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Introduction 
Carole Paleman and 

Mary LYlldoll Shallley 

Since the early 1970s, ICminist theorists have bcen cxamining the familiar, 
and some not so liunili<u, texll! ofpoliticcli thcOlY. Their rercadingJS and 
mnlerprctations have revoluttonary implications for an understanding 
hd: only of the books themselves, but also d such a:ntml political categories 
.. citiu:nship, equality, rrccdorn. justice, the publk, the private, and 
d£mocracy. Despite the imponancc of the new feminist scholarship, it has 
dtwlopcd for the most pari alongsKlc rdther than as POIft of "ma inst ream" 
political theory. Remarkably liule all('ntion has been paid 10 the implica­
dons offeminisl arguments in the evcr-increasing volume of commentary 
on the famous texts, or in discussions or contempordry politic-di problems. 

This volume iIlustrdtes the rangc and depth or reminist studies of the 
IeXIs and, by collecting the essays together, we hope thai their significance 
IJrpolitiCAltheory and prdClice will be Illore readily acknowledged. Some 
tDIlributKlns ha\·e been published berort', the earliest in 1977 and the 
... 1 recent in 1989; others have OOn speciall y commisstoned for this 
eoIkction. The interpretations prcSCl1tOO here (;auld he dlallengcd by 
Gthtor [('minisl readings of cad) of lhe texts, but we art' nO( aiming to _ka Iogt"ther a set of definitive au;ounts. Rattler, our aim is to make a 
DIIoruIbly wide sclection oflcminist scho larship more easily a(:ccssihk to 

theorists and to Ihe general reader. 
F.ch of the chaptcrs rdiscs the question of how useful the texts of 

-=:::~~thcory arc or can be to femini st theOlists. The standard com­
I on the texts invariably either ignore or merely mention in 

the arguments of the great wnteTl; about sexual difference. These 
~how, on the contrary, that aTJ1:umenlS about the ehardclers and 

of men and women arc fundamental to political theory. As 
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Susan Okin commented in JI-omrn in lVultnl Political 77lfmgJII, "~ it is by no 
means it simpl!: maller to integ-mlc the female halfoflilC human race into 
(the Western] Imdition of political theory.'" 

When feminists first turned to the classic texIS they were mainly con­
cerned with exposing the misogyny ofmany famous theorists and the way 
in whid. "irtuaUy every writer assumed thai women's stunted rattcmality 
and moral and political capacities made them unfil for citizenship and 
politic.allifc. Indeed, one initial reaction was to rcj('C1 the whole Irddition 
of political theory and to call for feminis ts to begin again 011 completely 
new terrdin. Thus, Lorcnnc C lark and Lynda Lange announced Ihal 
"traditional politic-.tI theory is uller!y bankrupt in the light of present 
(feminist] perspectivcs . .. Iitl is up to us 10 remedy this by providing ncw 
theories which reneet a duper understanding of our hislOrical position.":Z 
r..·lostofthe authors in this volume (including Lange) now suggest that the 
theori.sts whom they discuss do have something valuable to offer 10 feminist 
pol itical theory. For example, Butler SCi:S Locke as an embJ)'onie "equal 
rights" feminist; Lange presents Rousseau as providing insights into lhe 
problems for women if social life is bascO on gener-.dizcd competition 
between individuals; Okin argues that Rawls's theory has subversive 
potential for rcconceptualizing familial as well as political justice; Dietz 
suggests that Arendt's notion of the vita actit-a should be incorporated into 
any feminist vision of the good life; and Sawicki dairn-; thai Foucault 
offers feminists a critical methoo and a "sct of r«OTnmcndations" about 
how 10 ~ss feminist theories. 

The onlerofthe chapters fdlows thc oonvenlional manncrofdiseussing 
politiCal thinkers and therc is a rough thematic pairing throughout; Plato 
iUld Aristotle oome fi rs t and we conclude with Mi ll and Rawls, de Beauvoir 
and Foucault , and Arendt and Habcrmas. The volume is not cntirely 
convent ional, howcver; two theorists included here, Mary \VoIlstonccraft 
and Simone de Beauvoir, do not usually make an appear-dna' in the canon 
of texts that make up the standard curriru lum of "political thCOi"Y." 
Feminist scholarship has raised some awkward questions about the <'"011. 
struCtKln of this canon. Why, for example. an: M<il)' Wollstonea-dfl and 
Simone de Bc<iuvoir so rdrdy studied in COtJrscs on political theory? 
William Codwin (Wolistonecraft's husband) and .l ean· Paul Same (de 
Be<iu\,oir's eomp:mion) arc much more likely to be read, antf many more 
obscure, minor male authorsofboth the eighteenth <ind twentieth centuries 
<ifC discussed. 

Both Wollstonecrali and de Beauvoir were the Ii-tends of the leading 
radicals of their time, led unconventionallivcs and \\Irote llO\'els as well <is 

books of politic<il thCOlY <ind philosophy. Their major feminist works, A 
Vindicafitm oflht Rigltt.r ~JVom .. m and ThtS«orld SiX, <ire important works in 
the history of political thought, rdising questions th<it o ther advOC"dtcs of 
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lhe "rights of men and citizens," and existentialist and individualist 
philosophers, rcpr~sed and ip;norcd . The neglect of both writers appears 
lO be:: bcctuse they were feminists writ ing <ibout the relation between the 
sexes, a matter treated hy contempordry political theorists as outside their 
subject matter. John Stu<irt Mill wrote on the same issue from a feminist 
perspective, and, ul1li~ ~ery roce~tly, his ~cminist writings h~vc ~Iso ~t'n 
largely ignored by pohllcitl til('()fIsts, despite tilt: WIY cxtl·n5lVC dlseus:non 
d his other work. 

The authors of these ch<iptcrs write from a valiety of perspectives from 
within pol itical theory <inc! feminism; there is no single "feminist view" cl 
the texIS, nor is there <i feminist ll)fldusion itbout tht, theoretical way 
rorwdrd. Rather, this volume refle<."(s the great di\'ersity nf I)f)(h feminist 
argurncnt in gener-dl and feminist approaches to the hislory of political 
lhoughl. NOllCtheless, despite the varied approaches of thc l'OllIribu tors, 
the chapters arc related \)c(:ause these scholars have approached the tcxlS 
with specifically feminist questions in mind. The questions cono:rn the 
polittcal significana' of sexual diITercnce and men's power over women; 
the patriarchal construction cl cenlr-dl categories of poli tiGd thought; the 
tdatk>n between nature, the sexes, rcasCtl and politics; the rcl<ition between 
thr pri\'ate (in lhe sense of the domestic, the familial, the intim<ite) <iOO 
me public (in the sensc of the cronomy and the statc) ; and the politkal 
IIIlpOft<lllCC of diITe:renccs among women. 

Notwithstanding all the diITercnccs between theorists from Pla to to 
Habnmas, the tradition clWcstem politica.lthought rests on a I.:onccption of 
Ihc "poIitiol l" that is ooostructcd through the excluston clwomcl1 and all 
that is represented by femininity and women's bodies. Sexual diITerem:c 
and sr:xuality <ire usually treated as marginal to or outside of the subject 
_tier of poliliCitI (heory, but lhe different attributes, capacities and 
c:haraeteristia; as<'Till(,'d to men and women by political tlleorists arc 
IleDlral to the way in which e<ich has defined the "political." Manhood 

poliltcs go hand in hand, and everything that st<inds in contms t 10 
oppuo;cd 10 polit.iC:ll life <ind lhe political virtues has been reprcscmcrl 

women, their capacities and the tasks seen <is natuml to their sex, 
motherhuod. M<in)' political theorists h<i\'C seen women <is 

.""",avital part to play in so(.:iall ife - bu t not as ci tizens and political 
Rather, women havc been designated as the upholders of the 
foundation of the politic<il world a ·men; or, a~ S<ixonhousc argues 

r A"'took femininity symbolizes the private ltes , restraint and stability 
~.,ul,pon the poli.r. 
The question of sexual diITeren(."C, that is to say, is inseparable from the 

of the rd<itionship Ixtween the "privatc" <ind the " public," 
also runs through this volume. Mainstrt:i:lm political thcoJ)1 takes 

",Int"t,"", but generdlly ignores, a maj{)f"distinguishing feature of modem 
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Western SOCiCli(os: the fact Iha l Lhey arc divided into two sphcrcs, only one 
or which , t))(, public sphere, is secn to be of political rdC"",HICC. l ong 
before the scpardlion of the world of women and the household from the 
masculine real m of politics and citizenship luok its peculiarly modern 
fonn, political theorists had set thc " poliuC"dJ>' in o pposition to " private" 
concerns. On the face ori l, this may seem untrue ofPlalo, who, in Book V 
of lhe Rt/mblic, had indudcc:l women among his guardia n class. O kin 
argues that a lthouRh 1)la lo's vicw that thc most a bl(' upper-class women 
oould share in political rule was "more rcvolutMlnary tha n rlhatJ of any 
()(her major political philosopher," whether or not womell ruled depended 
011 P[a to's willingness (0 aboli~h the private fami ly and wilh i, women's 
subordination as wives and their consequent exclu.~ion from poli tical 
activity. In the Laws, Plato demonstrated his unwillingness to underm ine 
the patriarchal househo ld, and so inaugurated a tradition in which the 
political and women were seen as inoompatible. 

For Aristotle there was no question about women 's exclusion Irom the 
reasoned discourse and act ivities of the polis. Aristotle insistcd that the 
natural order prescribed thallhcsuperior must govern the inferior. Saxon­
house stresses that, altllough Aristotle did not bel ieve lilal all males were 
naturally superior to a ll females, (:ven those women who mighl Ix: fit for 
poli tical life were precluded from it; in nou rishing the young wit h their 
bodies and preserving the household , women lacked the IlCcessary leisure 
to engage in poli tics. l"\ollCthclcss, Saxonhouse argues, women performed 
a vi tal polit ical role in sustaini"l;: the life of the polis. nle view that women 
must remain outside the public world ofpolilics, even though they have a 
fundamenta lly important politiClltask to perform. recurs in many of the 
classic texts. 

In the modem period, howe\'cr, tJle idea that women, by virt ue of their 
naluml capacities, had a d istinctive polilical part tu play gave risc to a 
problem that still rema ins unresolved . Bef~ the p roclamation o f the 
revolu tionary modem doctrine that all men were by nature, or by birth­
righ t, fn:e and equal to each olher, the exclusion of women from politiC-cd 
file W<ts unremarkable; many other categories of the popula tion (such as 
the poor, the propertyless, or slaves) were deemed unfi t by nalure for 
ci tizensllip. But o n(.'C the " rights ofman" became the currency of modern 
political a rgument, wOffiCn posed a sp<;cial problem - precisely becausc 
they arc not the same as men. Standard accounts of the history ofpoli tkal 
til (.'Ory assume tha t the statement that "all men" arc burn Ir(.'C and rqual 
should be read as "all humankind"; that is, the doctrine of individu<tl 
freedom and equality is assumed to be universal, \0 apply to everyone. On 
this reading, the inco'lXlration ofwomcn into citizenship poses exactly the 
same problem in principle as the inclusion or, say, propertyless men or 
men ofmciaJ minorities. The only difficulty is putting theory into practice. 
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Such a view is shared by contempora ry feminists who press for equal 
rights for women and men a nd for all differences betwcen the sexes as 
citizens to be swept away through lht' "nactmerll of gendcr-neutral laws 

and policies. 
At this point textual interpretatton 1)I'OOmcs impol1an t. The standard 

commentaries pay virtuaJly no a ttenlion 10 th(' fact tha t almost all the 
famous modem political theorists agree that " hUlmm na turc" is .sexually 
differentiated; womanhood and ma nhood do not h<tve the same political 
mc-cUling. But now the crucial question arises: what cx.:.tctly is thc signific­
ancc of sexual difference? Do the d ifferent na tUT(.'s and capacities of 
women and men mean that women cannot bc citizens? Or docs it mean 
that, ifwomcn are citizens, t1 11;ir citizenship will differ in some ways from 
that of men? Fem inists have recently been conducting a vigorous debate 
about equality, difference and ('lt izenship, and some contemporary feminists 
argue that women can make a distincti\e and V'a luable l..'Om riiJu tion to 
political life. Sr.xual difference (women's specific a ttributes, capacitie:; 
and tasks), they claim, should be acknowh:dged in law and puhlic 

polK-yo 
The readings of tJle modern texts in these ch<tplefll renCCt the wide 

difkrcnccofopinionovt'f sexual dineren(.'Ca nd equaJity, <tnd also illustrate 
Ihc complexity of the relationship between masculinity and femininity, 
and the political and the private, equalit y, freedom and citizenship . The 
modem construction of separate public and private spheres was developed 
in the se\'(.'ntccnlh century, and twooontrasting interpretattons an' offered 
bere of texts from that period. Hobbes st<tnds alone in the \Fadition of 
political thought, a lthough his singul<tri ty r<.uives little a ttention from 
mainstream theorists. Hobbes is the only writer received into the " trdclitton" 
1IIIho assumed lhat the same human nature is common to women and men. 
Hobbes's theory bcg1n.~ from the premise tha t wo men, like men, a re born 
fiet and arc men's equals. Why, then, did he endorse the dominion ofmen 
ClWT women in civil society, and how docs he make the theoretical move 
&om Sf'xual equality in the stale of nature to patriarchal rule in civil 
.xiely? Pa teman's read ing ofHobl>Cti is Ih<tt a ll the women in the sta te of 
natun:; are <.:onquered by men and SO incorporated as servants into " fa mil­
Ita." Having lost their sta tus as free <tnd eq u<t l "individuals," women lack 
thr standing to participate in Ihe original contract. Men thus mak(' a 
CXlrllntct that creates modern patri<treha l marriage and the private sphere 
-.d lhat k'gitimates men's jurisdiction over women in civil socie ty. 

l..odte did not share Hobbes's view that the state of nature was a 
aondilion of sexual equalit y. Butler's l'Carling of Locke, however, is that 
.. lheory has the potent ia l to be expanded to <t llow the incorpomtion of 
WDmcn inlo political lire on the same basis as men. The crucial f<tctor is 
.... Locke argued tha t women, like men, could be educated; thus women's 



6 Cnroll P(llmwr: mul Mary I~ukm Shmuq 

political rate was not dctcnnincd by their nature. Women, Butler Sla tes, 

arc (""pable "or satisrying Locke's rcquin::mcnL~ for political life." More­
over, Locke stands at the 1)C~inning of liberal individualism, a doctrine 
with universal implications. Locke's legacy, Butler argues, meant thaI 
" Iibcmls wou ld be forced 10 bring their views on women into linc wit h 
thcir Ihoory of human nature." 

The feminist John Stuart MiU W"o:I.S one lilx:r.tl who saw the su l~cclio" or 
women as a glaring anomaly in the modem world . Mill tried (alh(:il 
without suoccss) 10 bring Ihe relation between the sexes into linl' wilh his 
wider libcr-.:I. I principles, which mcanllilal he had to a Hemp' 10 bridge Ihe 
divide between public and private. The tenets of liberalism, Mill argued, 
applied to marriage as well as poIitic-dl lire. Shanley interprets Mill as 
arguing ror rriendship, not domination , in marriage and she sees Mill 's 
dem<:tnd rorcqual opportunity ror women as a tm:ans to m<:triml rriendship 
r.:t.\hcl' than an end in ilsdr. But Mill's attempt to uni\'ersalizc libcml 
principk"S remains an eX{'l.·ptio!1 in political tht."Ory. Otller writers, in­
cluding twentieth-a:ntury tlu:nrists who figure prominently in the canon 
of modem political thl-ory, OOn'itrud their argumcnts around thc sep<tr.l tion 
between public and plivate. 

For example. Hannall Arendt 's examination of labor. work and action 
assumes a stricc division hetwa:n the worlds or productive (male) <:tnd 
reproductive (remale) \\{)rk and labor. As Diet"!. points out, "the runda­
mental activities Arendt designatcs have actually heen lived OU I as eilher 
male or remale itWllifiu. A,limallaboram, 'the reproducer,' has been struc­
tured and experienced as ifit wert: natural to the fema le, and /tomofaha, 
'the fabricator,' has been constructed as if it were appropriate to the 
malt::," mther than laken as irreducible dimensions orhumanncss itsclf. As 
Fnlser shows, Habcrma .. 's extremely elabordte <tnd sophisticated amlysis, 
with his d istinctions helween m<lterial and symbolic reproduction and 
betwCt;n socially intcgr.:t.ted and ~)'stem intcgrdted action (Ultexls, similarly 
Ill<lintaim the palriarchaldivisioll betwcen private<tnd public. Habermas's 
theory hasan implicit "gcndersu btext," a nd, because he fai ls to investigate 
how Ihe: public - the (m<lsculine) worker and the: workplace: - are linked 10 
the private - tht:: ramily- his theory defends "an institutional armngemenl 
which is wKiely held to Ix: one:, ir not the, linchpin of modem women's 
subordinatMln." 

The c:x.ample of Habermas illustrates how even rddic-.:t.1 theorists arc 
oblivious to the problem of sexual dirrerence and sexual subordination. 
Thus they rarely ask any questions <tbout Rousseau's credentials <ts the 
father or radie-ell democrdC)'. Yet Rousscau muld not be more explicit in 
his exdusion of women, whom he sees as natur.:t.1 political subversives, 
from citizenship. Many feminists have seen Ruusseau as merely inconsistent 
in his argument about the sexes, but Lange argues ago-dinst this re<tding. 
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Within the structure ofRousseau's theory, political order requires that the 
public world reflcct the sexual order ofnature. The cduattion of men and 
women must be dirrerent and women must maintain the ramily, the 
roundation of the state . Ir both men and women acted as compet itors, 
making decisions on the basis ofprivate advantage and subjcctive interest 
_ that is to Sl:ly, if both sexes acted in the manner seen as properly 
masculine - then, Rousseau bdievcd, w(}Inen would always lose bcG1USC 

men a lready have an advantage in the competition. The lesson to be 
learnt li"Om Rousseau, Lange argues, is that women should be cautious 
about equality with men; "meaningful equality or right, or privilege, or 
S(K;ial consideration, may have 10 be based on an <tccommodation of 
sexual differences." 

Like Rousseau, Hegel made his views on men's and women's political 
place dear enough; indcccl, Hegel not only confined women to the private 
litmily but even exduded them rrom history. Yet Hegel. as Benhabib 
emphasizes, was all Enlightenmenlthinker who upheld the IrdmJiormation 
begun in the French Revolutlon - at leas t, where the rreedom of" the male 
lul~eet of the modern state is ooncerned. He drew back when fit.(:cd with 
.he j'mOlncipillcd women or his day; his "VM::WS on love and sexuality ... 
~\lcaI him to be a counter-Enlightenment thinker." Henhabib states that 
Hegel is "WOOlen's grdve digger"; he confines women to a doomed phase 
C#.he dialedie. Hegel called WOOlen "an e\lerlasting irony" in the life of 
tIM: community, and Henhabib urges the rcstomtion of irony and the 
-otherness or the other" - that is, the difference or women - that Hegel 
IOURIII to expunge from politiatl theory. 

The pervasive and protrdcted unwillingness of poIitit.-a1 theorists 10 
rxamine and question the <lrguments or theorists such as Rousseau and 
H~I about sexual difference and the public and pri\l<lle is exacerbated 
by 1M el(du.~ion or reminist works from tJ"lC canon of texts. Mary Woilslone­
cntft, ror instance, insisted that public and pri\late, and, hencc, the char­
wtrl"S of men and WOlllen, could only Ix understood in relation to each 
othtr. Wolistonecrali is especially interesting, too, hccausc two dirrerent 
III"gUmems can be found in her writings, an argument for women's political 
equality with men and an argument that mothcrhoocl, women's special 
;~:::.::. or what she c<lllOO their "pcculiar destination," meant Ihat 
~, citizenship musl differ rrom thai of men. WoUstonccrali wa~ by 

means alone in this mixture of arguments. In the late nineteenth and 
twentieth centuries, the suffragists also argued, on the one hand, 

(pol;';'~I) virt ue had no sex, and thai justice demanded th<lt wonlen 
have the same polilical righ ts and be enrr.:t.nehised on the: same 

as men; on the other hand, they argued thai women had <I unique 
. to make (and so had a dirrerent daim to Ihe \lOle than Olen) 

of lheir special responsibilities as mothers. 
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In miiny of her mmmcnts on mothcrilQlXi , WolislOnccraft sounds like 
the precursor of COnlcmpor..try f('minis! Ihinkcrs who advOC:.ilc bringing 
Ihe tradilionally female prauiCl"S and values associated with motherhood 
into the public realm. In Ihis volume, such arguments arc represented by 
Oi Stefano's discussion of Marx. OJ Stefano makes the sweeping charge 
ag-.tinsl Marx that - regardless of or despite wh<l.l he said explicilly about 
women _ the very s truCIUn: and style or his thoughl is masculinist a nd 
denies Ihe importance. and even the existence, of mother'S, mothering 
aClivilY and maternal labor. " Marx has essentially denied and then 
reappropria ted the lahor of Ihe mother in his historical and labor-ba.<;cd 
account of self-created man," The denial of Ihe mother, in Oi Stefano's 
view, maintains the domimllion ofwomen and nalUre, and " the ca..c of the 
missing (m)othcr in western political theory," I)()( unique to Marx, support.~ 

a deep misogyny in the tradition of political thought. 
WolIslQnccr.tfi. provides a ncassary counter to this aspect orthe tr.Kiition, 

but one problem in her a~uments, Gatens states, is that she treats 
women's tasks as mothers as necessarily fOllowing from women's em· 
bodiment and biology; a political divis)on of labor between women and 
men is thenjustifled as natur.tl. WollstonC(T.tft aKrccd with Rousseau that 
the family was the foundation of the state, but sharply disag reed that 
women could oc good mothers in conditions of marital despotism or 
without public standing as citizens. Yet their duties as Litizcns coincided 
with their duties as mothel1!. AI the same timc, GatellS SlreSlies, WoIlSlOnc­
cr.tli also insisted thai reason had no sex. Women's apparcnt incapacity 
was due to lack ofeduC".ttion, and their natures were (.'Orruptoo by pas."ion 
_ the passion of men. Thus Wolistonrtr.tft a rgues simultancoUl;ly tha t thc 
bodi ly difference between thc sexes is crucial for their citizenship, and 
appeals to a discmbodied reason, or what Gatcns calls " the essential 
sexual neu trality of the mtional agent," in he r defence of the rights of 
woman. 

