one can
ignore the fact that women’s biology has nearly always been interpreted
by men; and that women's struggle for autonomy necessarily and properly
involves, among other things, the reinterpretation of the social meanings
of our bodies. The third issuc is the difficult and complex one of universal-
ism versus particularism. Insofar as Habermas's endorsement of uni-
versalism pertains to the metalevel of access to and control over the means
of nterpretation and communication, it is well taken. At this level, women’s
struggle for autonomy can be understood in terms of a universalist con-

ception of distributive justice. But it does not follow that the substantive

content that is the fruit of this struggle, namely, the new social meanings

we give our needs and our bodies, our new social identities and conceptions

of femininity, can be dismissed as particularistic lapses from universalism.

These, certainly, are no more particular than the sexist and androcentric

meanings and norms they are meant to replace. More generally, at the

level of substantive content, as opposed to dialogical form, the contrast
between universalism and particularism is out of place. Substantive social

meanings and norms are always necessarily culturally and historically

specific; they always express distinctive shared but nonumversal forms of
life. Feminist meanings and norms will be no exception, but they will not,
on that account, be particularistic in any pejorative sense. Let us simply
say that they will be different.

Now what is the relation between feminist struggles over the means of

interpretation and communication and institutional change? Such struggles,
I claim, are implicitly and explicitly raising the following questions.
Should the roles of worker, childrearer, citizen, and client be fully de-
gendered? Can they be? Or do we, rather, require arrangements that
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permit women to be workers and citizens as women, just as men have
always been workers and citizens as men? And what might that mean? In
any case, how should the character and position of paid work, childrearing,
and citizenship be defined vis-a-vis one another? Should democratic,
socialist-feminist, self-managed paid work encompass childrearing? Or
should childrearing, rather, replace soldiering as a component of trans-
formed, democratic, socialist-feminist, participatory citizenship? What
other possibilities are conceivable?

Let me conclude this discussion of the six theses by restating the most
important critical points. First, Habermas’s account fails to theorize the
patriarchal, norm-mediated character of late-capitalist official-economic
and administrative systems. Likewise, it fails to theorize the systemic,
money- and power-mediated character of male dominance in the domestic.
sphere of the late-capitalist lifeworld. Consequently, his colonization thesis '
fails to grasp that the channels of influence between these institutions are
multidirectional. And it tends to replicate, rather than to problematize, a
major institutional support of women’s subordination in late capitalism,
namely, the gender-based separation of both the masculine public sphere.
and the state-regulated economy of sex-segmented paid work and social
welfare from privatized female childrearing. Thus, while Habermas wants
to be critical of male dominance, his diagnostic categories deflect attention
elsewhere, to the allegedly overriding problem of gender-neutral reification.
Finally, Habermas’s categories tend to misrepresent the causes and under-
estimate the scope of the feminist challenge to welfare state capitalism. In
short, the struggles and wishes of contemporary women are not adequa
clarified by a theory that draws the basic battle line between system an '
lifeworld institutions. From a feminist perspective, there is a more basic
battle line between the forms of male dominance linking “system” 10
“lifeworld” and us.
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Conclusion

In general, then, the principal blindspots of Habermas’s theory |
respect to gender are traceable to his categorial opposition between system
and lifeworld institutions. And to the two more elementary oppositions
from which it is compounded, the reproduction one and the action contex s
one. Or, rather, the blindspots are traceable to the way in which these
oppositions, ideologically and androcentrically interpreted, tend to overs
ride and eclipse other, potentially more critical elements of Haberma
framework — elements like the distinction between normatively se |
and communicatively achieved action contexts, and like the four-terin
model of public/private relations.
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Habermas’s blindspots are instructive, I think. They permit us to
conclude something about what the categorial framework of a socialist-
feminist critical theory of welfare state capitalism should look like. One
crucial requirement is that this framework not be such as to put the male-
headed nuclear family and the state-regulated official economy on two
opposite sides of the major categorial divide. We require, rather, a frame-
work sensitive to the similaritics between them, since both appropriate
our labor, short-circuit our participation in the interpretation of our
needs, and shield normatively secured need interpretations from political
contestation. A second crucial requirement is that this framework contain
no a priori assumptions about the unidirectionality of social motion and
causal influence, that it be sensitive to the ways in which allegedly dis-
appearing institutions and norms persist in structuring social reality. A
third crucial requirement, and the last 1 shall mention here, is that this
framework not be such as to posit the evil of welfare state capitalism
exclusively or primarily as the evil of reification. It must, rather, be
capable of foregrounding the evil of dominance and subordination.”!
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