A dcfence orthe r.ttional agent is presented by Dietz and Okin in their 
analyses of Arendt and Rawls. They arguc tha t to pay attention to !iexuaJ 
dincrence in policy and public law is not only detrimental to women but 
wrongly conceptualizes the nature and pul"JXl!:lC of political life. Dietz 
recoils from the str.tnd of contemporary feminist theory that shares "an 
emanci pator)' vision that ddends the mardi (or su bve~ive) possibilities of 
women's role as reprocluccr, nurturer, and preserver ofvulner.tble human 
life." Okin takes Rawls 10 task for failing 10 sec the need to apply liber.d 
principles of justice to the private sphere, and thus for not considering 
how his aco::ptam:e of the conventional sexual division of labor excludes 
women from public life and relieves men of·domestic burdens. While both 
Dietz and Okin a rgue that in the past the concept of the "universal 
citizen," or neutr.t l r.tlional agent, has not been universal or neutr.tl but 
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masculine, they think thal one should be a ble- to discern , and articulate 
and act according to, universal, gcnder-neutral standards of juslice. 

In contrast, Spelma n and Sawicki nj(.'C1 a unitary mlXlcl of citizcnsllip. 
In their discussions of the works of de Beauvoir and Foucault they defend 
difference and also go further by emphasizing that , if women differ from 
men, so women also differ Irom eadl other. Spelman and Sawicki acknuw­
ledge the danger thaI to sweep away universally applicable rules and 
pn:CCpts may put ~,'omcn back into a po;ilion where they have d ifferent, 
but also lesscr and secondary. obligations and rights from men. However, 
they SCI' the possibility ofsccond-dass citizenship as less ofa pruhkm thall 
the failure to recognize that "equalit y" (a t least as prest'll ily conccived) 
rests 011 hinary oppositions - such as private/pubhc, feminine/ masculine, 
citizen/ woman - and denies the myriad <l.nd crosscut ting dinercntiations 
Ixtwecn individuals and groups. 

Dc Bcau\'oir's famous observation Ihat "one is not born, but rather 
hecomes, a woman" may undermine notions lhal biology del ermines 
women's destin}', hut il also suggests to Spelma n thaL there is no single, 
prototypical "woman" whose interests can shape a singk femin ist agenda . 
The lesson we must lcam from the fact tha i. as Spelman argues, de 
lXaU\oir implicitly wrote from the pc::n;pective of a llliddle-class whi te 
woman, is not simply thai political theory has ignored or ntX adequately 
lICO)Untoo for women's political position, hut that there is no "woman's 
p1aa:" umnediated by class, race, et hnicity, religion, scxual orielllation 
and other factol1l. Similarly, Sawicki argues that Foucault's thcory helps 
I'cminists to sec that it is not necessary for a ll differences between women 
to be oblitcmtcd if women arc to be a ble 10 n:sist ma le domination. She 
argues thai differcnce theory puts the "scxualit y dd)ale" tha t has polarized 

ftwinists into a new perspective. I t becomes possible to see that 
the Iwo sides share COmmon conceptions of power, freedom and sexuality 
that nbscure and deny the historical character and diversity of women's 

. Unless the multiplicit}'ofwomen's voi(;es and interests 
taken into account, women in dominant groups arc likely to neglect or 

other women just as tht), have been neglected or silenced hy most 
pol;.;"" theorists. 

Political is often taught as if n::ading (scIeCled) classtc lexts - the 
i be kepi separate from pressing. current 

problems. .. interpretations of the lexts show that this is 
~~m the case. This volume illustrates that one of the major tasks facing 

_ . theorists is to develop democratic theory illlo a theory of political 
0\11 cquality that encompassC!i the diffcrenL'Cs !x:lwccn thc sexes and 

women so Ihat fu ll citizenship fOf varied women l<tll be secured. 
the disagreements among the au thors. they aRret· tha t among the 
wrongs done to women has been their exclusion from taking part 
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as full members and citizens of the polity in political dcbau', deliberation 
and contcst. The classic theurists, and the construct ion of til(' acaclcmi<: 
<--.mon of poIili<:allhcOl)', have Ixcn instrumental in achieving and main­
ta ining this cxdusioll. We hope that thc vcry d iversity offcrniniSI perspec­
tives thai follow will cncoumgc many Olhers tojoin in rcintcrprclatin~ the 
texts, a nd SO in the reconstruction ofille d iscipline of political thcory itself. 
T o joi n in the thcorcli~o11 dialogue is to participate in the vilal argument 
Over the purposes and goals of OUf common lile whleh lics at the heart of 
politics. 

SUSlUI O ld ll , Womm in IVtSl,,71 I'Dllliw{ TIlouglll (PrillcctOIl, NJ : Princctou Vlli­
vcrsi!y I' rtss, 1979), p. 2fl6. 

2 LorClIlIC M. G. Clark alld LYlida Lange, TIl(, S,-xiJm ()jS«:i,,/ "lid " olitic/II 77lrory 
(Toronto: Ulli\ICrs ily ofTorolilo Prcss, 1979), p. xvii. 
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Philosopher Queens and Private Wives: 
Plato on Women and the Family 

Susall Moller Okill 

Plato's ideas about women havc allraCted considemble attention in recent 
years. I This is not surprising, since his proposals for Ihe education and 
role of Ihe female guardians in Book V of the lUpuhlu arc more revolutionary 
than those of any other major polilical philosopher, not cxclud ing JoIm 
Stuart Mill. However, Plato on the sul~eet of women a ppears at first to 
prc;ent his reader with an unresoIvablc enigma, especially when his other 
dialogues are taken into aCcount. One might well ask how the .same, 
generally consistent philosopher can assc:rt, on the one hand, that the 
female sex was created from the souls of the most wicked and irrational 
men and can arguc., o n the other ha nd, Ihat if" young girls and boys weTe 
trained identically, the ir abilities as adults would be practically the same. 
How can the claim that women aTe " by na ture" twice as bad as men be 
reconciled with the rddieal idea tha t they shou ld be included among the 
exalted philosophK: rulers of the Kleal Slate? 

While I cannot here d iscuss all the relevant d ialogu~, the following 
paper attempts, through analysis of Plato's arguments about private> 
property and the famil y in relation to the polu, to explain why he appears 
so inconsistent about the nature and the proper role of women. I contend 
that when one compares the arguments ~md proposals of the Repuhlic with 
thOSe of the Laws, it becomes clear that the absence or presence of the 
PI;v.He family determines whether Plato advQ(:atcs pUlling into practice 
his incrcasillgly mdical beliers about the potential of women. Only by 
examining the proposals of Rrpuhlu V in the (.1)ntcxt of the overall aims 
and Structure of the ideal society, and Il)' doing likewise with the COIl-
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lr.lSling proposals regarding women in the lows, will we find the differences 
intelligible. 

The a im of the lfur: an of rul ing, as PlalO conceives of it , is not lh(' welfare 
HI' ally single class or section, but Ille gn:alt.:s l possible happiness of the 
en tire comlllunity. 2 "Happiness," however, can be a misleading word , for 
if it leads us 10 thoughts of frt:l-dom. individua l righls, or equality of 
oppurtunity, we art: lar from Plato's idea of happiness {tudoimollia}. Neither 
'-'quali ty nor Jibe'fty nur juslia- in the sense' of fairnt:ss were values for 
Plato. The tlln"f' vaJUI'S on which bolh his ideal and his second-best cities 
arc basl.,j arc, r.l.thcr, hannony, efficiency, and mora l goodness; the last is 
the key to his emiT(: political philosophy. lk-causc of his bdicf in the 
intrinsic value of the soul and lhe conseq uent importancc of its health, 
Plato docs not think tha t happinl'Ss rr.su lts from the frct:dom to Ix:have 
just as one wanlS; it is in 110 \\ay a ttainabk indcpend clllly of virtue. 
Statesmen, therefore, should "nul only prest'rvl ' the livt;s ofthdr suhjects 
but reform their ch(lltlcters 100, 5t) la r as huma n natun: permits of this ... 3 

Though the ultima te aim of the true I'ukr is Ill(' happi nl'Ss of all his 
subjccts, the only way hc ca n attain this is by raisi ng them all, by means of 
l'<luca tion and law, to the highest possible It:vcl or wisdum and virtue. 

Thc gravest of all hu man fau lts, howl"Vt:r, ont: cnnsidt'n"Ci by Pla tn lO be 
inborn in most pt:ople is tha t "'cxl'l'Ssivt: love ufsdr' which is "thc cause of 
all sins in every casc."· Worse sti ll , whcTL"dS tilt' suul and next the body 
shou ld take priority, man's all too prevalt'nt tt:udt:ncy is to give his 
property - in truth the least valua ble of his possessions - his greatl'S t 
<l ttention. Thus, in the I.AWl the cUTTenl)' and sys tem ufproduction. while 
allowing for priva te property, arc so designl'<l as to t'llSun' tha t "a man by 
his money-making I will not jllegieci the obj ects for which 11l()IWY c:xists: ... 
the soul and the body ... Wherefore we have asserted (and tha t no t once 
only) that the pursuit of moncy is to be honourro las t of 0'111 ... 5 Ckarly 
Plato's citizens were nl"Ver to forgel tha t matcrial posst.:Ssions wen: but 
means to far more importa nt ends. 

The ruler's task in promoting his subjects' vin uc is thcrcfore two-fold . 
He must aim to overcomc their cxtreml"S of self-Iovc and their fa tal 
preference for ma terial posSl'Ssiolls ow:r tht" wdfaT(' of their souls. A man 
who is to be virtuous and g reat must be ablt" to transcend his own intcrl'S ts 
a nd, above a ll, to detach himself from thc passion to acquire. As Glenn 
Morrow has no ted, then : is a hunda lll cvidcnce in both the Rtpuhlir and the 
Laws tha t Plato n:gar<! l'C! the maintenance ofa temj>(:l'a tt: a ttitudc towa rds 
property as essential lo r the securit y and well-bcing of the sta te." It was 
acquisitiveness, after all, that had k'<l thc first city Socratl'S depicted - the 
simple. "true" and " healthy" city- into war with its neighbors and all the 
complications tha t this entailed. Again, corru ption tha t results from in-
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creasing possessivenl'Ss is the rl'CUTTCI:t theme of Rtpuhlir VIII , which 
anal)"l.cs the process of political dcgenl'f"ation.7 

The RtPuhli( is an ex tn!mely radical dialogue. In his formulation of the 
ideal state, pta to qUl1it ions and challenges the mOSt saen."Ci contemporary 
conven tions. The solution he proposes for the problem of sel fis hness and 
divisive interests is that private property and hence privatc interests be 
abolished to the grt:atcSl possible extent. For in this city, not just harmony 
but unity of inter(,'Sts is tilt: objl"Ctive. "Have we any greater evil for a city," 
asks Socratl'S, " than wha t spli ts it and makes it many instead or one? O r a 
greater good than wha t binds it togcther and makl'S it one?" He eondudl'S 
that the best governt.'d city is that "which is most like a single human 
being.,,8 Nothing can dissolve the unity of a city more read ily than for 
some of its citizens lO be g lad and others to griev(' ovt,"r the same thing, so 
that all do not work or even wish in conttn. The highest possible degree of 
unity is achil"Ved if all ci tizens feci pieasUTC and pain on the same occasions, 
and this "com munity of pleasu re and pain" will occu r only if all goods are 
possesscd in common. The best guverned city will be tha t " in which most 
say ' my own' a nd 'not my own' about the same thing, and in the samc 
way.,,9 

If he had thought it possiblc, Plato would certa inly have extended the 
communa l ownenihip of property to all the cJasst!'i of his ideal city. The 
firs t of the "noble li t.'S," according to which all cit izens are told thatthcy 
an! one big fami ly, can be n:ad as the complete expression ofan ideal which 
can be realizl"Ci only in pan . Ikcause he belicvl'S in thc tendl'llC}' of most 
human beings to selfishness, Plato col1~idcni the rcnuncia tion of private 
property to be something tha t can be a ttained only by the best of persons. 
Thi~ is made clear in the LOWJ, wllere he rejects the JXJSsibililY of eliminat-
ing ownership for the ci tizens of his p roj ec tc.'C! "second-best" city, ~incc 
tilling the soil in Common is "beyond the capacity of p<.'ople with the birth, 
rearing and training we ru;sume."l0 What is impossible for the ci tizens of 
the St."COnd-bl'St ci ty, with all their carefull y plannl"Ci ed ucation, must 
regretfully be r(.'garded as beyond the capaci ty of the inferior classes in the 
ideal city. Thus it is the gua rdian class alone which is to live up to the \. 
ideal of community of p roperty and unity of intercsts. 11 

The overcoming of selfish inlen:sts is rcgarc\l'd as most neCl'Ssary for 
those who are to have chargc or the wellare a nd governancc of all the o thel' 
Citizens - quite apart from their greater capacity for it. Si nce a person will 
a lways take care of what he loves, the guardians, especially, must lovc the 
whole community, and have no inteR'Sts other than its wdlan:. Above ali, 
then, the permilll'd property arrangements for them must be "such as not 
to prevcnt them from being the best possible guardians a nd not to rouse 
them up to do ha nn to the othel' citizens." I:l ptato argut."S that the possession 
by the ruleni of private lands and wealth wou ld inevitably lead to their 
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formation into a faction, whereupon they would consilutc " masters and 
enemies instead of allies of the other cilizcns. " lj The combina tion of 
wealth and private interests with political power can lead only to the 
dl'Struclion of the city. 

Plato's ideal for the guardia ns is expressed by the proverb, "friends 
have all things in common."·" But ifcommu nai ownership of inanimate 
properly is a great aid to the unity or the ci ty, it a ppears to him to follow 
that communal owners hip of women and children will cond uce to even 
greater unity. It is clear from Ihe way Plalo argues Ihat he thinks the 
communaii:l.alioll of property leads directly to the abolition of the family. 
He does nol TL'gard them as distinct innovations requiring separa te justi­
fications. In fact, he slides over the fi rs t mention of the abolition of the 
family, almost as a parcmhL'Sis,t :J and in both the Republic and the brief 
summary of Ihis aspect of it presenkd in the LaW,j, the two proposals arc 
justified by the same arguments and oncn at the same time. In the Laws 
espc.:-cially, when Plato looks back to the inst itutions of the ideal city, the 
classi fication of women and children with other possL'Ss ions occurs Irc­
quently. Thus he talks of "community of wives, children, and all chauds," 
and later, by contrast, of tha t les~ desirdblc stale of atTairs in which 
"women and children and houses remain priva te, a nd all thl'Se things an: 
established as Ihe private properly of individual~. ,,)6 

Women art: classified by Plato, as they were by the culture in which he 
lived, as an important subsection of property. l? The very expression 
"community (or common having) of "'Omen and ch ildren," which he uses 
to deno te his proposed system of temporary malings, is a further indication 
ofthis , since it cou ld just as accurately be describ(od as "the community of 
men," were it nol for its inventor's customary way of thinking about such 
matters. t8 

Just as other forms of private property were seen as des tructive of 
society's unity, so "private wives" arc viewed by Plato as diverse and 
subversive in the same way. Thus, ill contrast to the unified city he is 
proposing, he points to those ins titutional a rrangements that foster the 
ascendallcc of particularism and factionalism, with "one man d raggingoff 
to his own house whatevcr he can get his hands on apart from the o thers, 
another being sqJalate in his own house with separate women and children, 
introducing private pleasures a nd griefs of things that are private."I!! 
Again, in the Laws, he strikes simultaneously against contemporary 
Athenian practices with rcgarV ixlth to privatI: property and to women: 
"we huddle all ou r goods together, as the saying goc'S, within four walls, 
a nd then hand over the dispensing of them to the woml;n .. . " 10 I t is clear 
tha t convemional marriage and woman in her tradi tional role as guardian 
of the priva te ho usehold were s(:t!n by Plato as intimatdy Ixlund up with 
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the unity and well-being of the city. 

In Rrpuhlic VII I, however, as Plato rcvil:ws 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 communa lizL'Cl at 
the same time as other property, so arc they now, wi thou t separa te 
explanation, made private a t thl: same time as o ther property, as the 
course of the city's degeneration is described. Once private, moreover, 
women are depiclL'Cl as hastening the course of the decline, due to their 
exclusive concern with the particular inlerl"Sts of their fami li l'S. First, 
when the r ulers bq~jn 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 s ta rt to degenerate.2t 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 prL'Stige disadvantages her among the other women 
make the timocra tic you th begin to d espise his worthy father and to feel 
challcnglod into showi ng that he is more ofa man. The wife with her selfish 
conccrns, who "chants a ll the o ther refrains such as women a re likely 10 do 
in cases of this sort," is, like Pandora, the real originator of the evi ls tha t 
follow. n 

The fact that Pla to iden lifiL'S the abolition of the family so closely with 
the communalizatio n of property, and dOL'S not appear to regard the 
former as a more severe emotional d eprivation than the laller, must be 
understood in the context of the functions and sta tus of women and the 
family in contemporary uppcr-dass Athenian life. In vicw of the chattel 
status of Athenian women and the "peculiarly close rdation thought to 
hold between a family and its landed property," Pla to's blending of two 
issues, which to us appear to be much morc distinct, is far from in­
explicablc.T.l There is a bundant evidence in classical Greek literature tha t 
thc women who were eligible to become the wives of Plato's contcmpolaril"S 
were valued for silence, hard work, domestic frugality, and, above all, 
marital fidelity. Confin<-od to the functions or household management and 
the bearing of heirs, they were neither loducatlunor pemliued to experiencc 
the culture and intellectual stimulation oflife outside their secludL'Cl quar­
ters in lhe house. Accordingly, it was a lmost impclSsible for husbands and 
wives to be either day-to-day companions or emotional and intellectual 
intima tes.24 Consequently, as recent scholars of Grt:ck life agree, "Iht~ 
family does not bulk large in most Gn::ek writing, its a rkclive and psycho­
logical sid<-'S hardly a t all," and "family life, as we understand it, hardly 
existed" in late fifth-century Athells. 25 The prevailing bisexuality meant 
that "two complementary institutions coexisted, the family taking care of 
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wha l wt'! may call the material side, pederasty (and the courtesan) the 
alTcclive, and to a dl"grt:C the intellcctual, side ofa man's intimate life.":l6 

On the other hand, while the family was certainly no ttntcr of the 
upper-class Creek's emotional life, itd id function in ways thaI the modern 
family docs not - ways which rendered it potentially far morc socially 
d ivisive. The sill/i:le-family household had emerged from Ihe clan in com­
paratively rt.'Ccnt times, and only gradually did tilt! polis gain the loyahy 
lhal had onCe belonged to the autonomous dan. Antigone rcprCS4:nts the 
paradigm example of this conflict of loyahics; then: were, in fact, various 
areas of life when: it had not yet become ch:a r whcthlT family or civic 
obligations should prevail. The exten t to which the victim's kin, rather 
than the rulers, were responsible for ensuring that crime was properly 
avenged is well documented in the taws.v Again, the predominance of 
duties to parents over any notion oflegaljusticc is ckarly indicated in the 
Eulhyphro, where Socrates is incrl:dulous that a Tllan cQu ld evcn think of 
prosecuting his uwn father for till" murder of anyone who was not a 
rclative.18 Despite its minimal functioning as an emotional hase, then, the 
Athenian fimlily of the early fou rth century, as a firm economic enti ty a nd 
the focus of important duties, constituted an obviously divisive force and 
potential threat to civic loyalty. 

Those Plato scholars who have expn:sscd prolound horror at the idea 
that the family be abolished and replaced by those mating arrangements 
desigllt:d to produCt'! the best offspring secm to have treated the issue 
anachronistically, hy ncgit:cting the function ohhe family in Athenian lile. 
When G. M. A. Grube, for example, objects to the system or tcmporary 
matings advocated for the guard ians as "undesirable because it doc'S 
violena': to the deepest human emotions" and "entirely ignoft."S the love 
element between the 'mam(:d' pair, .. :l!f he seems to be forgetting that a t 
the time, the family ..... as simply not the locus for the expression of the 
deepest human emotions. Even a cursory knowkdgc of the Symp(uiu1ll, 
with its deprecating comparison of those ..... ho turn their love towards 
women and raise families with those whose superior, spiritual love is 
turl\(.'d towards boys and philosophy, reveals that Plato and his audience 
would not have rcgardl.'d the abolition of the family as a severe limita tion 
of their intima te lives. St ranger stili is the attitude taken by Leo Strauss, 
who not only assumes that tht: family is " natural" and any move to 
abolish it "convention," but makes the issue of whether the abolition or 
the fa mily is possible or nOI il1lo an acid test for determining the feasibility 
of the entire ideal Sl3te.:ltI Tho.se passages ufthe Rrpuhlic to which he refe rs 
in order 10 demonstrate tht: supposed "fact that men Sl..'Cm to desire 
natuf'ttlly tt) have.' ch ildren of their own" are rema rkably inadequa te to 
prove his point. AIon :ovcr, his objection that Plato's controls on hetero­
sexual behaviour me.'an that "!hI" claims of erru arc simply silenced" 
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implies a complete denial oftht' pn:\'ai ling homosexual erru of the time, It 
is vcry probable that Plato's listeners wt'/uld have regarded the ideal 
state's restrictions on their homosexual behavior as more rcprt-'Ssive uf 
their sexual feclings than the aboli tion 01" the family and the conlTols 
plaa:cl on heterosexual intercourse. 

The same scholars - Grube, Taylor, and Stmuss - who rejL..:::t the 
abolition or the mmily as impossiblt.', arc thUSt.' most intolt'rant of the 
prnposcd ailernative, in wh ich partners a rt· chust"n fur each o ther, sUI? 
posroly by lot but, in fact, for t:u~C'nic pUrptlSL'S. Those who reject such 
proposals as quite impracticable', JotivC'1l human nalure, becauS(' of their 
" intolt'Table severi ty":!1 would do wi'll to ctlnsidcT the position of n!spect­
able Grttk women. For tlwy wt:re just a.~ euntrolk'CI and deprivro in their 
sexual lives a'i both st:xes of guardians were to be in the idl.'al city. and 
without having available to tht 'lll the compensa tions of any participation 
in life ou tsKle the dumt:stic sphere. The Creek woman was not permitted 
to choose her sexual partlwr, a ny more than Plato's guardians were. 
l'vforeovcr, ill h~r case the partnn had 1I0t only the absolute right to 
ropulate with and r~produce via hn lor the' rc~st of her life, but also all the 
powers which her father had pn,.'viously wieldt'CI O\Icr her. Once marrit:d, a 
womall had nu condunt'CI alternative sexual ou tlets, but was clllirely 
dt'pcndent on a husband, who Illight have ally number of apprO\ll.."d 
het~ru- ur homosexual aherna tives. lOr any satisfaction that he might 
dwuSt: to givt: her. The extent of the double standard is brought clearly 
into rt~lirf by the fact that the Creek word for adultery mta1/1 nothing but 
sexual in tercourse bet ..... l.'en a married woman a nd a man who was not her 
husband . Needless to say, the punishments were very severt:. Even if her 
husband died, a woman had no control O\'n her lif~ or h~r body, since she 
wa.'1 rr'turnro to the custody ofht'f father or guardian, who cou ld TCmarry 
her a t his pleasure. Altema tivcly, a Litizclleould give his si5teror daughter 
into concubinage. from which she could be sent to a brothel without any 
reproach 10 her oWller.:tl 

If Athen ian women of thc highl..'St class, living in one of the most highly 
cuhurt'd societies thl.' world has known, cou ld be controlled and deprivt"d 
to this extent, it is hardly arguable tha t the cxigencies of human nature 
rmdcr the Platonic mating system, with its requirement or suppost'CI ly 
" I ' .. 33 ' 'bl unnatura con tmencc, ImposSt t- to cnact. \Vomcn's sexuallivcs have 
bcm rt'StrictL'Ci throughou t the grcawr part of world history,just as rigidly 
as Plato proposl..'S to control the intimate lives of his h<uardians. "The 
claims of eros" have been "simply sikncrd" in women with eonsiderdble 
SUCCt'Ss. It is apparellt from much of Ih(' history of the female Sl!>.: that 
with sui table indoctrination and stro ng sanctions, hUlllan beings can ~ 
conditioned to accept ,,'irlually any ex lent of control on their sexual and 
l:motional livcs. The point is, ClfcoUfSl', that till' scholars concerned have 
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US4.:d 1111' u~rms "human emotions" and "human Ilalun:" II I n -fl'r tlllly to 
men. What set:II1S really horrific 10 Grube, Taylor, <lnd Strauss is lhal 

whereas the C reeks, like many other peoples, mcrdy n:scrvl.'d womell for 
the produclion of legitimate issue and controlled their lin'S accord ingly, 
Plato has dared to suggest that the sexual lives of both male and female 
guardians should be COlli rolled fOT the purpose of producing the best 
possible offspring lor the community. 

The significance: of Pla to's abolition of the family is profound ; the 
proposal has OC'1!11 t:chcx:d by a number ofsubsequcl1llhoorisls or rulers of 
ulOpian socielics thaI depend to a very high dcgn:c on coht:sion and uni ty. 
As Stanley Diamond has asscrloo, in an illuminating essay which analyn'S 
the significa nce: of Plato's treatment orthe family, "The obvious a im is to 
disengage lthe guardians \ from all conll(:ctions and moti\,cs whicl1 might 
diminish their dt.'dication to lhe Slatc _ .. Plato dearly sensed the antagonism 
between stale and family, and in order 10 guarantt.""C IOtai loyalty to lhe 
former, he simpl y abolished the lat tcr ."J4 It is impo rtant 10 not ice tha t 
Plato's revolutionary sol ution to the conflict was not to obliterate the 
primary ties of kinship, bu t to extend them throughout the clHire ru ling 
class. The guardians were in fact "10 imagine that they were all one 
family ,,,J$ and it is strt.'Ssed in many ways that the formation of the rulen; 
into one family is 10 he no mere fonnality. They a rc rt-quirt.-d not only to 
address but to behave towards t.'ach othn as brother, part,nt , and so on. 
" It wou ld be ridiculous." Glaucon agrecs, " if tht.)' only mouthed. withou t 
dttds, the names of kinship ... 36 Thus. the- fear and shame associa tt.-d with 
violence towards a pareu t will operate as an unusually strong sanction 
against attack on anyone a t all of the older generation. L.ikewise, lawsui ts 
and factional disputes will be no more common than they would be within 
a family, and the city's succt.'SS in war will be in large part due to the fact 
that soldiers will be no more likely to desert their comradcs than to 
abandon members ofthcir own famil ies.51 Indocd, as Gregor)' Vlaslos has 
concisely statt.'Cl, "The ideal society of thc Rtpuhli£ is a political community 
held together by bonds of fraternal love ... 38 

The most radical implication of Plato's tTansforminJ;:" the guardian class 
into a sinf.(le family concerns the role of women. Rousseau, in thc cou rse of 
a bitler attack on Plato both for doing away wi th the family and for giving 
t.:qual opporlunitit.'S to women, nevertheless reveals a perceptive under­
standing of the connection between the two innovations. "I am well aware 
that in the Repuhlic Pl;uo prescribes thc samc exercises lur women as for 
mcn," he says. "Having dispensed wit h the individual family in his system 
of" government, and not knowing any longer what to do with women. he 
finds himsdl"lorced to turn them into men."39 It appears that hc is correct, 
t."Xccpc that in place of "men" wc should substitute "pt."{)plc," since lor 
Rousseau in many importan t rcspceLS only men wcre people. Scholars 
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who have considcrcd the connection octwt.'Cn Ihe first two "waves of 
paradox" of Book V - the granling of equal opportonities to women and 
the abolition of the family - do not, however, agrt.'C. Some have siressed 
the indepcndentt of the two proposals, some have maintaint.-d d ul.t there is 
probably a causal link betwt.""Cn them but have nOI committ t.-d themselves 
{)I\ its direction, and at least one has asserted, \\'ltho ul giving any rt.'asons, 
that it is the emancipation of women which renders Ileo.:ssary the aboli tion 
oflhe family.oW For a numbcrofreasons, howt.'Ver, it seems that any causal 
conut.'"Ction that exists between the two paradoxt.""S goc'S the o ther 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 li vin~ arrangements a re to be communal, 
thcre is no domestic role such as that of the traditional houst:wife. Since 
planned brt.""CdinK and communal childrcarillg minimize the unpredict­
ability of pregnancy and the time dcmandt.-d of mothers, maternity is no 
longer anything approaching a lil Jl -time occupation . Thus, women can no 
longer be defmed by their traditiona l I"Oh!s. However, every person in the 
idcal city is defint.-d by his or hu fUllction: tht: educa tion and working life 
of each citizen arc to be dt.>flieatt.-d to the optimal pcriomlanee of a single 
crafi.41 If the female guardians wt:re no longer to oc defined in relation to 
particular men, child ren, and households, it st.'Cms that Plato had no 
altcrnative but to consider them persons in their own right. Ifthey were to 
take their place as members of the guardian class, each must share in the 
functions of that class. T hus Plato had to convince his skeptical audicntt 
that women were ablc to pcrfonn tasks very diffcrrnt from those customarily 
assignt.'Cl to thcm_ 

Socrates first reminds his audienct: tha t they have all agreed that each 
individual should be assigned work that is suitt.-d to his or her nature. But. 
he says, since none of them will claim thai there is no dilTerence ofnatuTC 
hetwttn the male and thc fema le. they arc in danger of contradicting 
themselves if they argue that lhe u.'male guardians should do the same 
work as the male. However, there arc many ways in which human beings 
can dilTer, and we do not regard all of them as relt."-vant in assigning 
different functions tp dilTerent persons. Socratt.'S asserts tha t we have not 
yet collsidert.'Cl ~what foml of dilTerent and same nature, and applying to 
what, we weTC d istinguishing when we assigned differen t practices to a 
d ilTeren t nature and the same ones 10 the saml"."i1 Uut , he continues, is it 
not reasonable LO consider only thosl: dilTeT"t!Ilce5 and similarities that have 
SOme bearing on the activity ill question? We do not worry about whether 
a man is bald or longhairt.>fl when asst:s~ing his capacity to be a good 
shoemaker. There is, therefore, 110 n:asoll \0 considt!r the difference in 
procreative funct ion between the sexes - "that the fema le bears and the 
male mounLS" - as relevant in dl-ciding \-\'hether th(~y shou ld play cquaJ 
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roles in thl: ruling class. Socratcs lays the burden of proof firmly on 
whot:vcr should cla im thal it is. He argues, rather, that since: the char· 
aClcrislics of lh~ 50ul dClcnninc whether a person is capable of a certain 
pursu it , and since sex is no morc rcla tl.:d to Ih(' soul than Ihe presence or 
absence of hair. members of bolh SCXl."S will be: skilled in all the arls, 
d q )l'nd ing on the na lu rl' oC their individua l souls. Thus, though he asserts 
t hat wOlllen in geller-d.1 an: nOI as capable as mt:n in general, t!spt.."t:ially in 
physical strength, inrl ivid ual members of both sexes will be capable: of 
performing a ll Iht' functions nttderl by lhe city, indud ing guardiansbip 
and philosuphy . '1111' u nJy way to ensure tha i persons an: assignt:d the jobs 
for which they arc bC:S1 suited is to assess the merits of each, indcpcndt:ntly 
of sex, 

This argument, si mple as it St'I'ms, is uniqu(, in th t: treatment of WOTllcn 
by polit ical philosopllt'rs, and has revolutionary implications fo r the female 
sex, Pla to's bold suggestion that perhaps Ihere is no d iffl' Tt-ncc ' betwl'en 
the sexes, apart from their rol l'S in procreation, is possible- only heCl!.usl' 
the rL-quircment of unit y among the ruling clas~, a nd th(' cclnscquent 
abolition of priva tc property and th(' fa mily, 1;ll lail the abolit ion of wifi;­
hood and the a bsolUic minim ization of mot herhood, O nc(' ti ll' duor is 
open, thc possibilities fo r women a re buu ndlt~S. '1'111' a nni hilatio n or 
traditional sex roles among Ihe guard ians is tota l - c'vl'n II II' t'a rl iest 
c hildcare is to be sha rrtl by men and women,n Plato concludes Ihat, 
though femalt.'S as a class a rc less a ble, the rn;S1 uf wumen can sha rI' with 
the best of men in the highl'l'i l functions ilwulVl'd in ru ling ti l(' ('iIY. The 
" philosopher monarchs," as they should a!w-ays havt: been call1:d , wt:n ' 111 
include both sexl'S." 

The overwhelming hostility from male scholars to Pla to's fi rs t wave of 
paradox is fascina ti ng in its own ri~ht, bu t this is not the plaet: to discuss 
it. However, on(' charge Iha t has nn laid against him must be dealt wil h 
here. Lt.'O Strauss a nd Allan Bloom have claimed tha t Pla to's al"!(ulllents 
for thc equalityof wolllen depend on h is "abstracting from" or " forgett ing" 
the body, and particularly his "abstracting from the d ilTerena: betwt.'i:n 
the sexes with rt,;gard to p rocreation."·" Clearly they do not. Plato is ,'ery 
careful to take into accou nt those di ffcrenel:S between the sext.'l'i tha t are 
pa lpably b iologica l a nd Iherclore inevit able - pregnancy, lacta tion, and a 
degree of dilTeTCncc in physical strenglh , Tht.'Se scholars, in the cOTllpany 
of millions of o ther people, mista kenly assume, as Pla to very r.u ionally 
d()(:s not, tha t the enti re conventional female sex m it; follows logically from 
the single fact tha t women ~ar child rrn, The rca! significance of the 
treatment or lhe women q uestion in Rtpublic V is that it is olle of the very 
few instances in the histOry of thoug:ht when thl.' hiological implications of 
femaiclll;ss have been clearly separated from all thr conV(! ntional, insti­
tutional, and emotional baggage tha I has usually been identified wilh 
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them. Pla lo's elimina tion of a private sphere from the guard ians' lives 
enta iled the rad ical questioning of all the inst itu lionalized d ifferences 
bctwl~n the sexes. 

During the argument about the proper I.-ducation and role of women, 
Socrates twice indicates d irectly tha t Ihl.'Se and the abolition of t he fam ily 
are really paTlS of the same issue. He talks, firs t, of the "right acquisition 
and use of children and women" a nd la ter of " Ihe law concerning the 
possession and rearing o f the women and child ren.,,46 III add ition, the way 
he introduces the emancipation of the female guardians is in itself significant, 
Having dropped in an aside the proposal tha t the gua rd ia ns will ha"e 
women a nd children as well as their other possessions in common, Socrates 
is challenged, a t the ht.-ginning of Book V, 10 justify this importallt dt.'CisiOll. 
In allllwer to this challcnge, he emba rks on his d iscussion, firs t, of the 
t.'qual l-ducatiOll and treatment of women and, second, of the communal 
breeding a nd rea ring arrangements. It seellls, then, tha t having decidl'tl to 
do away with the conventiona l role of WOlllell by doing away with the 
family, he feds impelled to sup po rt this p roposal by demonstrating that 
women af(' capable of fi lling many roles ou tside of their traditional sphere, 
A brief passage from the Lows shows how aware Plato was of the d a nger of 
frt."Cing womcn from their eonfin t.-d, domestic role without giving them a n 
a llerna livc func tion , He thoug ht the exam ple of the Spa rtans should be 
t."OOugh to discourdge any leg isla tor frolll "letting the fema le sex indulge in 
luxury and expense and d isorderly ways ofl ife, while sopervising the male 
sex ... ·n Th us it was his d ismantling of the fami ly which not only enabled 
Plato to rethink the question of women a nd their potentia l a bilitil'S but 
forced him to do so. 

T wo add itional arguments show clearly tha t it is the abolition of the 
fa mily that Icads Plato into emancipa ti ng the female guardians rather 
than vice versa. First, no mention is mad( of the women of the inferiOf' 
classes. \Ve a rc told that among tht.'S(' householders a nd fa rmers, private 
Land, hou5es, and o ther property a rc to be ~er"t.-d. T he close connection 
bt'(wecn these Ihings and the private ownership of women a nd child ren 
implies, thoug h we a rc not speci fically told this, that the family too is 
p"-"Served a mong the lower classes.-HI ElI1cicncy is no doubt one of Plato's 
primary a ims in the organiza tion o f the: art isans, Bu t altho ug h the argu­
mt'nl in Book V about women's talents is just as a pplicabl e 10 the o ther 
crafts as to tha t of governing the city, there is no suggestion of a pplying it 
to I he ,",'omen of any class but the guardi ans, The only possible expla na tion 
St." ms to be Ihat where the fa mily is re tained, women con tinue to be 
private wives a nd fu nctional mothers, so tha i Iheir eq uality with men in 
other roles is no t considen.-d a n open issut' ,~!1 

Second, wha t ha ppens to women in Pla to's second+bc.'S t city - tha t 
depicted in thc Laws - overwhchn ingly COil firms ou r hypothesis. O n the 



22 Swan Moller Okin 

subj ect of women, Plato in the Laws is a study in ambivalence.:. He is 
caug ht in a d ilemma cauSl.'CI by the impossibili ty of n . .'conciling his in­
crrasingly rlmt beliefs about the potemia l of the female st:J( with the 
reintroduction of private property and the family into the sociaJ slruCtun: 
nf llis city. On lhc om: hand, having thought aboUl women as individ uals 
with vasl UIlUSl."ll l a ll~nls. Plato Sl....:rns to have oc't!ll mon: cOl\vincro than 
eVl:r, by Ihe lim,· he wrote the UJws, that existing pnlclia: with regard ',0 
women was foolish a nd 1I1al 1111:)' should be (:ducalw and uSI:d III th"lr 
greatest apacilY. In theury, the radical s ta tements abou t wunwlI from 
Rtpubfic V an: carril"tl in the I .QUiJ \0 new extre mes. On the olher hand, the 
Lows is a amsidcrably kss revolutionary d ocument than ,11(' Rf/lUblic, fa r 
rrom being "a pallem laid up in heaven ," the secolld-bcst cilY is pUI 
ronvard as a rar k s! utopian construcl.~ The very title or the d ialogue, 
usually tra nsla tl'rl " Laws," is in fact more accuratdy rt;"nden'rl as "Tra­
dition." A significant casualty or this " realism" is Plato's com:eption of the 
role or women. Wha t is proposed ror them in gCllerall emls is simply nOI 
fulfi lled by the detai ls or the society, in which they arc again private wives 
and the functioning mo thers of particular children . 

Plato's arguments a nd conclusions in the LOWJ about the na tural poten­
tial of women arc rar more radical than those ofthe Rtpllblic. He appears to 
attribute lO the d ifferent rearing and education of the two sexes practically 
a ll differencl"S in their su bsequent abilitil"S and achievements. Pointing to 
the example of the Sarmatian women, who panicipate in warfare l.'qually 
wi th the men, as proor of the potential ofthe remale sex, he argul'S tha t the 
Athenlan practia of maintaining rigid sex roles is absurd. O nly a legislator's 
"surprising blunder" cou ld allow the waste or ha lf the state's ava ilable 
resources, by pn.'Scribing the "most irrational" practice - " th at men and 
women should not a ll fo llow the same pursuits wilh one accord and with 
all their migh1. "~ I In addition, a fl"W speeches before these striking assertions 
art: lI1;ulc, Plato prepaTl"s the way ror them by means of an elaborate 
metaphor about ambidextcrity- a lightly veift-d allusion to his beliertha t 
men and wonlen, like right and left hands, would be far more equal in 
ability if they rOCt! i\'l.>d equal t raining.~1 

8y the time he wrote the 1.owJ, then, Plato had clearly comt: to recogni:te 
tha t remale hunlan nature was not rairly representl'Ci by the deprived and 
stuntt.'Ci women of his own society. Indt.w, it was as yet unknown, althoug h 
one could d erive some imprl'Ssion or what women were capa ble of achieving 
from the example of Ihe remale warriors who in o ther slx;ieties held their 
own with the men in battle.' However, in the LAw, the statell1entS of 
general principle abou t women a~ rar mo re radical than the actual det~i ls 

or the society as it is d ra wn up. Having made the general proclamation 
that the law should prescribe the same education and tmining for girls as 
it docs lo r boys and tha t "the fema le sex must share with the male, til the 
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grcatl'St extent poss ible, both in education and in aU else" - should "share 
with men in the whole of their mode ofl ifc ..... ' - Plato's Athenian legisla tor 
fails to apply these pru:t:pts, in many of the most crucial inS!a.nCt:s. In 
order to understand the inconsis tency bctwet'n the general sta lclllenlS 
about women and the detaikd spc::cifications given ror the most important 
dcivic dutil'S, we musl tum to thc effects 011 wOll1en urthe n ·intnxluction 
ofprivatc property and the ramily. 

Though it is clearly a sou ra: or regret 10 Pla to, he conccdl'S that the 
citizens or the second-bt:st city, not being gods ur sons or gods, are not 
capableorhokl ing their property in common. Tht· reinstatement of private 
property, o ne of the most far-reaching differences bc:twl-en the LaWJ and 
tht· Rtpublit, brings with it in tht, same paragr.lph the reintroduction of 
marriage and the fal1lily.~ It is dl·ar fromlht: I,:ontcxt lhal the nct:d for a 
property-holding man to havr an ht:ir Tl:tluirt:s the disappearance of the 
UJrnmunal ownership of WUII1I:n and children simulta neously with that of 
other property. Howevt:r, Iht: identification of women and children to­
gether with other possessiun.'! was so automatic to the C reek mind that, 
again, no scparaw justifica tion is fC lt 10 be nect:ssa ry. The failure to 
achil'Ve communism of property, it scems, entails Ihe private possessio n of 
\'o'Ol11en. 

The ramily, moreover, is the basis of the polity planned in the LawJ. As 
Glenn Morrow has IIUII.'Ci , " lhe state is a union of households or ra milies, 
not a collection of dctachl'rl cit i1.ells," and " lhe vitali ty of the family in 
Plalo's state is evident a t many points in his kgis la tion."~ TIle existence 
of family shrincs, the cl)lllplcxity or marriage and inheritance laws, the 
family's crucial role in the pTOSl"Cution of oiminaljusl ice, and the denial 
to sons of rill" right to defcnd themselvt:s against their fathel'S - all these 
provisions ind icate the central and au thorita tive position of the ramily.~ 
111e marriage laws a rc the fi rs t to be d rawn up, and Iheir repercussions ror 
the position of women arc immediate and extensive. I n contrast to the 
tl"lllporary mat ing system of the Rtpublie, in which neitlwr sex had more 
fi-ct.'Ciom to choose or refuse a mate than the othcr, the reintroduction of 
pemtallt:nt marriage seems to involve, without any explanation, a very 
different degree or choicc of spousc ror women and men. Marriage is to be 
COmpulsory for all. since procreation is Tl'gardt.'tI as a universal duty. But 
wllt'reas a man, SUbjl'Ct to the provision lilat he seek a partnership that 
will res ult in the bes t offspring for his society, decides whom he will marry, 
a woman is "given" in marriage.!'.' Tht! " right of valid betrothal" of a 
woman belongs in turn to a lo ng succl'Ssion of male kindrl>d, and only ir 
she has no d ose male rcia tivl"S at all ca n slw have any say in choosing her 
husband. Ironically, considering this preemption of women's choice, Pla to 
rdUSl"S to cnforce legally the prohibition of unsuitablc marriagcs, since hc 
considers that to do so, "bc:sides being ridk"tl lo us, wou ld cause widl'Spread 
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rt"SCnlInCIl l. ,,58 Apparclllly wha t was to he customary fur womell was 
considered intolerable control if a pplied to men. 

The treatment of womell by the marria~c laws is closely related to the 
faCllha t t ilt:}' a rc virtually cxdudc.."CI from property ownership. Even ifshc 
has no brothers, a daughter can participa te inlh(' inhcritanet: ur lhe family 
esta te only by scrving as lhe instrument through which t h(~ husband her 
fa ther chooses lor her can become her fallll:r's heir, ifshc has 110 brothers.S'.' 
The Laws documents the I.:sscntial connection ofpmpcrty and inheri tance 
to the marriage system a nd po!ition of women. When a man owns il1-
herilablc property, he must own a wife too, in order to cnsure a legitimate 
heir. T he fact that women arc private wives entails lhal in many ways 
Ihey an: Ircall:d as p ropert y rat her than as persons. T hey themselves 
cannot inherit real property, which to a large extCl1l dcfines personhood 
withi n the society (a d isinheri ted son muSI leavc the cily unlt."Ss ano ther 
citizen adopts him as his heir) ;GO a nd they ar(' tn:ated as conunod itics lu 
be given away by their mal€' re latives. Givell Ihj:SC basic rt:a turL"S or tlw 
social structure or the ci ly, it is not surprising tha t PlalO, in spite or geneml 
pronouncemc nts to the contrary, is not a ble to treal women as Ihe equals 
orhis maJecitizens. T hei r :s ta lusas propcrtysccms to prevclll thc eXt'CUtiun 
of his decla n:d intentions. 

Although the legal status or women in Pla to's second-best city is an 
improvemellt on that in contemporary A. thcns. it is not one of equalit y 
with men. G lenn Morrow has said that " it is certainly I'la to's cxp rt.'Sst.'lI 
intcntio n ( though not fully carried out) to g ive women a more t:qual sta tus 
under the law .. ... 61 T he proposed d ivorce law$, unlike the marriagt: laws, 
do treat women considerably more t."quaUy than did those or e~)Il tl~mporary 

Athens; the criminal sla tu t(.'$ enforce the same punishml'n ts ror the 
wounding o r murder of wives as of husbands, a nd they an; genera ll y 
applied withou t d iscrimination aa::ording to the sex of ,·j ther pla nt iIT or 
derendam .ft:l 1l1e most striki ng instance of equa l tn:a tml'nl btcfore the law 
is in the case or extramarita l intercourse, where thc sall1l! penalti es an: 
extended to oITenders of Ixllh sues.6j This unusual departure from the 
double standard tha t one might expect to find in a suciety so firmly based 
o n monogamy and inhcritanCt: can proba bly Ill' "xplained by Plaw's wish 
to make a ll the members of his ci ty as virtuous and u:mpera te as possib le. 
Aft er a ll, the standards arc not relax .. '" lor women, bu t they arc consider­
ably tighten(.'" u p for men. I-Iowt."\oer, tin: At hcnian concept of women as 
legal minors is still presellt in significant ways in the uws. BesidL"S not 
being eligible to own propnty, they are not a llow(:d until the age or forty 
LQ g ive t.-videntt in a cuurt of law or to support a plea, and onl)' if 
unma rried arc they a lluwed to bring an action.b'I Women, especially if 
married, arc sti ll 10 a large' cx tl'llLjnmllts roulJfrlu. 

W ha t btc-gins to be n:vealed through the denial of importa nt civil a nd 
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legal righlS to women is strong ly cnnfirml.-d by the roles aIlOIlL-d them 
within the official govcrnmenta l splwre. In the Rtpublic, once we have been 
told thai women of tl](' guardian class are to share with men in L-very 
aspect. of rul ing and gua rd ing, the)' arc not specifically assignL-d to any 
particu lar offict:S, and there is no implication that the), are incligiblt: ror 
all)'. The only casco where' women arc specifically mcmionL-d as bc:ing 
digible for office is at tht: end or Socratt~' accou llI of th t: philosophers' 
education. HI-re, prt:Sumably because the very idL"a must have seemed so 
outragL"OUS, Pla to feels it necessary to remind his aud ienoc tha i cvt:l)' thing 
he has becn saying applies eq ually to all women with the necessary 
abiliti l"S.65 I t is mOSt unlikely tha t the women guard ians, if a llowed to 
com pete for the highest rank of all, would have btc'Cn exc1ud(.-d rrom a ny 
othe r office. 

In the uws, b)' contrast, in spitc of the general pronou ncements citl.'ll. 
above, PlalO both spccifit."S when a Ct:rlain fu nction, such as the priesthood. 
is to be pcrfOtT11(.'ll. by persons ofbuth sexes, and mah"S particu lar mention 
of women's hold ing certain offices, frequently with the strong implication 
that only women a rc cligiblf' ror them.Lt

, Thus, it is women who supervise 
marriL-d cou ples, who look after infanlS, whose role in the (.'lIucational 
sYll tem is w provide the chikl ren's meab and overst.'t: their games - in 
short , who perform, in positions notofthc hig hest rank, all thosc domL"Stie. 
nurt uring, child-orient(.'lI tasks to which wom\!n have lraditiona lly been 
as.'1 igncd. O n lhc other hand , there is no hin t of women 's participa tion in 
the magistracy, or Ihe "divine noctumal synod," whose role parallels tha t 
of the p hilosopht:rs in the Rrpublk67 T ht: children are given their lessons 
by male educational officet'S; thl' post ofsupcrvisor oft.-ducation is "by rar 
thl' most important ... ofth€' hi).lht.'S t offia:s of Sta te" and must be fill L'll. by 
"thai o ne of the ci lizens who is in every way the most excellent," a nd it is 
L'Xplicitly la id down tha t ilS occupant be male, ror he must be " the father 
oflegiti mate children. '*"' This q ualifica tion adds weight to what is implied 
IhmughoUi the work - that in the st.'Cond-bcst city, u nless the eligibility of 
wom en is plainl), ment ioned, most offices, a nd l"Spccially high ones, are 
reserved for men.6l.1 Even for those in which she call sha re, a women is not 
e1igihle umil age 40, whereas a man is digible rrom tht: age or30.7t! 

In spile of his coOlroversial proposal in the Lows tha t, in the interests of 
orrll'r and d iscipline, even married women should take their meals com­
muna lly, though segregated fro m the mcn, it is clear tha t Pla to was 
ambivalent a bout the wisdom, or pt"rhaps the feasibility, of bring ing wives 
out of their d omestic seclusion. Thus when he describes the fune ral 
pt'OCl'S!iK)IlS for dis ting uished citizens, women of childbearing age a rt" 
noticeably omillt.'CI from a lis t in whicll every other class of citizen has ilS 
piaa'.. They are simila rly om itted from the choral compcti tK)IlS.71 Most 
rema rka ble, howeve r, given his pn:.'vious insistence tha t neither b'Ymnaslics 
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... riding are improper for .... 'Onlcn, and that l~i.l\l'd wonu:n can perform 
In the' milltar) splll"r~ C(IUally as well as men, IS the fact that, once the 
detailed ",gulation! arc bdng made, he eJ(cmpts women almost entirely 
from military service. Young girls arc 10 learn the military arts only " if 
they a~uc- to it:' whereas they a rc obligatory for Ihe boys.1l Then, 
altllOugh he makes the general provision that Illen, women, and children 
an: a ll to participate in military training a l least one day a month, when 
the dctails arc given, women aficr the age of marriage (20 allhe la test) arc 
again noticeably absent. They a rc nol includ l.."<1 either in races or in 
wrestling, both of which a rc intt.'gral parts of the training. AJ; for horse­
manship, il is decreed that " it is not worthwhi le to make compulsory laws 
and rules about their taking pa n in such ~port.s," but that they may do so 
"without blame," if they likc.H It should be! no tt-d tha t Plato was not in 
the habit of making aspects of his I:ducalional syslems optional - par. 
tictJ larly those relating to the defense of the sta te. 

Finally, whereas the term ofmililary service lor men is from the agt-s IJf 
20 to 60, "lo r women they sha ll ordain what is possible a nd fiuing in each 
case, afier they have finisht-d bearing children, and up to the agl: ofli ft y, in 
whatever kind of military work it may be! thought right 10 employ their 
scrvlel'S. ,,1S This means that lOr all the grand asscrtlons aboulthc nea :ssity 
and rationa lity of womcn's bcing trained cquaJly with mcn to shart"' in tilt.' 
d t.i"ensc of the state, Iht.')' arc in fact allowt.-d, not compelled, to train up lo 

the age of, atlatesl, 20, they an:: thm excluded from most military activity 
until they arc past ehildbl.'aring, and they arc subsequently exempttrl 
again at 50. In a society in which men had no other condoned sexlml 
outlet than their wives, and colilraceplion was hardly in an advallct-d 
state, this could well mean a n expectation of five years of military st·rvice 
from adult women. Surely this was no way to produce Amazons. 

Ikspite Plato's professed intention to have the women of the st:COlld· 
best city shan: equally with the men in all the duties of citizenship, the fact 
thai they arc private wives curtaiis their participation in public life for 
three reasons. The first is pregna ncy and lactation, which is !lot controllt:d 
and ))TI:dictahle as it was in the Republic, where the guardians were to matc 
only at the behest of the rulers. In the LAWJ, since wonwn arc pcnnancnt 
wivt.'S, they ar(' fa r less ablt: to time or limit thL;r pn'gnancics a nd cannot 
he: held continuously lia ble for public and, L'S!,('cially, military dutiL'S. 
Second, the reinstitution of the private househuld makes each wife into the 
mistress responsible for its welfare, and it is clear that in the Lnw! a 
mother is to part icipatel:'u more in carly c hildca re than did Ihe female 
guardian, who was no t even to know which chi ld was hers. 16 

The third reason is that Pla to found it illconeeivable that women who 
arc "private wives" ~ the privatc propc:rty of tJw male cilizens - should 
play thc same kind of public and, l:spt:cially, military rolt-s as the fema lc 
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guardians, who were not defined in terms of a traditional rela tionship to a 
man. Whereas thl' female guardians, likt: tiwi r malt· (;ou ntcrparts, could 
exercise naked, the young girls in tilt" 1.6W.f must be "clad in decent 
apparel," as if a maiden who was shortly 10 bceomc the respectable wife 
and private property of a citizen cou ld hardly be! seen na kt.-d by the world 
atlargc.ll Plato exprt.-SSt.-s as much t:xpecta tion of ridicule for his suggestion 
in the UW! tha t wiws shlluld dine a t public, though scgn.-galed, tables as 
he had t:xpressl.'d in the Rtpuhlic for his proposal that all the guardians of 
both St·Xt:S siltJuld ext"Tcisc together naked .7I1 Although hc thought it even 
more d .. lIIgcrous 10 il"ave .. vomen undiseiplint.:d than to nq;:: lt:c t men and 
insisted that women too should dine in public, he was well aware that, in 
the kind of society he was planning, there ,",ould becnormous n:sistance to 
such all idea. Consequemly, although he deplored the fact that L'VCIl the 
supposedly traillt.'d womell of Sparta had panicked and run when a n 
L'fIcmy im'aded their city, and thought it folly tha t so important a potential 
for defense as· the enti re fe male sex should be ncgleeIL-d, he seems to have 
found it impossible to hold to his orig inal proposaJ that women should 
p'-Inieipale in military activit iL'S L'qually with mell. If tht' seg rcgatl>(1 public 
dini ng of priva te wivt.'S coukl causca general outcry, thcft! was 110 knowing 
what revolutions might be provoked by the proposal tha t mcn should 
mingle with o ther men's pri,!a tc WiVl-S on the battlefield . Dl'Spite all his 
professt.-d intentlons in the Laws to emancipa te women a nd make full usc 
ufthe talents that he was now convinct.-d thcy had, I'lato' s reintroduction 
of the family has the direct effect of putting them firmly back into their 
traditional place. 

In the Rryubfil, because the abolition of property and the family for tnc 
guardian e1ass enta ils the abolition of woman's traditional sphere, tht: 
dilfercnce between the sexes is reduet:d to that of their rolL-s in procreation. 
Since the nature of the women of this class is dl"C!arcd 10 be the same as 
that of the men, the radical proposal tha t their L-dueatiollS a lld lifestyks 
arc to be icknuall follows accordingly. Pla to has prcsaibcd an androgynous 
character for a ll tht' guardians; both male and female arc to be couragcous 
and gentJe, and both, bccauscofthcircducation and continued fel lowship. 
will hold precious thc good of the enti re commu nity. Foc lhe purposL'S of 
this socielY, therefore, the abolition of traditional sex roIL'S is declared to 
br f(lr more in accordance with nature than is the conventional adherence 
to thelll . 

In the LaWl, by contrast, the reinstatcnwnt ofpropcrty rl'quires mono­
gamy and private households, and thus rt'StOTl'S women to their role of 
"'private wives" with all tha t this entails. Although his general statements 
about womcn's potcntial arc considerably stronger here thall in the Rt-
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public, Plato ((1111101, bl.-cause of the economic and social s~ruc~urc he h~s 
prescribed, carry out to a ny significant extent t~c rcvoJul '~l In ~oman s 
role that would seem to follow from such behcfs. In thLS SOCIety, the 
"nature" of woman mus t !>t. different from the "natuTe" orman. She must 
be pun: and respectable, as befit!> a private wife who is to ensure the 
legi ti macy ofthc properl y owner's heir, \ .. hilc he is 10 reta in the noble and 
courngl"Ous qual ities Wllich rt:st:mblt: those of the ideal guardia n. 

The SUlking d iffcrcncr betwcl"n lhe roles of women in Ihc Rtpubli& and 
the lAwl, then, is not d ue LO a change in Platu's belicfs about the natu re 
and capacilics ofwolllcn. On Ihe contrar)', his omvicliuns appear to have 
changed in exaclly th t: o pposite way. The d iffen:nct: is dill' 10 lilt' aboli tion 
of private property and the family, in the illlCR'St of unit y, in till ' .lilTllwr 
dialogue, and their reinstatcmenL in the la lter. When a woman IS o ncl: 
aRain perceived as the privately owncd appc!l\dage of a mall, when ~he 
fa mil y a nd its news definc hcr function , the sociali1.a tion and regulation 
prescribt:d for her mu st ensure that her "na ture" is fomll;d and pn:sn vl:d 
in accordance with this role. 
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Aristotle: Defective Males, Hierarchy 
and the Limits of Poli tics 

A rime Saxon/LOuse 

Teleology and Nature 

Aristotle was the SOil of it Greek physiciiUl St!rving at 1Iu- court of the 
l\'laccdonian king. \""ether or not Aris totle's interest in scientific qucstions 
can Ix: Iraced to the in fluence of his fat her, til(' study of the niuunll world 
plays a central rolc in the dl.:vclopmcnt of his thought . T he study of the 
physical ",'Oriel, of whiet. a ni mals arc a part , is for Aristotle the study of 
na ture, physu; a nd fOI" him the sWdy of nature is the study of how things 
grow. The Greek H:nTl physiJ derives from the verb phuto, which means "to 
grow." T he question s which AristOtle a~ks as he anaiy.".cs Ihe na turaJ 
world havt· to do wilh growlh and change ova linll:, according to sct 
patterns of dcvclopmcllt. We understand living things, according to him , 
by understanding their patterns of development, whet her we a n.' talking 
about a flower, an earthwoml. a woman. a family, or a political community. 
Growt h as we sec it in the natural world is not indiscrilll inatr. T here arc 
certain patlerns of growth in nature for each class of tllings. A maple 
sapling docs not suddc!nl y Lt:comc an elephant: if ti ll' maplt.: sapling 
follows the cour.se prcscribt.:d by nature, it becollll:S a maplt.: trec. Every 
living thing. including ourselves, possesses a ccrtain polt·mial. We have 
the capacity 10 grow in to something, and it is tha I sonlC'illing a t the end of 
our growinK process that dt.:fllll:s what we an: - lilr instance, a human 
being or a tree. 

Aristotle's study ofli ving things is based Of} the a pprdwnsion of the end 
to\.r.nd wilich each thing din.'C1S itself. n lC sapling ha. .. the potentia l to 
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become a ma ple tn."C· when it has come to the conclusion of its growing 
process. This procc:ss may nOI lx' the usual or no~mal patt~rn foll~wcd by 
all maple saplings. Ind(:cd , 1l'IO!I1 d ie. But, according to Anstot le, In order 
to fulfill its nature, tlw maple sapling slwuld become a maplc tree. It is this 
focus on lhe normative end tlla t defines Aristotle's work a.~ teleological. 
Eacb plant and an imal, including the human being, has an t!lld, a ulru, a 
poillt at which it a tta ins its finallorm, tov,'ard which it is directed from the 
momen t of generation - that is, from the moment it is put in lo motion. Ifil 
fa il ~ to reach that cnd, it has not fulfilled it .. potential, and it has not 
oc'ComC' what it can become under no rmal cond itions. 

Thrre is an end IOward wilich each must aspire by na ture. T h is "must" 
is implanted by nature, and with the acceptance: of nature a. .. an end 
lx.'comt.'S a moral " must." In order to be good, that end must l:H.' pursued. 
Not to allain that end is a defom lity, a deviation from natural patterns of 
growt h. For the h uman being, that completion i.~ allaint."CI when, as a fu lly 
grown persOI1, one e,..erci sc.~ one's reason to make the right choices con­
cern ing good and bad, right and wrong actions. The end for the human 
being is not a sta tic condition but one: of activity, spt.'eifically the activity of 
choict.'S acconling 10 I'j.'a"oll, which, for Aristotle, is the source of human 

ha ppincs.. ... 
In order to a ttain thill l'nfl, the lluman being must live illthepoiis-that 

is, the human 1x:ing is a political a nimal. The individual must associate 
with othe rs in the political n 'alm and benefi t from the educative processes 
of the polis and its la~. T he natural elld of the human tl lus docs not come 
simply from nature. For otlwr animals, the end, their pc:rfection, is deter­
mi nt."C:i by nature; if tlu:y arrive' at the perft'Clion of their nature, they do so 
whether they chose to or 110t. 'fnature succt.-cds, they reach tha t point. If 
nalure fa ils, which is OftI'll the case ( the sapling dies, the: acorns rot), then 
they do not. But for humans this is not the case. Human actions work with 
nature. The human ocing must t'mploy COIwelltion, the laws oCthe city, in 
order 10 reach a cond itioll ofcomplc .'tion. Life must be ordert."CIthrough the 
creation of the polis and its Iltw. There must be human activity directed 
sJX'CificaUy to the creation and presl'f'o'ation of the realm of the city, the 
realm of reasoned choice, spt.'t.'Ch , a nd educa tion . 

The human being is d irrt.:rclII from other living creatures bc:cause of the 
possession of reason (logos), a term that in the Greek also en tails speech. 
T o exercise our reason-spn :dl is the fulFillmelll of our naturC$, but in 
exercising our rea.~on we' must engage ill discourse wilh o thers, must ma ke 
choices, and must be able to explain to others the choiccs WI.' have made. 
These choices and the grounds we hav(' ror making them determine thc 
kinds of liVt's we shall karl . 'I'll(' dilT('renee octwe('n the maple sapling and 
the human being is that the human ellgagt'S in choice; the maple sapling is 
infl uenced by external faelors: the ",cat her, the gardener, the soil con-
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dilion. ... Th,' human is selr-moving, making decisions and chDia.:s concerning 
ho", to live, '11wsc choieo allow for a certain openness, but they also allow 
for mistakes. TIM' plant docs not make mi.stak~. 

All nalural phenomena can be studil."rl according to Aristotle's modd of 
growth and tdl.'Oiogy, In his biological works he applies this mode or 
analysis to tl1e remale. When w~ look at his anal)'si. .. or the remalf.' as a 
natural biological crmture. however, what ~ find i. .. not particularly 
congenial to our notions or equality. For Aristotle the biologist studying 

(

the gf.'neration and the growth or living things. th~ remale of the specia, 
, human or otherwisf.', is the derccti\'e male. Sh~ arises when the growth 

prOQ.'s." ili nOl completl"rl according to its natur<tl pattc:rn. 
The duality or the sexes, Aristotle ~:Kplains, is lleCl-ssary: "To be is 

beller than not to be and 10 li\'e is better than not to live: 011 aCCOunt or 
th~se CalL'il'!i tiwre is the generation of a nimals. Since it is impollSible that 
the nature or 0111' !Jom is to be everlasting, it is lverlasting according to the 
wa)' open to it, tllat is, generation.,,1 In order that the:n : be this generation 
that keeps specific cla.~ses or beings in e:Kistencc, it is necessal)' th.u there 
be both the male alld thc remale principle.~ Howe:ve:r, though both a rc 
necessal)' ror generation. Aristotle continues, it is also nCCl'Ssliry that the 

__ ~llak and the remale I'll' kept s"parate, "ror the better and the stronger lire: 
jto Ix: kept apart rrom that wllich is in rerior."3 

The male is beller in this c:ontc:xt bl'Cause he gives to that which i. .. 
gl'lleraled both the final cause, the Mos. the reason ror e:KiSICnCC, and th~ 
form, the shape that being wi ll take' when it has reachl"rl its completed 
state. The remale provid.:s only the matter. Aristotle: olTers an elaborate 
comparativc analysis of Sl'lllcn and menstrual fluids to support his ob­
servatio.ns, which include the notion Ihat the remale's body is incapable of 
c:oncocllng thc nl.'CCli.'iary heat. the "pneuma," whict! transrers to the 
generated being both n:ason and ronn.4 He docs not deny the neccssity of 
the remale's participation ill Ihis process. Both male and female con tribute 
" residues," the diffuellce beillg that the male's residue i.s "concocted" 
through the pres"nCe or heat, while the female's is nOl.5 

Behind his attempts to offer scientific prcscntations of the processes of 
~cne~<u~on IiI' Aristotle's biological assumptions concerning the physical 
lI~rerlOrlt)' or tin' remale because she call not "concoct" the " pneuma" 1 hat 
gIves rorm 10 matter. Thi. .. railure on the part of the remale coml'S rrom a 
disruption at the point or conception . Aristotle begins Book IV or TIlt 
CtllualilJlI of Allimalli by noting thai the distinctions hctweell w""le and 
rel~is!, while the animal/, ar~ sti./.Li.ucrunRkte: th;t';malc arises when 
tlu: malt' rluc.iple. Jl~ .. Jwnl~ls t2,..gainJOas.tcry over til · klUi!1r 
pn~ '. The cas.· ror the weakness of the male principle is the absence or 
lu:at. ArislO! I.' then proce@s 10 support these speculations withcvidence: 
)pc1'Ilg parems produce more remale oflspring, and more remale: oflspring 
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an' rollceivro when tilt" wind is in the north or when the moon is wan ing. 
All Ilu:54: conditions arc characterizl'CI by reduced heat and lead to the birth 
of femala and deformed chi ldren." The growt h pattern of the human 
being normally leads to the rull-grown male; the existlTlcc of the remale 
sugg~ts tilat the pattem was not full y rol/owe·d. Throughout his work on 
the gener.t tion or animals. Aristotk compafl'S the rem<tle to a child or a 
boy. The femal~ is understOlXl as an inrertile male, but wherl'ilS the child 
has tI~ti'iiTW ~nuntle 10 grow ..,.J!i1([ IO bcwmah"fTa:' . male, thtO 

r~-grow(h has already bct:1I d' 'cru:d and sllC1e 'ns 110 such potC'filiil.­
With analyses such tl1cSC rrom his biological works, Aristotle has ('asil)' 
become the bik noiTt or ancielll phi losoph)', the classic male chauvinist 
who assumes the natur.tl inreriorit), of the remale, sl~ who failed to 
become male. 

Hierarchy and the Limits of Observation 

'1111.' world ror Aristotle is hie:rarchicall ), slruCtufl'CI. Aristotlc:'s teleology 
entails an orderly, structun'CI pe rspective on the universe, a nd part or this 
order is the relation of things to one anot her, sp.:cificall ), in temlS or better 
and .... ,orse. For the human being this hierarchy begins on the most basie 
Ic:vd: the soul is superior to the bod)'. [n <tn ordered individual, living 
according to his nature, the soul rules till: bod)'. This hierarch), is crucial ir 
lire on eanh is to con tinue. The mind must rule: the bod)" or the body 
could not be red and clothed and housl.-d. Similarly, according to Aristotle's 
analysis of the generation of the remale as the derl"CtiVl.":, incomplete maIl.' , 
the male is superior to and should have aut hority over the rema le - if all 
works according to nature attd if the illlentions or nature are clearl)· 
understood and capable or being implementl.'CI. 

Reading Aristotle's comments concerning tck'Ology and the processl.'S or 
generation. and his just ification or hierarch)'. might easil)' lead (and has 
Icd) to a view of him as a simpl e supporter of the society or ancient Athens, 
where the remale was indl.'Cd considerl'CI an inferior being entirc:iy subjcct 
to the males around hC!r, incapable of making appropriate choices in 
marriage or in monetary afl·airs. But all this would assume that the society 
or ancient Athens is the .society (hat romes from the natural growth 
processes that Aristotle emphasiZl'CI elsewhere in his works, that nothing 
similar to the absencc of heat in thc glllc:ration of the remale hindered 
Athens's growth, that all thc choices c:ntaikd in the "growt h" or Athens 
were: correctly din'Ctcd not to the apparC!nt but to the true good. 

This was not the case. Athens is nOt the regime according to nalure. At 
the very end or Book III or the Pulitics, Aristotle 1I:lls us tha t the rl'gime 
according to nature is that in which the best rules; he who is most able by 
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nature must be: lefi to rule over those who by nature arc inrerior. 7 How~ 
rver. after (:nding Book III 011 this note, Aristotle turns in Book I V 10 the 
aries thai are possible - cspc::cially those he finds in his own timt:, such as 
the democracy at AIrn.'lIs or Ihe oligarchy at Chalcis in Eub(l(:a; there the 
bat do not rule. Athens a~ a democracy is onc of the dcf(.'Ct ive regimes. II 
makes equal those who arc nO( and acts in the sdf-interest of the many 

,,\.-matlhe inte .... sl oflile rich. Along with the o ligarchies found elsewhere, 
po il does not allow for Iht~ rule of the best. Indeed, Athens has even 

institutrd ostraci .. m to remove the best from the city./l 
Thr disjunction OCtWl't.11 what is and what should be in a world organi ... ..cd 

around till' principle of the superior having a uthority over the inferior is 
particularly apparent in Aristotk's discus~ion of the problems presentLxI 
lOr Greek socicty by slavc·ry. He begins by noting that the ."'ave is an 
animate pie:cc of property; the problem, however, occurs when the question is 
asked as to who is to be Ihis pie:ce of animate: property and who is to 
control it . Can such a rclatiOllship I-"·twee:n human beings be based on 
nature? Immediatdy, what is Ilot sufficient for the subord ina lion of one 
individual to another is clear: " It is m:ce:ssary to look 10 that by nature 
which obtains according to nature ral)1('r than (O those (rdations ) which 
have been corrupted."!) In the corruption of AristOlle's society we find 
slave:s who ex i!it in such a condition according to tht· laws of the society 
but nOI necessari ly according to nature. 

The slaves in Athens a rc those who!ic cities have ix:en conquen:d by the 
stronger forces of the Athenians. Though some would a rgue: that such 
strength would justify the e:nslaving of thOSl:: conqueftxl, since: the s tronger 
arc the better by nature, Aristotle docs nO I agree. Neverd lcless, even if one 
were to grantlhis position, Aristot le further a rgues that we: cannot take: the 
children of slaves as slaves as well. 111e e:nslaving of the childre:n of slaves 
assumes that ''just as humans a rc born from humans, and beasts arc born 
from beasts, so too the good are born li'om the good." Aristotle demurs: 
"But while nature may wish {O do this often , it is not, however, a lways 
able to do SO."IO 

As a consequence, Aristotle: suggests, those who arc not worthy by 
nature to rule over others rema in masters whik those: not worthy by 
na tur.e to he subjected remain slaves. Force ra ther than fri endship, there­
fore , IS necessary 10 preserve the hierarch ical structure of slavery. " The 
pattern of growth within the city has been perverted, and slavery is but 
one example of this probkm. 

What holds for the~ ma<;ter-slave rc:lationship may a lso be true in the 
case of the male-fe:male rela tionship. According to nature the male is 
superior 10 the female, but in the cases where nature has not fulfilled itself 
which are outside: or against phys;J", the fe:ma le may be superior to th; 
male; and when she is, rhe'n it is against the natural hierarchy that the 
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male rule over the fema le. I n this case, the inferior rules over the superior. 
Aristotle (Ioc'!; not s ta le that all males a rc bettcr t han a ll females, on ly that 
this is nalural. \ Ve: cannot be assu red that nature is in con trol at all times. 

At the m d of the first book of his Pulitics, Aristotle: discusses fleetingly 
the relationships within Ihe family. He: dis tinguishes between the rule of 
the master ovc:r the slave and that oftlu: husband and fa ther over the wife 
and children . The la tl er LWO for ms of rule lIt! defin l'S as poli tical, while the 
former is despotic. Rule ovc:r the child and the wife is ruk over free 
individuals, though in the cnse' of the child it is rule ove:r one who has not 
yet reached a cond ition of completion - tha t is, the: rea,<;()Iling powers have: 
not matured. 

In other words, wife and child arc free: and to 1)(: trc:atc:d a~ 0111' treats 
fellow citizens - or potential fc:llow citizens. Aristotle's understanding of 
the poli tical relat ionships tha t he attributf:1'; to the husband-wife relation­
ship emails the proCt'Ss of a rule 'among equals, those who arc equal in 
taking thl!ir turns to rule. In the ca<;e of the wife. though, what he sees 
around him is that till' rule of the male is permanem, whereas in other 
political rela tionships dw process is one of taking turns to rule a nd be 
ruled. Later, he will say of politica l rela tionships: " In the largest number 
ofstates the ruler a nd the ruled exchangr positions, wishing to be equal in 
nature and diflcring in nothing." l:l 

Aristotle brings home the ambiguity of the ascription of power according 
10 sex or birth wi th an allusion to a play by Sophocles. Concerned with the 
problem of whether thl: virtues of the ruler a nd the rull:d arc the same, he 
(urns to the question of the unity or multiplicity of virtues: is virtue the 
same: for all , ruler and ruled, master and slave, male a nd female? Aristotle 
quotes Sophocles to show the common assumption concerning the vi rtu.:: 
of the female: "Silence brings orderliness to a woman. " 13 These words are 
spoken by Ajax to his wife T ecmessa in Sophocles' tragedy the Ajax. Ajax 
is angered that Achilles' shield has been given to Odysseus ralller than to 
himself. This brings Oil his madness, his slaughter of the callie of the: 
Greeks, which he mistakes for the heroes of the Greek army. Tccmessa 
tries to calm him, urging him Ilot to put Oil his a rmor in his rage. 

It is in this context that Ajax speaks the words concerning the appr~ 
priateness of silence for women. In this contex t they arc entirely in­
appropria te. an indication of his madness and failure to sec the truth in 
what she says. Had he listened to her words, he would not have acted so 
dt:s tructively. He would have maintained the order that he claims T ec­
mt'Ssa's silence would pn:serve. The natW'al hierarchy of the male over the 
fema le has been reversed, and it is the failure of Ajax to recognize this 
a berra tion in the natural way of things that leads to disaster. Virtues are: 
not easily assigned to a elass of people: or things. The context and the 
pa rticularity of the situation must be taken into account if what is natural 
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is 10 Il4:': preserved. T o treat a ll those who lived in conquert.-d ellles as 
slaves, or a ll those born female as lackin.': scnse, is to fail 10 rt"£CJgni7.e I he 
diversity of nature and to limit o neself 10 a functionalist PI·rslK."£tive. 

The problems for women in Aristotle's model of socil· ty lind se"ual 
rela tions do not come from their reproductivl· role, as some have suggested,li 
but from the perception of women alii cnllrolln l by tlleir emot ions rather 
titan dlei r reason (fogoJ') . In thl: liilOry ofTlxml;ssa and Ajax, howevt:r. it ilii 
the male who teL'> his I:molions and his a nge:r rule, while the female reta ins 
pe rs l>I:ctive on ti le sit uat ion. T he subordinate position of women comes 
from their being inferior by mllure, but the problem wit h 50Cicty - a nd 
pr« isely where Aristotle is critical of the hierarchical rela tions in the 
society in which he livt.-d - arises when it is unable to determine when the 
female, and which females . may have something to olle r to the nlales to 
whom society has gi,'en authority. The failure to reoogni7.1: liiuch times and 
such women is a sign of the defecLS of the society, a sign that it is nOI ruled 
by the best. 

At the end of Book I, when Aristot le is tryin g to clarify the d iffering 
relationships within the lamily, he docs so at om: point with reference to 
the deliberati"e power (Iv boultutikon) of cach mcmber of the family. The 
clcliberlitive power g ives each indh'idual Ihe capacit y to choose act ions 
and to be able to express in words the ju,>tifications for such cho ices. The 
activity of the city is deliberative - that is, it deba tes courses of action as 
participants justify to each other one policy or another. Therefo re, il is in 
tlu·ir illler~t to be the subjects of those who call choose. In a child the 
delilw·ralive capacity is nOi yet fully dcveloped, a nd thus the child must be 
eduaHm so as 10 mature into a ll individual wllo can make the appropria te 
choia :,; a nd be able to justify his actions to o thers. In the female, thc 
deliberative powcr, AristOtle mainta ins. is (lkufOn, witho ut authority. 

Here there is a problem wit h translation: often nkurrm is translawd as 
"i nferior" and kuros as "superior." In the Greek, though, kuros is associated 
with th e possession of aut hority or the right to rule over a nother. When 
the male is dcscrilxd as being kUfOsovcr the female, Aristotle is not saying 
that h(: is superior, only that he has authority. Thus, the delibera tive 
power in the female lacks authori ty. The problem of translation goes 
fun her, though: docs Aristot le mean autho rity within ti le soul. or in the 
female's relationships with others? If w(: art' mean t to take this on ly as 
ref(:rring 10 rela tionships within, thell women would appear 10 be emotional 
cri pplell, unablc to control thl:ir dt.'S ircs through ra tional choice. On the 
other ha nd, if we sec akuron a~ referring to relations be twj:en pt:opl e, we 
can Stt that Aristotle is suggesting that the female lacks a uthority with the 
mal(:s around h(: r, who would refuse to listen to the advice of a woman just 
as Ajax refused to listen to the advice ofTecmcssa. The actual meaning of 
(lkuron here is ambiguous, but this ambiguity is crucial bccauliC it leads to 

On AriJ'lotlt 39 

a n a mbiguity conceming who shou ld rule and who should hav(: authori t), 
in situations that arise in opposition 10 nature, such as those in which the 
female may 1)(: more "delibera tive" than tht passiona te male. 

The fail ure of Athenian societ), to understand when the female boulwlikon 
sho uld a nd should not ha,,'e autho rity leads to the indiscriminate I:"· 
cJu.~ion of Ihe female from a ll deliberatio ns, and thus fai ls 10 ta ke account 
of the natural (rather than the conventional) hierarchy. T he city has had 
to rely 011 an inadequate critt:rion. sex, in order to determine that hierarchy, 
and thus the actual n .-giml"S give pn:ccdence to those who an: inferior (the 
many) rather than the superior, just as within the family the Athenians 
always give authority to the male ("at her than t he female. 

The problem a rises bt.-causc Ihe cilY nt.-cds some extenlal standard by 
which 10 di'> t.i nguish betweell people, by which to decide who ,;ha ll rule 
and who shall be ru led, who sha ll participate in governmen t a nd who 
sha ll not . But a problem a r;";es: virtue resides in Ihe soul, which we cannot 
5(:e, and thus it is difficult to rccogn izl: lhe goodness of om: individual in 
cont rast with anot her. -1l1e problem is particula rly acute for Aristotle in 
thl: case of the slave. 

Nature wishes to make the bodia of f,"" men and of slaves I.mrerclll , the 
I;mer strong for lhe sake of life's necC5sities, the IOrmer straighl and uselcss 
lOr such work, but uSf'ful for Ihe I~ilical lifc .... but oflen the Ol>pOSitc 
happens and sla~·cs have: t il<- bodies and souls d frcc: ITICn . Since: this is clear, 
ifi ' l body alolle men woukl dirTtr 50 much as the statues of lhe gods, Ihen all 
\','Ouk\ agree lhat lilO5C who are inferior are lO·orthy of being enslavrd 10 
them. Alld iflhis holds oonct.nling Lht' body, thl::n by so much more justly is 
lilis said with n:g-.trclIO the sou l. Rut il is nO! enlirely easy 10 Stt the bc:<luty 
of the soul as of lilt' IXldy. I~ 

We can' t sec the souls of the individua ls who a rc plac(."(\ in a ~ilion of 
authority because na ture docs not always relate tIle beauty of the soul 10 
the bt:auty of the body. The p roblem of political life, lor Aristotle, is how 
to discovcr superio r and inferior, who should rule a nd who should be 
ruk-d. Nat ure has not made it easy for us 10 answer this question, sinc(: 
observations of what exists do not give us information about the worth of 
the individuals who have power. 

The task of politic-'ll, for Ari,; totle, is how to deal wit h this problem of 
distortion. -I'he answ(:r is nOt to install the best in positions of power, since 
we cannot know the he:s!. Therefore, observing th(' probkms in thl: society 
ill which be livcs - tllc imtability of the political regiml:~ in which men 
disagree about who shou ld have power, since t~ey cannot sec the best -
Aristotle turns to the q uestion of stability: "For the good 01" each thing 
preserves that thing." w It i~ not simply preservation for preserva tioo 's 
sake, but that stability ensures the leisure that is nccCSS<\ry to pursue Ihc 
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hig her thing~ in lifl'. In Book VII he elaborately develops the point that 
war is rOt' the sake of peace and that the polity, giving us leisure to [>ceom" 
fu ll human beings exercising our capacity to make reasoned cho ices, ITI lL'" 

be prcscrvL1:1. But how can the political system that is not directed by l ilt" 
1)(;.51 pr('~!C' rvl' itst'lf ? Although much of Book V . OIl revolutions, is dcvotL't1 
to this q U('Sl ioll, il is in &x>k II that we learn how women spn:ifically h.-lp 
or hindn the prl:sc' rvatioll of o rdcr and stabilit y in the poli tica l r ... :t lm. 

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

AI Ihe bt.-g inn ing of Book I of the Polilics, A rislOflc explains the gc:ncsis of 
the political commun ity and cxprcs§cs the view thai the growth oflhe city 
entails the transformation of Ihe human concern wi th mere life into a 
conCt:rn wit h the good life. 111e jJQlis provides the condition for the good 
life, the li f(; of moral choice; but before ..... 1: can live 111(" ~ood life, the 
Il('ct!ssitics of tllc body must cnga!{e us. We must liw in order to live welt. 
111US, Book I of til(' Po/i/i(s quickly becomcs a compc-lIdium of ways to t'llsure 
lift: itself 011 the mOM basic levels of reproduction, mallual laool', and I()tid 

gatlll'ring. £ven on this level, Aristotk assum('s social interaction. coopcr<l­
tion hetween individuals to draw lon h from naturc that which creatCli and 
supporl.~ life, He p resupposes that t1 lcrc must be families. Tht,}, ('xist by 
nature a nd arc the e>:prcssion uf our mnst fundaml'lIIai drivnl. ["t'll Inort· 
basic than our lift' in the polis is our lifc in the fam ily. The mov(' to\"ard the 
fa mily conlt.'S init ially from an inclination no di llcrclll from animals' 
inclina tions 10 reproduce themS<'h,<,s. There is 110 choice for a nimals bUl , 
accordinJi: to Aristotle's conception of the de"rlopnJ('llt of humlln reason, 
the human being moves beyonrl simple- inclination, to choice. 

Thc allcmpts of philosophers and lawgivers to envision and create the 
best political ft:gimes evidence a deep concem with the family. n il' sociaJ 
organizat ion of the family, un like thc social org-<lllization of thc ancient 
city, includt.'S both the fema le anrlt hc male, the slave and the master, the 
child and the parent. How rlocs the fema le fit into the society dedicalt.'d 10 

the preservation of life, and how £lacs the organization of this associat ion 
afft:ct the polis' problems of stability? If the barbarians ordered their 
private life incorrectly, what is the right way to order privatc life? 

The a nswer is clearly not just submission to the husband's au tho ri ty. 
Even as derective male, the: renmlc: is not a slave, nor i!> the difli:rellce 
between male a nrl fe male so gr~a t as to lead to slavery lo r women, 11 But 
wht'!rc docs the diflc rellce that docs exist lead? What solution is possible? 
In Book II Aristotle discu!L~es severa l very diflcrent solutiolls, twO of 
which arc prcsentlxi below. On the: Olle hand, he explains the Spartan 
answer, license for women or the city: freedom from laws and cOllstraint!'>, 
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and little con tact with their husbands. 011 the Olher hand, h(' offers ror 
consideration the solution tha t Socra tes in Plato's Rtpuhlic proposes: a 
community of wives and chilrlren in which anything that is private is 
rlcstroycd among those, including Woml'n, who arc to Ix the ro lers in his 
city. 

Prudom for WOmL1l: the (lISe cif S/Hlrta 

The rrcedom given women lin Sparlal is ha lmful t.'Onaming the aims of the 
regime: and the: happinc:ss dlhe city. J ust as the mall and thl' woman are a 
part of thr houschokl so it is dear that it is lIC<C$salY 10 think or the city as 
divided illtn almnst l...u equal paNS. Ihat of rnt:1I and Ihat of .... ,ornen, so th.at 
in exis ting regimCli which hold as Iriflillg matters the affairs having to do 
wi th \\'Omen, it is nttesSaty to think of one half or the city as being without 
laws and legislation. '11Ii$ i$ whae has happt:netl l ill Sparta I rOT th" lawgin:r 
wishi ng to make: the e:mire city serong, has done so de.trly among the men, 
but was unconcemcd with the WOOlen. I ~ 

T he n:~uh in Sparta, according 10 Aristotle, has been a regime tha t, 
though dir t.'C ted toward mili tary superiority, the cxpn:ssion or virilc power, 
is in raci ruled by womell. The women, uncontrollt:d by the traditions and 
the laws of the society, live a life showing no restraint, dedica ted to tile 
pursuit oflux uries. Thus, the regime from ..... hich we get our term "spartan" 
is one that honored wealth. The principles of the Spartan rt.-gime had not 
0011 din:f:ted toward women, and thus thepolis was d ividt:d within itselr-
011 the onc hand ascet ic and martia l in its a ims; 011 the other, lu>: urious 
and clfete, When Sparta was attack(.'(\, Aristo tle notes, the women offered 
no help: they had not been tr<lined in the art of courage, and thus they 
created more commotion tha n the ttlemy did, 

III this bricf a nalysis of the Spartan constitution, Aristotit'! gOf'S against 
thc conventional wisrlom of his time, which had commcndffi that consti­
tution for its good laws, its tulWmia. Tradition had it that these laws harl 
survived 700 ycars. They harl provided fo r a strong military city considered 
the model or ordcrly existence for the Creek world.I:I Aristotle here does 
IIOt critici7-c the aim of the regimelQ but, ralhIT, its failurt: to rccognh.c the 
d istinction it unwittingly made bctw(.'Cn male and female. The men of the 
city came to understand the; demands or a social life lrom tiwir experience 
on military campaigns. There they had learned to su bmit to the discipline 
r('quired in a political comm unity. The)' had thus been willing 10 submit 
to the a uthority of the laws that go\'ern ed their lives 011' the ba ttlt:field as 
well as on it. But the women, having bct:n left a t hOllie to do as tllt:y liked, 
were free from the exigencies ortlw military life and did not Icarn the art of 
submission to a uthority. They rcsist(.'<i the rest ra ints of political authority 
even within the city, and pursued private ra ther than communal aims. 
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In his cri tiq ue of lilt' Spartan regime and its fa ilure' to take seriously thl!' 
political education of women, whether it be th rough military campaigns 
()t" otherwise, Aristotle recogn izes the importall~ of the female ill thl!' 
polilicallife ofCrco::c. Prtti"icly bt."C1H~C hI!' rcc::ogni7.c..'s her importance, he 
rejects the common opinions of the Gre(~.ks concerning the virt ue of the 
Sparlan regime, a regime not atlcndanl to its womell . In Ihe Rhtloric he 
also cri ticizes Ihe Spartans: "Whoever (ITa IS the affairs of wornc.:n as 
worthless, as the Sparlans do, lacks one halfofhappinl!'ss."11 He scc.!; not 
only the license and lack of courage that came from til(' failure to deal 
appropriately with the women, but also the avarice of the society as a 
who l!!'. The women arc greedy and, as rulers over their men, they make 
tl~ city as a whole one that is govemcd by g reed: ~en as suca:l>S grect«l 
the male warriol1i, thc scl:d s of in ternal decay werc growing. 

The passage cited a t length above, taken OUI of con text, mi/o: ht lead to 
the view that Aristotle saw women as naturally weak and licclllious. 
Nevertheless, there a re two important points to note here: the men were 
not as weak or as lascivious as the women becaUSt: they were ta ken out o n 
military campaigns and thus learned the art of submission, while the 
women wert' left free a t home; and the problem is nOt insoluble, for since 
men had learned to submit to pol itical and military authority, so could the 
women. The la tter were lacking in d iscipline bccau.o;e the male lawgiver 
had forgotten them. The female must Ix part of the city, part of its 
educative proceSl>. The city is to train men to make them part of the 
community, to make choicC5 tha t correspond to the nt.'t,:ds a nd the intcresLS 
of that community; and if it forgets about the cducalion of women, it 
creates within itself a destabilizing force. 

Political life must attend to the problem of stabilit y because it cannot 
discern who is best; thus, such a disr~ard for the education o f the fema les 
in the city undermines the en tire political endeavor. Socrates' city in the 
Rtpublic, with its «Iueation for women and its inelusion of the female in the 
city's army, seems to answer Aristot lc'a rescrvations about the Spartan 
r~ime. But Socrata adds a community of wives and child ren, which in 
Aristotle's mind undermines Socra tes' whole endeavor and lx:comes a 
destabilizing force . 

ne communiry oj womtn: Iroe case oj &craW' dry 

\ Vhen a modern reader turns 10 Plato's Republic and the utopian schcme 
therein, the most striking suggestion for many is the proposal that womcn 
be allowed to participate a long with men of t.-qual talents in the political 
and military life of the city, Aristotle, when he evaluates &!crates' proposa1s, 
ignores the issue of sexual equality. Rather, he finds tl~ most novel 
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proposal to be the community of wives; thc qucstion of equality would 
arise on ly if there were such a community. f or Aristotle the community of 
wives assumes the equality of the sexes, while the prt.'Scrvation of the 
famil y en tails the maintenance of sexual inequality. So long as there 
continue to be females to k('cp the race in existence, there will be, for 
Aristotle, hierarchy, authority, and ineq uality - the Hunily. 

The problem that Aristotle poscs for himself as he begins to con.~ide:r 

Socrates' city is how much should be held in common in the political 
assOciation: somc, a ll, or none? Clearly some, since without something 
held in comffi()n there is no city. At the most basic level the land on wlJiclJ 
the city is located must be shared. But Socrates goes to thc other extreme 
and says that all must be held in common. H is a rguments for this com­
mUnlsm are varied, but behind them a ll lies thc concern ",·ith the stability 
of the poli tical systcm that comcs from unity. 

The femak and the family exist within a private rcalm that focuses on 
what is particular rathcr than on wha t is universal; th us tht.")' work, as 
Socrates presents it, in opposition 10 tile interests orthe community, which 
must emphasize a devot ion to the universal. By destroying the private 
realm through thl!' destruction of the fam il y and its particularistic orienta­
tion, Socrates aims to leave tl~ sel f open to til(' complele devotion to thl!' 
public. 

This had been possible in Socra tes' ci ty because SocratC'S had abstracted 
from the lxx:Iy, which ties one to dIe procrcatiV(' and nutritive aspects of 
the ramily. He had worked thro ugh education in poetry 10 tra in his 
warr iors to scorn tll('i r bcKlies and their bodily llee(ls. "IlH~ abstraction 
from the body had removro a concern witll ti l(' pri,.'ale and the particular. 
The bodies of Socrates' ei tizclls did not define who they were, a nd thus th(" 
remale body could be ignored in the communism of the cit y and the 
t:quality of the sexes int rnc.\ucc:d at th(' beginning of Book V. 

Aristotle docs not abstract from tht: hody; instead, he emphasil·.cs how 
the body works against Socral(:s' proposals, how natur(: turns our a ltl!'nt ion 
to our Ixxlies, what is part icular aooutlhem, and how, by nawrt:, we lo~ 
our own hcxlia. Socrales abstracts rrom diff(:rencc by avoid ing bodi(:S. 
Aristot le emphasizes bodies ancl, thus, dif1(:rcncc. For instance, he finds 
support fo r th(' lies bel ween child ren and specific parenLS in the natural 
physical rc·s("lllblanccs ix- tween parent a nd child . He suggests that the 
people in Socrates' city would he· driven 10 ctiscover their own relations . 
"funlwrmore, it is not possible to escape: some fonn of guessing about 
who arc brothers, and d lilrll"en , and fathers and mothers.":l"J Socrates' 
citi7.e n.~ will engage in this gut.'S5ing precisely because it is possible to 
recogn ize similarities he twccn children and parents. Our bodies indicate 
these connections. 

Doclies, by rcvealing tllest: con nections, accomplish wha t illlellccLS, 

1 
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particularly Socrates' inrclk-ct, may wish to ignore. Denying such Q)n.. 

IlCctiOIlS, ~~ Socra1(:S tries. to do i~ thc IUpublic, is , according to Aristotle; 
to act agamst naturt!. Acting against na ture leads to unholy and im)lioue 
d('cds that afC olTclIsi\'(' ('~n in the contempla tion of them. In referring to 
such deeds, Aristot le moves from violent acts ag-dinst one's parents to the 
!!cxuai liaisons tha t wou ld occur between the members of one's Own 
natural la mily: fa thers wi th dauglllcrs and even, what he considers Ilk 
most horrcndolL~ and unnatural of all, brothers with hrothus. 'nl(~ an­
onymit)' imp»at by Socrates' scheme, and thus the lack of shan'\(> 10 
rest ra in human actions, opens thc door for all thl':S C acts against natUJ'l'.. 

Aristotle finds further problems wit h Socratt:s' city. for it fails to take 
account of the natural love of onesclf and of what is OIW' !Ii own. "Not in 
vain," he say~, "dlXS each have a love of onesdr. This i!li according 
natun: ."~:i \,ve love ourselves a nd we 10Vl; what we create. \Ve 
through activity, and since we love our existence, we love what 
existencc ha.~ brought into being, be it our childrcn, our handiwork, 
writings. Wc: act in accordancc with a love of oursdvc's a nd of what 
have createcl.H Socrates' commun ity climinatL~1 that natural love 
self and one's creative activity. Thi.~ distortion of our natural 
Aris totle claim!li, will cause instability and k ad to IIIC' demi!'i( ' of the 
He uses the cxample of household slaves to support this point: if too 
slave!'i arc assigned a particula r task aud no one feel s lI,at the a· 00""'1""; 
ment of that task entails his or her creativt: act ivity, the task will nOl 
performed. "Ille many. having no particular attachments to the 
having no sense of 5eeing themsel ves in tlw accomplis hment of tlm.t 
will leave the work 10 ol hers. " nlc;t't: i...; the kast concern for whal 
common, but the most care for what is privatc:.,,:l5 

Tile female, as the symbol of what is private, of tht, IlORlt, and what 
pa rticular, a.~ the source of dlildrrn who a re one's own and rL-cogni:r.ni 
such by the city a t large. is a vivid exprcs.~ion of the ncw al l humans 
to tic themsdves to that Willdl is particular and ont"'s own. To 
the female i!li to (kstroy the private and to overemphasize till' public 
its univt'rsalistic a ims; for Aris totle this is the same as dC'stroyin1( 

moral and psycJlC)logical bascs of the city. Tht: commun ity of ~::~:;;: 
oppo~ed to the dema nds of na ture, cannot support the city as an i 
aris ing from the natural drive of mell to perfect themselves. 

Thcre a rc other problems with Socrates ' city. By ff'moving the 
and ig noring the d iOhenct' between male and female, Socratt;!5 
the diversity, multiplicity, and inlerdepcndellcc at til(' corc' of thl' 
Ari~ totlt: a rgut!s that diversit y is essential for the city; we nct'd 
well as doctor~. To make the cobblers and the doctors the sanw, 
wha t is difftTc'nl about ttwm. and to e~pcc t the same ocpcrlisc' r~,m co"" 
to changt· tilt" city into an individual . By nature we arc diflcrt'lIt and 

On Am/olle 45 

different abi li t ie~ . Socr~tcs himself had stn:SSI.-d this as he began to found 

~~~,~-~- , . . , 
By natu re the male lS not the same as the remale. 1 hough 1Il Anstotle s 

biok>gical works t~e d ifferences arc often e}(~r~'!lsed in .ter~s of de~~t!'i, 
h ' "pr.ICt ical" PIL'<:CS he focullCs o n tilt" dlflerences 1Il virtues. 1 he 

.. 1I . , ., ' , . wirtucs ofa youth arc moderation and cour~e III the sou .. ... u: virtue 
~a girl is beauty and gn:atncss ofl~y, and III tilt' soul moderat,o.n a nti a 
kJ\'C;' of work without slavishnL'S.~ .n1ti Tha t diversi ty must be: relamed on 
tb<" rivate level, or the city - lacking cubblers a nd d octors, men and 
~n _ will d ie. Socrate5' abstraction from the pri"atf' realm casts doubt 

Ihe survival of hi.~ cit y. hi contrast. on the public le"eI, the realm of 
;itical life, there must be a n L"quality, a focus. on wh'lt ~nites throu.gh 
limilarity. All arc citizens, all arc capable of ruhng alltl bemg ruled. 1 he 

~:::;:::~"r, differences betW(:t!1l individuals defined as equal become ir­
,; But we can readl this state of equality on ly when the necessities 
that demand differentiation Ilave beell met. 

"nll; problem wit h Socrates' model , as Ari.~totle sees it, is that Socratc;s, 

~:;~::';:. ,~~ sexual cqu(llity in tile politica l rcalm, had done so through 
,. the diver!'iity demandt:<1 in the privRtc rcalm, th rough ignoring 

the public musl build up from tlw privalc. As shown in Book I of the ill"""', Aristotle cannot discuss the good life until he has discussed life 
In Book V of the R,publit, SocratL'!l tries to ignore life in order to 
headlong into the good life. As a result , as Aristotle understa nds it , 

Ioc;',,, destroys the potl'llIial for bot J,. 

AristotlL on tht family and tht ftmalt ill liu polilJ 

llwn- sccms to ~ a friendship bt l wt'Cll Illall "'lid woman by natuI'C. For the 
human being by nalure is more disposed to lh ..:: in pairs than ill the polis, 
imomuch as the household is prior i ll l ime and morr ncC(:nal)' tha n the 
p.!i1S. and (he: crcalion of children is mQl'l" c:ommou wi th Olher animals. 
Among other animals, the cnmmUllil) o.lelllis only this far [to th .. creatiorl 
ofc;hildn::ll l. bu t for the human being, 11\';n" together is nOi only for the sake 
or R'Pmdurti()lll , 001 alw for \'ariotJ5 aspecu of their li llC!!. Immediately. the 
wod: IS divicoo, and there is olle lallk for mOl amJ a nother for women. So 
Iht}' a.<;.~ist one another, pu uing Ihti r imJiviclualtalCllt~ ;IlIO the collunon 
good. all aCCQunt of these things, there seems 10 be both uscfulileSli and 
pkasurc in Ihis sort of fnf'll(bhip . Thi~ friendship also cx i~ ts ill accordallc(' 
witn virtue, iflncy arc botn good. For there i~ a vil' tue of each, alld they are 
pk~ed by Ihis . .. . It seems tnal ehilt,lrCIi art' a bOlld, whcN:fore marriages 
without ehildrell dissolve: more quickly. For chi ld",ll aN: a commOlI good for 
both alld what is commoll holds them togelher.l1 

passage offer!'i a picture· of human involvement in the family often 
ill .. "", as one turns to the Aristotle of the famL-d " man is a political 
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animal" quOle. Htrt he portrays the human being as an economic being, 
in the true sense of the term. We $(."1: in this passage a coneern with tht 
commun ity tha t is the fam ily, Ihe pleasure that both members, male and 
female, derive from a friendship rll.'Voud to what is common and thtir 
individual talents exercised in their a ttention to what unit(.."i them. The 
famil y here is not a dark recess of subordination and dominat ion, but a 
prepolitical condition incorporating into itself many of the elt:mcnts of 
unity and friendship tha t tht: actual cities of Greece in Aristotle's time 
failed to exhibit. 

Neither the Spartan law/o:iver nor Socrates recognized Ihe spt.'Cial value 
that Aristotle a!tributes to the family, a value that takes it filr beyond the 
process of reproduction that tics the human species to other animals. The 
Spartans with their men at war a ll the time a nd Socrates with his com­
munism ignored the family and the fl:male who was a part of it. Aristotle 
wants to reassess the stature of the family, and his criticism of the utopian 
and the practical regimes is a major part of that reassc. ... ~ment. 

In Socrates' city Aristotle: had found a community with no famity to 
educatt ill a lovc that goes I)(:yond the self, a community where the door 
had been opened for the common practice of impiety. Socratcs' city left no 
room for liberality. Jr olle ident ified the city a~ being the same a~ oneself, 
10 act for the city could nOI be: callt.-d a liberal act. Thus, the communism 
of his city destroyed all the potential for virtue. The Spartan regime had 
fail«l to I.-ducate women in the art of submission to au thority that a ll 
n:gimcs must entail. The failures of others are eaptun:d in Aristotle's 
ancmpt to justifY and resuscitate the lamily. The polis arises, in his view, 
to hdp complete what the family ultimatdycannot do successful ly: educate 
the young. It is to continue the process begun in the family, not to make 
the family irreit:vallt, as the others had tried to do. 

Throughout all the criticisms of Socratcs' city and the Spartan regime, 
Ari.~tot l e ne\'er focu~:s on the inherent deformity of the female tha t had 
been a part of his work on lilt': biology of animals. His arguments against 
communism do not come from a rguments about the inequali ty ofWOlI1l:n, 
that women nad supervision, as docs the natural sla\"e. Tlw Yalu~· of the 
family for Aristotle is not Ihat it brings about subordinatioll, but that it 
provides the orderty community o/" lO\Ie and friendship, the natunl.l birr-Irchy 
whose stability oners the prcconditions for the pursuit ofvirtu(·. Though 
the family may IlOt always conform perfcctly to the rolt· of supt.·rior over 
inferior, it appears to order itself naturall y, to be foumkd Oil a natural 
hierarchy that the cit)' oomposed of supposl.xl equals can on ly pretcnd to 
approximate. 

Becaust of the problems wit h obS~·f\lation notL-d above, it i.~ difficult 
within the context of the city to determine who is equi:ll, who should rule, 
and who should be subject. 1'11(" justic(" of the city in distributing offices is 
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a rt ificii:ll rather than complett. It is dtpcndent on an im.:quality thai 
canno t be seeurt';. All politics depend on this justice. Within the famil y the 
hierarchy ill operation is closer to the natural way of lhings. The family is 
Ill(" m(XleI ofthenatural aristocracy. By this Aristotle means an association 
in which the man rules according to his worth "and about those things 
Ihat it is necessary for a man to rulc, but whatcver fils well wi th a woman, 
he han (Is over to her." 

If tht" man chooses to rule in those afC"cIS where he is not suitL-d by 
muun' to rule, he transforms the aristocratic rel ationsh ip into one that is 
oligarchic, one in which h(' rules ill his own sdf·jlllcrcst and nOI in the 
illtertsts of tht community. A few lines before Ihe pa.~age just cited, 
Aristotle had suggL"Stt.'d that an oligarchy is a rtgime in v.'hich the rulers 
do not distribute thl! alTairs of the city according to worlh, but give a ll the 
good things to themsdves .".IK 'Ill(" wdl·struetured family recogniZl."S the 
diflef(~nccs between the memhers aud takes these dilTerellct;s into account 
a~ they all work toward ti l(' common goocl. Within the city that is basl;d on 
equa lity a nd a sharing in the ptOC('ss of rule, the diflcrences between those 
who arc citizens must be ignored a lld each has the same ta.~ks a~ everyone 
dst. With all citizells del('rmineO by artificia1 criteria of equality, there 
can be no distribution of offices or Ia.~ks according 10 worth, since all must 
share in the activities of the political conllllUllity. 

When cities afl! threatc llc..-d with revolution and instability, it is because 
there is disagrL'Cmtnt about the mcaning of equality, who is to hi! equal 
and who is to be subjl."c1. In Book V of till.' PfJiilin·, Aristotle notes that in 
a ll cases, "011 account of incqutllity, there is internal conflict.,,:.!'J While 
men agree that j ustice is simply d istri bu tion according to worth, "they 
diner nevertheless with some saying that ifthl:}' art: equal according to olle 
attribute, thm they tire completely equal, while olhers claim tha i if th~y 
art unequal in olle a ttribute, then they arc worthy of um·qual treatment.":W 
In families in which tilt dinerence between the sexes and the generations 
at tht base or the distribution of tasks is more rC"aci ily o l)S(:r\'ed, the 
distribution of tasks and authOl"ity is more easily accl:"pted. 

111e city's intquali ty and equality arc not precise. 11wy thercfon· fI'main 
constantly subject to debate and arc an illccnt ive for illt('rnal strife. The 
city becomes, in a sense, only an imperfect reflection of the mttural 
hierarchy of the fam ily, and Ihe ortler of the family is only inadequately 
captured by men 's attempts to set up barriers among themselves, barriers 
for which natuT"(' has oflcrcd no clear signpmts. Evm within tht patriarchal 
household, where difli;rcllces arc more subject 10 observation, mistakes 
can occur as in the ca~e of Ajax and TI:Cllll:Ssa. ' lllUS, even within the 
smaller u,:it of the ramil y,t ruejustic(· is not always at work, hecauSi' the 
criterioll of dincrtntialion is not always adequate to justify dini'rential 
treatmtnt. 
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The portrait of the female within the fami ly may not carn much adm il~d. 
lion from contemporary students of women in the social sphere, but 
Aristotle's a nalysis orthe family, as a cooperative adventure ill which the 
friends hip hetween the members comes from a common concern for the 
welfare or the unit. goes far ocyond the VICW of the family in allcil"1ll Gr('('k 
society Iha l many have olrcn.-d 10 us. Students of the Greek It:gal system 
trace a sct of relat ionships in which the female is little mon- tha n the 
instrurncllI for transferring properly from one family to anothe r and for 
giving birth to future proll.,<:tOI1i orthe religious ri lcsof a particular family. 
Aristodc's understanding o f the family ~OI.:S beyond such "U5I.:5" for women 
a nd suggests that the rami I)' mu.~1 bt· underslOlXI as a sci of a.~socialions 
and relationships from which thc gnmder and mOil" impOltant poli.s derivl"l>. 

Within the famil y, tht· role of the fltllal e, tha t ta.~k a.~ignl-rl to her 
OOOtUM' ofhcr special abilities, is the same one taken up by the statesman 
within the cily - preserving what has Ix"t." acquinxl, providing for SlabililY. 
Ncvertheless, however important the fl'malc mOty t.H' in the fa mily, Aristotl(! 
never envisiolls her as pan of the public realm flft lw city. Again this view 
derives from his understanding of till' lIotions of equalily and inequa lit y. 
The family a.~ a realm of hierarcl,y stands in contrast with the city lUi a 
r('a lm of equality. Within tht· famil y t.he male retains ;mthonty over Ihe 
female, Ill(: falher over the son, till' master over the slave. Im:quality of 
au~ l~ority or power clerivl'll from differcnCt:s with regard to SCI( , age, 
abIlity. 

' Ill(' famil y, unlike the cily, is chamclerized by its differences; and in 
order for it 10 cominue over time, it must incorporate ti lese differences. 
Th(! male must be difiCrellt from the female if then' is to be sexual 
reproduction. 111e master must I,avi' the intelligence that the slave lacks, 
and the slave mu.~ t have the ph)'sical capacity that the ma.<;lCr nel-rl nOt 
develop. The relations of difli'rl'llee within the fami ly maintain the unit. 
Within the polis, the criterion must Ix' one of equality: citizcns must be 
equal in their possession and cxercisc of reasoned speech, of discourse 
about the jusl a nd the unjust, <ind they must be (:qual in their leisure to 
engage in such sllCL"Ch . Thus, as worken captured by the necessities of 
eXL<;tmcc, lacking tht': leisure to participate in such discourse, cannot be 
pari of tile" citi;rj'll body, neither can the female, who, because she is 
nouris hing tilt· young with her body, lacks such leisure. 

For Aristotle, then, the exclusion of women is based in part on their 
ulH:qual leisure tinll:, their role as thc.pre!ICrvers of the hOWiehold and the 
bearers of the young. However, more significant for Aristotle's exchl.~ion 
of the female from the public realm is the lack of authority of her n:asoned 
discourse. Since the polis is 10 be a realm of activity for the iOj!os, Ihe 
female, in whom that logos is not prt.-rlominant, cannot participate fully. 

In being so exdudl-rl, women are not a lone. SlavL'S obviously a rc ex-
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eluded, but so arf" workers, not because Aristotle the aristocrat rejects tm­
lower classes, but because his conception of political life requires lhe 
participation of those who engage in the reas6ned discourse of the complete 
human being. Wo rkers lack the leisure for this engagement. In con­
temporary society, where political participation is 1101 ddi.ned by the 
activity of rcasonL-rl discourse, til(' restrictions Ihat Aristotle establishl-rl 
appear mea ningless or downright unjust, but his conccrn that Ihe public 
realm serve as the arena for Ihe highest human activities (aner philosophy) 
k -d to his demand for such an intell ectual l"llgagement.31 

In the last two books of the Polilics, Aristotle discusses the city of his 
dreams.32 Women figure here only very briefly as he considers the issuL'S of 
rrproduction and the earliest stages of the child's life. The legislator must 
have the bcst malerial with which to work, and that means the healthiest 
population. To emur(! this hea lth , he must atlt:nd to the laws governing 
malrimony and reproduction . Aristotle is particularly concerned that 
reproduction not bt:-gin at 100 young an age, when dclorml:d offspring 
(including women) a rc likely 10 be horn. 

But Aristotle slips from these biological consideratiOJls to psychological 
ones. Picking up on the themes in the ElhicS", he maintains that the 
kgi.~ l alOr must also bt· concerned with the com munity tha t is created 
within the fami ly and mllst en~ure that there is a compatibility ofscxual 
life for the marriL-d couple. This means tha t the ages ofllllsband and wife 
must match, so that onc will not be able to be reproductively active when 
the other can no longt:r function in this capacity. Thus, since h(! SCl'll 70 as 
the age for men's declining sexual potency and 50 for women, he suWSts 
that the man be 20 years oldt'r a l the time of marriage.3:1 

Onct': concep tion has lakt'n place, the fcmak is to C(crcisc her body, but 
nOi her mind, fOt' her body must be strong in order to give strength to the 
growing child. just as somcthing growing draws from thc eacth.3-I If w(! 
look only a t these last words comparing tile female to the soil, Aristotle 
could j ustly be accused of seeing on ly the material role of the female. She 
is the matter out of which the citi".ells grow, hut the (!arlier comments 
cxpr('S.!;ing concern for Ihe compatihility within marriage suggest that 
Aristotle has a deeper understanding of lilt' femall"s place ill the pol ity. 
Though sht· is not a part of the pu blic community, Iht· privati' community 
depends on a nonexploit ive, communal 1"I' la tiomhip hetwt't'n the mal(! a nd 
female . 

Again, however, the studen t of Aristotle must go further to understand 
fu lly the place of the female in his ana lys t:~ of II,,: bi:st ci ty. Specifically, 
one must note the persistent hosti lity to the city as an armL-rl camp com­
posed of virile warriors, spiritt..-rl in their dalircs to acquire dominion. A~ 
Aristotle expresses it at t he beginning of Book VII, the bl'llt city, tile one 
that Ileed not worry aboul stabi lity, i1; the one th.at promotes the individual 
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happiness of its citizens. The task for Aristotle is to explain the conditions 
t1~at :,ould provide this happiness. '111e mistake of the many, according lo 
him, IS that theyequatc happiness with wllat is external. with the excessive 
accumulation of goods. For these men conquest, war as the means to 
acquire goods, becomes the source of happiness. Aristotk argues that tile 
city must not be s tructured to facilitate the continual pursuit of goods, but 
the limitless pursuit of virtue. And how does one pursue virtue? Not 
through conquest, but through education, through allention to the arts. 

In chapter 7 of Book VIl, Aristotle attacks regimes dominated by a 
spirited love of war. He associates ~uch regimes with thc cannibalism 
practiced by the Cyclops. The most choiceworthy life, witJl which Aristotle! 
illvestigation into the best regime began, is not one of domination - o~ 
country over another, the male over the ft:male, the master over thc slave, 
all of which arc based ultimately on war and inequality - but one ofd", 
processes of ruling over men who are t:quals. 

Thus, Aristotle's analysis of the ix.-st regime focuses on the processes of 
education in moderation, thecharaCII:ristic that he had previously ascribed 
to the good woman. The cities of Aristotll"'s time that catered to a amccm 

with material wealth emphasi7.erlthe virility that was necessary to pursuc 
domination. The city of Aristotle's dreams exalts the feminine virtue of 
restraint. While the fanale lu:rsdfapp(:ars only ill her reproductive capacity 
in th~M: last two books, the f!:lllinine, as opposed to the masculine, virtue 
provides the foundation for the city tha t oOers human beings die truly 
happy life. The body of the femall: is not the same as the female soul; and 
ju~t as those who attend exclusively to what is extemal arc mistaken in 
their evaluatiom of the source of happines.<;, so are those who attend 
exclusively to the body of the fi:male. Aristotle's books on the best city an" 

incomplete, but in what remains, little is actually said about the public Ii" 
of the citizen; the focus is on education in moderation. The female is part 
of that education , and thus part of the true life of the city. 

Cooclusioo 

Aristotle is well known in thl! litera ture today as the classic misogynist. 
and his words have often been used to support misogyny throughout the 
ages. j

$ Tin; accusation of misogyny today can condemn an author and 
relegate him to the scrap heap. In Aristotle's writing there is no hatn=ti 
women; rather, there is the attempt, from the perspective of the male, to 
understand {he origins of the female iind her rol~ in the male city. The 
female is a defective male, but so arc most of the males whom Ari.''itotk 
~t-es around him. Seldom is the true man found, one who combines the 
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hysical, intellectual, and moral qualities orthc individual who has reached 
p . .. 
the compleTion of fns growlllg process. 

Aristotle 's understanding of the female in the political world leads to a 
vision of hierarchy, but not submiss ion on all levels. The woman, he 
steadfastly mailllains, is not a slave. Thus he must understand her distinct 
role ill society, and he finds it in her capacity within the structure of the 
/amily - a realm in which sllc not only gives birth but also gives s tability, 
prcservl.-s and educates the young of the city. It is a realm in which she can 
demonstrate her uniqut: virtue. 

Tht: Socratic vision in the Republic had excluded the private realm. All 
virtue was public. Aristotle retains the private and encourages the pursuit 
ofexccllellce and commun it y there. \ Vitllout lhat excdlenn' on the part of 
both the male and the femak, there can be excel lence nowhere in the life 
of the city. Cities that ignore the female and hl:r potential for excellence, 
such as Sparta or Socrates' city, Aristotle warns, an: placing themselves in 
jeopardy of internal conflict, dissolution, and chaos. III no way can we 
pretend that the female is the central issur: in Aristotle's writings, but she 
raises for him a variety of qut'stions and ... ltema ti vl: pt:rspcctives with 
which he must deal before he can complett' his pres,:ma tion of the full 
pOlitical life for the human being. 
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"God Hath Ordained to Man a 
Helper": Hobbes, Patriarchy and 

Conjugal Right 

Carole Paleman 

TItt duisi~~ mQffll!nl in Iht cO'!iurinR lricl: has bun IIUldr , (lnd it was Ihe loery ant U~ 

IIIoughl qui" inrwunl. 
L. I Vill~t7lfltin, Philosophical Investig-dtions 

Most stud ies of Hobbes have nothing to say about the rela t ion of his 
political theory 10 sevcntecmh-cell tury pat riuchalism . W rill:rs who havr 
Ihought it worth while to cons ider thl' q uestion have a lmost all agreed that 

Hobbes's a rg ument is patriarchal, a lthough more recent ly the claim has 
been madc that, for cXitmplc, Hobbes's views we rc subvers ive of "patri­
ar('hal a tt itudes," o r that his thcory is free fr()m patria rchal assum ptions. t 
Morr s trong ly, in a ra tiona l choia: inlcrpn::tatioll ofHobbcs (which shares 
Hobbt'.s's radical indh,jdualism) the implicit assumpt ion is that Hobbes's 

th«Jry is so fa r opposed to p<ltria rcha lism that his sovcrcign can be 
rtfrffTd 10 a s "shc."2 Drspitc such difTerellccs, political theoris ts arc 
united 011 Dlle point; they agrec that to a rg uc about patriarchy is 10 argue 
about the family and p;.ttcma l power. Hobbes is assum{.'d to be a patriarchal 
thC"Orist in thc samc Sense that his ad vcrsary Sir Rohert Filmcr is a 
patriarchalist; or, cOlIVCrsciy, Hobbrs is assumcd to be opposed to patri­
arrhalism because his thwry is ltutithctical to fo'ilmcr's on somt: crucial 

"UC'S. 

The major debates about patriarchy over thc pas l IWO decades havr 
brn. conducted by fem inis ts, no t mainslream political theorists, but 
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feminists have paid remarkably linle atten tion to political throry ill tht: 
controversy ovt:r the mt:aning and uSt:fulncss of tht: tt:rm "patriarchy." 
The predominant assumption among feminists, or, al lust, among thoSt: 
cng-olged in the theoreticall y informed con lrovusics over patriarchy, i.s 
also that patriarchal relat ions arc fami lial relations and that patriarchal 
political right is paternal right.3 To be sure, many feminists a lso usc 
"patriarchy" to mean the power that men exercise over women more 
gcncmlly - what I shall call masculi ne right - but, notwithstanding tht: 
copious t:mpirical evidence available to support this interprecation, the 
usage has not yct bet:1I given a great dcal ohheoretical substanct:. A major 
reasol' fo r this lack of theoretical robustness is feminist neglect o f tht: 
argumt:llls among political theorists about patria rchy in the seventecnth 
cen tury. 17eminist scholars have undt:nakt:1l somt: vt:ry n-naling and 
rxri ting work on the classic texts of politicallhwry, but lit tle a ltcntioll has 
becn paid to Hobbes, whose wri tillgs are of fundame nta l imJX)rtanct: for 
a n understanding of patriarchy as masculine right . Hobbes is a pa triarchal 
theorist - but the possibility that is considered by neither (Ull ventional 
JX) litical theorists nor femini sts is that he is a patriar('halist who rejects 
paternal right. 

Both feminism and pol itical theory arc dogged by a anachronistic, 
although litt:ral, interprctation of patriarchy as father-right . Pa triarchy is 
assumed to be about fathers and mothers. }<'or example, Oi Stefano has 
argu~d that Hobbes is a maseulinisttheoriSl, but hd reading of Hobbcs is 
thai his a rgumen ts rest on a d~nia l of the mothn. His picture of natural, 
a tomized individ uals, who spring up like mushrooms - "consider men as if 
but ev.:n now sprung out of th.: ~arth , and suddenly I like mushrooms, 
com.: to full maturi ty, withou t all kind of engagcm~nt to each other~4 -
denies any significance to the moth.:r- child relationship aud the dt:pcnd­
cnce on the mother that provides the first intersubjective contc);t for tht: 
development of human capacities. Oi Stefano claims that thcre is no 
room for nurture within the fam ily in Hobbes's slate ofnatur,"; "m.:n arc 
not bom of, much less nurtun~1 by, women, or anyollC' r ise for that 
maller."s Ho bbes's family is ('I"f lai nly very pecul iar, but the pn1bk m ..... ith 
Oi Stefano's a rgument is that, in the: state o f nature, mutlwrs, far from 
bring denied, a rc en thronrt! . For Hobbes, political right in the IIaturai 
condition is mother-right. Hobbes goc.-s 10 grc·a l lengths 10 deny thai 
fa ther-right is the origin of political right, yet he is still seen as a patri· 
arehalist in the same sens.: as Filmer for whom politica l a nd paternal 
pow.:r were one and th.: same. 

A dilferent problem confronts the writers who argue: that Hobbes sub­
verts patriarchalism, or merely tacitly assumt: that the terms "m.:n " a nd 
" individual" in Hobbes's texts arc usa! generically; they fail 10 explain 
why Hoblx:s's wri tillb'S con tain so mall)' rcfcrcllet:s to the rightful power of 

On Hobbes " f<1tJH:rs - or why he endorsc;s the subjection of wives to husbands. Com· 
mentatOOi 1111 Hl lbl)("!S. like almnst all political thwrists o f the r~1 past, 
~ 1111 problems of polidcal inlert:st arising fmm the' subordination of 
wives 10 husbands. COlljuK"<l.1 right, the right exercised by mell, as husbands, 
over thdr wi .... t:s , is nOl a mailer that lidls within their scholarl y purview. 
The' standard int('rprt'tations of the theoretical battle ix'twc:c:n thc classic 
contract theorists, including Hobbes, a nd the patriarchali sts of the St:ven· 
tet:nth ocntury is that the engagement cOllcemed the political right of 
fathe rs a nd Ihe natural liberty of sons. That the father WliS a master, 
exercising jurisdiction over servants and apprentices, is acknowledged, 
but anothu inhabitant ofthc: family is usually ignorcd . T he fathe:r is also a 
husband, a nd as a husband is a mastt:r over his wife. In di scussions of 
Hobbes and patriarchy I the position of the wife in the fami ly is rardy 
mt:ntioncd . Sht: appears, if at all, in anotht:r capacity, as a tlwlhn. \Vhen a 
problem about women is admitted 10 c:xist, it is taken to be that of 
rnatemal jurisdiction ()\Ier children. 

The fa ilurt: to distinguish marriagt: from tl1(' family and to recognize the 
existcnce of conjugal right means that the most disti nctive aspect of 
Hobbes's political theory is disregarded. Hobbes is the on ly contract 
theorist (and almost the: only writcr admitted into the "t radition" of 
W~stem pol itical thcory) who begins from the premiSe: tha t there is no 
natural dom inion of men O\'t:r womell. In his nat ural condition female 
individuals are: as free as, and t:(lua lto, male individuals. The remarkablc: 
slaning point of his poli tical theory is usually passed over extremely 
q uickly. E,'cn in discussions that focus on patriarchy no questions are 
askt:d or t:xplanations offered abou t why and how it is, in the absence of 
se);ua l dominion in the stal.: of nature, tha i ma rriagc: and tht: famly take a 
patriarchal form. Nor is anything odd sccn in the fact that Hobbt'S argues 
bolh that women arc na turally free and always subjcct to mCIl throug h 
(t he marriage) con tract. 

There art: also ot her problems abou t Hobbt:s, patriarchy and contract 
whcn " patriarchy" is inlerpreled l it~rally. Some commentators have noted 
C"l:rtain tensions in Hobbes's arguments betwttn con tmct :.lud patriarchy; 
one u rlier schola r, for instance, took the logical position that if Hobbes is 
intt:rpreted as a patriarchal ist then the original COIltr<l.ct is supcrfluous.6 

Another commen tator has attri butcd a comcnsual form of patriarchy to 
Hobbes and argued that his patriarchalism is, thcrefore, the strongest 
form - :.lnd even a more typica lly English variety.7 Hobbes took contract 
much further than most other classic contract tht:orisls ,Ind cfaiml.-d that 
e .... ("n infants (could be said to ha .... e) contracted themselves into subjection 
to mothers. To posit a contract by an infant is to rt:ject outright any 
suggt:stion that politic<l.l subjection is natural and to confirm in the most 
emphatic possible manner tha t all dominion is convent.ional in orig in. Yel 



56 Carole PaltmDlI 

it was precisely the doctrint: of the natunll freedom of mankind. and. its 
corollary, COnlrdct and consent, tha t Sir Robert Filmer saw as th(' major 
caus.: of sedition and. politic .. 1 disorder. Why. the n. should. a purponetl 
advocau' of p.uriarchy as paternal right, and a wri ter who, in his own 
way. was as abso lutist 3.5 his oppone nt, take so many pains to deny til(' 
assumptions of rilm('r's tlwory? More geller,dly, if political right has a 
na luml o rig in in fa Ulrrhulld a nd CUlllract is thus supcrlluous - alxl, 
according to FilmCl'", puli tic-dlly da llgl'ruus - why should Hobbrs a rgue 
that civil society was cr('awd through an origina l ffin tr.tcl? 

To remain wilhinlOC standard, patriarchal in terpretation IIf"patriarchy" 
as fatherly power is to remain with in a patriarchal reading of Hobbes's 
tCXls, a rcarling th at ignores the subjection of women . Hobbes's p;uri­
arehalism is a IlI:W . sptci//Cofly mod,rn form, that is ronvf"ntional , rontr.tctual 
and originates in ronj ugal right, or, more accur-Hely, sex-right; that is, in 
men's right of sexual acct'ss to womell, which, in its major institutional 
form in modern society, is exercised as conjugal right (a term also pro­
viding a polite locutioll in, say, a discussion of Adam and EvC') . To 
apprcciatt' the character of Hobbt-s's patriarchal theory the distinctivt' 
features of his naturdl condition - mother-right and the absence of natural 
dominion of male over female individuals - have to Ix taken seriously as 
fundamental premises of his politicalthc:ory. In addition, Hobbes's extrd­
ordinary conccption of the "family" nttds to be emphasizw. Hobbes did 
not merely leave no room for nurture or argue that the fa mily was 
cOllvemional, a pol itical rdther than a na tural social form. For Hobbes, a 
" family" was solely composed of a master and servants of various kinds 
and had its origins in conquest. 

I 

!kfore looking in greater detail a t Hobbes's argumell ts it is necessary to 
say something more about patriarchy and to look aga in at filmer's patn­
archa lism.8 A good deal of confusion over the term "patriarchy" has 
arisen bcc-duse of the failure to distinguish bct"""ttn three dirrerent hislOriC-dl 
forms of patriarchal theory: trdditional, classic and modern . Trdditional 
patriarchal argunwnt assimi latt'S all power relations to paternal rule. for 
ccnturies the family and thc authority of the father a t its hc-dd provided 
thr modd lind metaphor for poli tical .socicty and political right. The 
tmditional form is a lso full of Slories, of COI~cctur.t 1 histories, abo ut the 
emrrgrl\CC or ('reation of political .society from thr family or the coming 
together of many fami lies. Such stories an: also to be found in the wri tings 
of the classic contraCt throrists, even thou~h they defeated and eliminated 
the second, shortlivw form of classic patriarehalism. C lassic patriarchy 
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was formulated and died in the seven teenth century and is exemplified by 
Sir Robert t ' ilmer's arguments. Sd"lOChet shows in Po/,ia,dmlirm in Politicol 
Tht!ught that Sir Robert broke with thc traditional fonn by insisting that 
paternal and political rule were nOt mt'rcly a nalogous but identiC-oil. In the 
1680s and 16905, " the "il meria n position very nt'arly bcc-dme the official 
state idcology.»!l Thc classic form was a full y developed theory of political 
right and political obedience and was the first of its kind; " thrre was no 
patriarchal thcory of obligat ion prior to 1603." IU The standard claim ill 
puli tical theory is tha t patriarchalism was dead and buried by 1700 - but 
tilt" form that passed away was Filmer's classic patriarchy. 

Filmer wrote ill responsr. to the cha llcnge posed by thc doctrine of the 
naturoll frcrtlom of mankind. If mell wrTC born frre and equal then, 
nccCS5arily, polilieal right or the dominiOIl of one man over another could 
Ix establishcrl in ol1r way only; through an agreemen l (contnlet) between 
those concernm Iha t such a relation sho uld be broughl into being. Ac­
cording til Fillllrr, a ckllowkdgclllclIl Ihat Adam had been granted 
mOl larchil'"dl p()w(·r by God by virtue:: of his fatherhood cut the ground 
from undcr the fel'l ofthr conLrdct theorists. At thc birth of his first SOil, 

Adam became Ihl' first king a nd his pol itical right passed to all s ubsequent 
fathers and kings, who wrre One a ud the same: all kings ruled as fathers in 
consequence of their pnJ("Tl'"dtivr power, and all falhers were monarchs in 
their families . Suns wen' bom into poli tical subjection to their fathers and 
ht'llce 10 the mona rch: flU such political nonSense as talk of contracts was 
required to justify p!litical subjection . Filmer's aecoullt of the naturAl 
origin of poli tical righ t appears strdightforward enough, and no hint is 
given in d iscussions of tht' rela tion bctwrcn the thcol·ies of Hobbes and 
Filmer tha t patria rchy is murf' complie-dted. 

Patemal right is o nly onr dimension of patria rc hy - as Filmcr himself 
rcvc-dls. Filmer's apparenlly strdightfilTward statements obscure the original 
founda tion of pol ili(""a l right. Pa ternal pUWM" is nut the origin of poli tical 
right. Father-right ist'stablished Uilly aAt'r politi ' dl righ t has been brought 
into being. Another act of politica l gencsis is re<luirro before a man can 
acquire the naturAl right offa therhoull. Sons do IIOt spring up like mush­
rooms, as Filmer was {Juick to n'mind Hobbes. Adam's political titlr is 
grolnted hifoTe he becomes a father. If he is to bt' a father, EVf" has to 
beeome a mother. III uther words, Stx-riglil. 01 lonjug(ll riglll //IllSt 'Ieass(l ,iry 
pTellde the right of fatherhood. The gellesis of pulitiml dominion lies in 
Adam's sex-right, not in his fatherhood. 

Filmt'r makes dear that Adam's politie-dl right is originally established 
ill his right as a husband ()v('r Eve: "God gave to Adam ... the dominion 
over the woman," and, ci ting Genesis :-1:16, "God ordained Adam to mil' 
over his wife, and her desires Wt""TC to be subject to his." 11 (Genesis states 
that Eve's "desire shall be tn thy husband, and he shall rule over thee".) 
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Adam's desire is to become a falher, but in 110 ordinary SCII~ of "rather ... 
He desires to obtai" the remarkable powers of a patriarchal falher. Filmer 
briefly mentions Adam's original. d ivine grant of political right over Eve 
at various pnint.~, but il has a shadowy presenCe in his wri tings. In r('('("nl 
(patriarchal) Ollnlllrlllancs 0 11 his texIS, SCJ(.right has completely dis­
a ppc'drro. And, 10 be sure, whet! rt"lIding Filmu from thl' pcrspccl ivr of 
only UIlC' rlimrllsiun of patriarchalism, conjugal right is "01 ('"dSY 10 disCf' rn 
under tilt' cloak of Adam's fatherhood . 

The biblical patriarch.1I image (here in Lucke's wurds) is uf " nursing 
Fathers (c ruler and (",Mcfull ofllw publick we-dlf', lol:l TIlt' patriarchal slory 
is about the procrea tive power of a faliUT who is compl(,te in himself, who 
emtxxlics the creative pow('r of both female and m ... le. His procrc-.uive 
power both gives and an imates physic-dl li fe and crea tes and maintains 
political right. Filmer is able to refer to Adam's POW('T over Eve so 
C'dSually btt-.tusc cl'lSSic patriarchal ism dedanos womcn to be procrcativrly 
and politically irrdcvallt. The reason tha t Adam has dom inion over " thc 
woman" is, according to Filmer (here following the patriarchal idea of 
fatherhlXXl, whieh is very ancient), Lhat " the man .. . lis l the nobler and 
principal agellt in generatioll."13 \,'omen arc merely empty vessels for the 
exercise of men's sexual and procreative power. The original politic-.tl 
right that God gives to Adam is the right , so to spea k, to fi ll the empty 
vt'$scl. Adam , a nd all men, must do this if they arc to ~rome fathers. But 
men's generative power has a dua l aspect. The genesis of new physical life 
belongs in their hands, nOI in the ('mpty vessel. Men arc the " principal 
ag('nts in geHCI"'.1tion," and "genenuion " includes politic-dl creativity. Men's 
gener.ttive power includes the ability to create new politic-oil life, 01'" to give 
birth to poli tie-.tl right. 

In view or the character of the ex traord inary powers tha t classic patri. 
arehalism arroga tes 10 men, it is appropriate tha I the powers are contained 
in the name of " father" and encompassed under the writ of " fathcrh<XXi." 
The presence of eonjugal right is v('ry faint in Filmer's wri tings bf'cause 
(ahho ugh at one level he must acknowledge it) Adam 's original politic ... 1 
right is subsumed under the power d fatherhood. For imtance, after 
s tating that Evt: and her desires arC' subj<'C1 10 Adam, Filmer rontinues in 
the next sentcnce, " here we have the o rigi nal grant of government, and the 
fou ntain of all power placed in the Father of all ma nkind ." Moreover, 
Adam is a lso Eve's fa ther. In the story of thr Book of Genesis, Eve is 
crcated only after Adam and the animals have been placed on carth . God 
creates and names the animals and Ad am bul, wc are told in Genesis 2:20, 
" for Adam thl:re was not found an help meet for him." Eve is then 
created, but she is 1I0t erea led ab initio bUI}Tom Adam, who is, in a sense, 
her parent, and Adam, not God, givcs E\'e her name. Filmer is therefore 
able to trea t a ll politic-al right as the right of a father. Eve is not only under 
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the domini.on of Adam, but he is (with God's hrlp) the " principal agrnl" 
in her gellemtion . The fat her in classic patriarchal theory is nOljusl ont: of 
two parents - he is the paren t, and the !king a ble 10 genemte political 
right. 

The grt'"".ttcst s tory of masculine politic-.t l birth is the story of an original 
contr.tct that creates o \,jl freedom a nd civil society. Th(' classic patri­
arehalists lost the b<tule over fathers and sons and the na turdl origin o f 
politiC-oil right. Pa lriil rcha lism, in the sense of paternal right, cC'.ued to be 
politically relevant by the end of the sevC!lleenth century . Civil society is 
constituted by the (ostensibly) universal, collven tional boluls of contract 
1I0t the particula r, natural bonds of kinship and fatherhood. Howl;ver, the 
standard account of the defeat of patriarchy ignores the faCI that the 
contn.ct theorists had no quarrel with classic patriarchalism O\'er the true 
origin of politic-.tI righ t; they lOught ag<linst paternal right but had no wish 
to disturb the OIher dimensio n of patriarchy, conjugal right. 

The "freedom of mankind" in contmct itrgumenl means what it says, 
the frc<:dom of mm. l 'he victory of eon tract doctrine over the classic form 
of pa tri it rchal argumC'nt was, mther, the transjomillfion of classic patriarchy 
into a new form . The contmcl theorists constructed IhC'i r own, modern 
)J"trian:hal argurncnt - the third of the histor1c-dl fonns. Modem )J"trian:hy 
is contractual 1101 natural and embodies masculilll: right not the right of 
fatherhood . Hobbes, the most brilliant and bold of con lract theorists, is a 
patria rchal theoris t ill thc modem scnSf', but his arguments diffcr in some 
signific-d nt respects from those of his fcllow contract theorists ;md, in the 
cnd, it was lhey, 1101 Ho bbes, who p ro\'idcd the necessary theoretic-dl 
frdmcwork for pa triarchal civil society. 

n 

On the face of ii , Hobbes's wri tings seem ulle(luivOCllly opposed to both 
dimensions of classic patriarchy. Hobbes's thoory rests on mother-right 
... nd the absence of natural sexual dominion; how, then, d ocs Hobbes 
trdllsform nalural malenlal power and womcn's natuml freedo m into 
patriarchal right, and why have scholan been able to identify so many 
passages in Hobbes's writings wh~rc he apparen tly fa lls back 0 11 thl' 
tmditiollal form of patriarchal argument? "I'he appropriate p lace to begin 
to COnsider the ool~uring tricks is with Hobbes's picture of the natural 
condition. Hobbes's imaginative resolution of eivil sociely inlO its most 
fundamental (" na tura l") parts was much more rigorous than the similar 
undertakings of the other COIltract theorists. Hobbes was willing 10 take 
the logic of individualism 10 its most r.tdic-... I conclusions ill this as ill other 
rcspcCIS. When Hobbes reconstitutes natur.t l entities in perpetual motion 
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into something recognizably human, the result is that humans interact in 
a na turaJ cond ition that C-dll bardy h<: fttogllizcd as socia l. Hobbes's sta tf" 
ofnalu rc is the famous war of all ag'dinsl all , and, in a 5lal('mO)l which is 
rdrciy Secll as of politic-dl significance, Hobbes writes that in the Ilatural 
condi tion there arc "liD matrimonial laws."14 Marriage- that is to say, a 
long-term relatio n between tht' sexes - must be brought ahout ill f"Xactly 
the same way as a llY other relat ion bClw~n the inhabilan ts or ,ll(' SLa te of 
nature where there is no naluntl order of domillion, a nd no pol itic-It lly signi­
ficant difference in strength or prudence bctwttn individ uals. Rel ations 
can arise in two ways only: eilher individuals COniraCI li1cmsc: lv('S into a 
given rela tionship; or one, by some stra tagem, is able to cocn.;e a nother 
inlo the desired a rntngcmcnt. This is also tfUr of rrlatiolls !xtwccn a man 
and a woman. In the natur.t l condition women face men as fTtt equals; 
Hobbes wri tes that "whrrea5 sum!" havr attributed the dominion to the 
man only, as being of til l' mOlT cx('(' lIenl scx; they misrcckon in it. For 
then' is not always th at differrllc(' uf s tITngth or prudence between the 
man and the woman, as tha t th(' right can bl" d,·termi ned wilhou t war." I ~ 

In the slate of nature there is no law to regulate ma rriaA'e - ilI1d no 
marriage. Maniage docs not exist bee'duse marnagf" is a long-term arr.tnge-­
ment, and long-term sexual relatiollships, like olhrr sueh rciationships, 
arc very difficult to establish and maintain in Hobbes's natur.tl cond ition. 
The boundaries separ.tting the inhabitanlS one frum anuther arc so tighdy 
d rawn by Hobbes that each ont': can judge the rCSI only from a subjective 
P<'rspcetive, or from the pcrspcrtive of pure srlf- intCr(.'St. Naturdl indi­
viduals will, thcrcrore, a lways break an agreemcnt, or refuse 10 play their 
part ill a contracl, if it appears ill their interes t to do so. To enler a 
contmct or to signify agreement to dll so is 10 leave uneself open 10 
betrayal. Ho bbes's natural state suITers from an endemic problem of 
I(('eping con tracts a nd of "performing second"; " If a covenant be made, 
wherein neither of the parties pcrulrm presently, but trust one another; . 
upon any reasonable suspicioll, it is void: .. . And . .. he which p4":rf"ormeth 
fi rs t, does but bctmy himsdf to his enemy. ,,16 111~ only contrACI that an 
individual , of his or her uwn vulition, can enter into in safet y is one in 
which agreemcnt and p.·rfi lnnanN:: take platt at the same ti mt:. All agree-­
mcnt to pt'rform an act of coit us providts an example of a contrdct tha t 
comes close to mccting this criterion, bu t a n a,grccment to ma rry, to enter 
illtll a long-tr-m\ 5CXual rdationship, would founder in the same manner as 
cont racts to CH:atc other relations thai endure over time. 

The women and men in Hobbes's stale of nature can cngage in sexual 
intercourse and, thereforc, children ra n Ix born. A child, however, is born 
a long ti me after any act ofintercoursc. As Hobbes notes. in the abscnce of 
ma trimonial laws prooforratherhood rests on the testimoll ), of the mother. 
Since there is no way of establishing paternity with any certainty, the 
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child belongs to the motlwr . Hnbbes's argument is all the morc striking 
since he, too, suggests tha t 01(.11 are the "principal a~l1ts" ill gener.t tion. 
Ec-hoing the classic patri archal vi("w orrathtthood, Hobbc-s writes that "as 
to the generalioll, God hath ordained to mall a he1pcr"ll_ but the female 
"hdp4":r" in the state of nature becomes much more Ilmll an auxiliary once 
the birth takes place. Hobbes insists tha t no man ran have Iwo masters 
and so only onc paren t ellll JllIV~ dominion ovcr the child. 111 thc natural 
condition the mother, not the fa ther, enjoys this rig ht. III d ircct control­
diction of Sir Rubert Filmer and the patriarcha l doctrine that ptJlitical 
right originatcs in the fa ther's gcnerdtive power, Hobbes pfO('laims Ihat 
"every woman that bc'dTS childrcll, becomes OOth a mo/k, and a h"d ... UI At 
birth, the infant is in the mother's power. She makes the decision whether 
to expose or to nourish the child. To ha~'e Ihe power to prrscrvr life is, 
according 10 Hobbes, to exercise rightful dominion, whether the subjcct is 
a newly bom infant or a vanquished adult. If the mother preserves the 
infant, she thereby becomes a lo rd; "because prescrvation orlife being the 
end , for which one man lor inflmt I becomes subject to anothu, every man 
is supposed to promise ubedience, to him [or her l, ill whose power it is to 
save, or dcstroy him."w 

From 1861 for a half ccntury or more (following the public.ttion of Sir 
Henry Maine's Al1litnt LAw and J ohann Bachofcn's Moth" RighI) another 
controversy rolgcd abou t polit ical o rigi ns, matriarchy and patriarchy. The 
proponents were all reluctant to admit that matriarchy ill the liter.tl sense 
_ rule by women as moth('fS - cv('r existed , CVCIl hypotllctiCt l1 y.2U Similarly, 
some contemporary theorists still fi nd 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 docs not wield" the 
power Hobbes ascri bes to her.~ 1 The "hdpcr" herst'lf a lways requires 
OIno ther helper. III Hobbes' s day, thc objcctio n continues, the mother was 
attended by a midwife or male physician, and it is the lattcr who, a t the 
momellt of birth, has power over the child in her or his hands. Hobbes 
should have concluded tha t neither fa thers nor moth("rs possessed an 
original politiC''' \ power in thc natura l condition, but then his argumc'l t 
against natural paternal rinht would have been "more absurd still." tn his 
eagerness to combat Fil mer, Hobbes "overlooked the defects attached to 
an argument which would tr"dllsfer this power to a party ~ the mother­
whom no one supposed cver had a proper right or even opportunity to 
exercise it (given the establishment of a civil society). ":l"l Precisely; in 
patriarchal civil society, past or present, politic-.t l tlu~ris t s r.trcly ~rc 
will ing to contcmpla te that mothers (women) cou ld legitimately exerclsc 
political right, even in an hypothetical state of nature or as a matter of 
mere logic. The other social ('Ontmct theorists, unlike Hobbes, built 
masculine sexual dominioll as a natuml fact of human exislellee into their 
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political theories and so d('rnonSinllro in a stmightforward fashion that 
for all thai their argumCtlls ar(: couched in univcrsal terms ..... uaJily· 
f
' ' --I • 

r~.om and .conl~lct arc a male privilege - although contemporary 
~llt,c-.tI thronSIS stili manage 10 avoid noticing the fact. :13 Hoblxs's logic 
IS Impeccdblc. In his natural condition (wha tcver the f.'lcts of childbirth in 
the seventeenth century) a prcgllant woman would not g ive hcrsdfup as a 
hostage 10 [ortullC by cnlisting helpers in her labors; no free, strong 
woman would platt her right of dominion a l risk wlth such assis lanC(:. 

B), nature, a mother is a lord who Ca n do as she wills wi th her infant. If 
she decides to "breed him," Ihe condition 011 which she docs so, Hobbes 
Slates, is that "being grown to full age he become not her cncmy.,,2f That 
is to say, the infant must contract to obey her. The mother's political right 
OVer her child originatcs in contract, ilnd givrs her absolute power. A 
woman C',Ul contrMot away hrr right O\'er her ehild 10 the fatlwr, but , when 
the prttllise of Hobbes's argument is that women naturtlily sta nd as 
equals to men, there is no reason why a woman should do this, and, least 
of all, why she should a/u!ays do so. To argue that a tin y infant ("tln 
contn.et, or should be rcg'tlrded as if it had contrdCted, with its mother is, 
as Filmer insistrd , anthropological nonscnse. In tenns of Hobbcs's under. 
standing of "coll trtlet,'" however, this agrccment is as convincing an 
example of a contract as any other in Hobbes's writings. Scholars have 
drtlwn attention to Hobbes's claim that the TC'tlSOnS and cireumSlallccs 
under which agreement are given are irrelevant 10 the validity of the 
C'Ol1lract; for Hobbes, it makes no diffrri'>ncc whether a contract is rntered 
il1to after dur deliberation or with the conqucrors sword a l olle's brC'tlSL 
Submi~sion to overwhelming power in retum for protectioll, whether the 
power IS that of the conqueror's sword or the mother's power over her 
newly bom infant, is always a \~tllid sign of agrccmeHt tor Hobbes. Hobbes's 
assimilation of conquest to COntract, enforced submission to conseni is 
often remarked Upon, but the political siRllificanccofhis peculiar nOlio~ of 
eOlltr.tct for the origin of the family in the sta tr of nature aHd for the 
making of the original pact is less often apprcciated . 

III 

'ne logical cunclusiun of Hubbes's re;oluliun uf civil sof'lrly inlO its 
natural paru ur ratiunal f'nlitic;s in llluliUIl, and his TITOustitulioll of the 
naturtll cond ition, is Ihat thf' sexes come togcthf'r only n('('tingly and that 
the orig ina l political right is mol her-right. Yet Hoblws also writes in a 
passage (cited by Richard Chapman and Gordon Schochet, lilr example), 
"that the beginning of all dominion amongst mCIl was in families. In 
which, .. . the rather of the family by the lawofnalurc was absolute lord of 
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his wife and childrrn: land] made whal laws amongst them he plrascd."'b 
And he a lso refers to familial government or a "patrimonia l kingdom" in 
whidl the family : 

ifil grow by multiplication of chiklrf>n. n ih" by gellttalion, or adoption; or 
of servanl.S, Oilier by gellertllillu, conqUeit, or voluntary submi.s!iioTl, 10 be 
so great and numerous, ru; in probahitily it may protect itst: lf, Ihen is Ihat 
family called a ptJlrimMu,{ kingdum, or Illonarel,y by acquisition, wherein tht: 
sovaeiglllY is in one man, as il is in a monan:11 made by poIitiml institution. 
So dial whalSOt:Yff rights Ix in lile one, the same also be: in the otller.'16 

Moreover, Hobbes also makcs statemcnts such as "cities and kingdoms. 
are but grea tel" familics,'.:l1 and "a gretdt ftUllil y is a kiugdom, and a lillie 
kingdom a family. "':.!8 He also remarks lhat Germany, like other coun tries 
"in their b<ginllings," was divided bctw«:n a number ofmastcrs offamilics, 
all al war wi th each other.:l'J Suchsttdtements have been treated as e\.idenee 
that Hobbes was a patriarchillistl ike Filmcrand that his nalural condi tion 
was composcd of families nol individuals. Such an interprctation Ie-tlves 
unanswered the questions of how the transfonnat.ion COmcs about from 
mother-right 10 thc patriarchal family in the state ofnaturc and how the 
ftdmily is gellertlled. 

Chapman has stresscd Ihal Hobbes's famil y is an artificial, political 
institution mther than a natural social lOnn, but its extr.mrdinary ehardcter 
consists in more than a conventional, polilKa l origin. No tdltention is paid 
to the most bil';arre aspect of Hobbes's account of Ihe family because 
conjugal right and thc position of a wife aT{' ignored . Indeed , the scholars 
involved in the debate about Hobbes and the family have not paused to 
wonder how thrrc Can be wives in the stateofnalure whC'fe there is no law 
of matrimony. Nor have they asked how fam ilies Can come into existence 
whcn marria~ docs not exist and yel marriage is the "origin" of the 
family . Hobbes's "famil y" is very curious and has nothing in commOIl 
with Ih(> families of Filmer's pages, the famil y as found in the writings of 
the othcr classical social contract theorists, or ,is popularly understood 
today. Consider Hobbes's drjinition; in Lroialhan he states that a fami ly 
"consistlsJ of a man and his children; or of a man and his servants; or ofa 
man, amI his children, and servants together; wherein the father or masler 
is tllr sovcreign."30 In De Ciu we find " afalher with his sons and smJlmLJ, 
grown il1lo a civil person by vil"lue of his paternal jurisdiction, is called a 
family ... ~l What has happened to Ihe wife ilnd mother? Only in E,'lttllrnu oj 
Lmv tloC'S he writc that "the father or mothcr of the family is sovercign of 
thr same. ,.,32 But the sovereign cannot be the IllOther, given the conjcctur.t.l 
history of the origin of the family implicit in Hobbes's argument. 

The "nalurdl" chamcteristics postulated by Hobbes mean that long­
term rclatiollships are very unlikely in his state of nature. However, 
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Hobbes s tates in LelJinthnn that, in the war of all against all , "there is no 
man who can hope by his own strength, or wit, to defcnd himself from 
destruction, without the help of confederates."33 Bu t how can such a 
protective confederation be formed in the natur.d condition when there is 
a n acute problem of kccpillg agreonents? lllC: answer is that confederations 
arc formed by conquest. If one male individual manages to conquer 
a!lother in the s tate nf nature the conq ueror will have obtain(.x:I a serva nt. 
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 vielOr. Hobbes d efines dominion or poli tical right a('(Juired 
through force as " the dominion of the master over his scrvant.":U Conqueror 
and COIl(lucrOO then constitute "a liul e body politic, which consisteth of 
two persons, the o ne sovereign, which is called the masIn, or lord; the 
other subject, which is called the servnnl .":l.'> Hobbes distinguishes a scrvant 
from a slave, but his d cfinit ion of a servant makes it hard to maintain the 
dis tinction: "the 'master of the scrvant, is master also of a ll he hath: and 
may exaet the u~e thereof; tha t is to say, of llis goods, of his labour, of his 
servan ts, and of his child ren, as oftcn as he shall think fit .',Jlj 

The mastcr and his slave-serva nt form the little body JXl litie uf a 
defensivc confederation ag-dinst the rest of the in habitants of the s tat,e of 
nature. That is to say, according to Hob hes's definition of a "family," the 
master and his servant form a family. For Hobbes. the origin of the folmily· 
is cntirely conven tional. A '"fam il y" is created lIot through procreatiol1 but 
by con(juest, and a family consists of a master and his servants; that is, all 
those. whatever their age or sex, who fa ll under his absolute jurisdictiun. 
A "family" composed only ofa master and his male servants is a singu lar 
institution and it becomes more singular s till if this male houS<'hold 
COntains children . Hobbes remarks at olle poin t that sovereig nty call be 
established "by na tura l force; as when a man maketh his children, to 
submit themselves, a nd their children to his governmcnt.,,37 C hildren 
have again sprung up like mushrooms, ready 10 submi t to (contract wit.h) 
their fathers. And what of their mo thers; how arc they incl uded in the 
"f<\f11ily"? 111 the natural condition there arc two ways only in which 
sexual relations between fr«:, equal WOIT.en and men ,an take placr. 
Eithcra woman freely contracts toellgagc ill intrrcoursc or she is ou twitted 
and ta ken by force. There is no n::asoll why a wuman should contract of 
her own free will to enter into a long-tcrm sexual rela tions.hip a nd become 
a "wife," that is, to be ill srrvitudt: to- to become the servan t (slave) of - a 
man. In the state of lIaturr a woman is as able as a man lC) defcnd herself 
or to conqurr another to form a protec tive ronfederdtion of master and 
serva nt. Why then docs Hobbes assume that on ly men becom(~ mastcrs of 
serva nts? 

The answer is that, by the time thc original contract is enterOO into, nil 
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the women in the natural condition bave been eonqucred by mell and 
become sen.'all ts. Hobbes is explicit that "dominion amongst men" begins 
in the d efensive confederation or small OOdy JXllitie he calls a famil y, but 
he does nOl spell out that men a lso gain dominion over womell by creatillg 
"fami lil::s ." A conjectural history of how this comes about might run as 
follows. At first, women, who are as strong and as capable as mcn, arc 
able til ensure that sexual rela tio ns a rc consensual. ""hcn a woman 
ocrom('s a mother and decides to become a lord and raise her child, her 
position changes; she is put at a slight d isadva ntage against ,men, s~nce 
now she has her infan t to defend too. Conversely, a mllll obtallls.t slight 
advamag(" uv("r her and is then able to d efeat the woman he had initially 
to trcat with 3..<; an equal. Mothers arc lords in Hobbes's s tate of nature, 
but, paradoxically, for a woman to become a mother a nd a lord is her 
downfall . She has then given an opening for a male enemy to out wit a nd 
vanquish h('r in the ceaseless natural confl ict. Mother-right can ncver be 
more than flel'ting. 

The original political dominion of maternal lordship is <Iuickly over­
come a nd replao.::d by masculine right. Each ma n can obta in a "family" of 
a womall servant and her child . Thus mother-right is overturned and the 
state of nature becomes filled with patria rchal "fami lies." All tlw women 
in the natural condition arr forcibl y incorpordted (which for Hobbes, is to 
say COnlrdet thcmselves) into "famil ies" and become the permanent ser· 
vants of male mastl' rs . The " help" given by women to men in procTC"'ation 
then becomes the unrlld illg help of domestic servitude. The "wife" is 
rclcgdtcd to the s tat us of a helper too JXllitiCdlly insignificant to be worthy 
of listing as a memocrof this peculiar protective association . A story along 
these lines is necessary to r.Xplain the existence of patriarchal "families" in 
the state of nature, and also locxplaill why a patriarchal law of matrimony 
is instituted through the original contract. 

But it is hard to trll a consistent a lld convincing story about women's 
subjection when beginning from the postulate of natuml freedom and 
equality bI~ tween women and mrll.3lI The cOllquest of women would surely 
take more than one gelUTdtion. Some womell, either by choice or the 
accident of nature, would be childless a nd so would remain frcc. Indeed, 
oncc childless women saw the fate of wornell who d ecided to exercise 
matcrnal lordship thL'}' wuu ld , as mtionallx:ings, choose to remain child­
less a nd conserve their naturd l freedom . Free womell would, however, be 
found only in the first grllerdtioll in tbe naturdl cond itioll. Childless 
women would die, a lld all subSC<luent generations of women would be 
bom into servi tude (and so, according to Hobbcs's definition of servitude, 
would be under the ju risdiction of the master). The problem with this 
version of the conjectural history is tbat, if there arc frcc childless women 
in the first gen("ration in lIw natural condition, there is no reason why thcy 
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should nOl form protective confederations of their OWIl by oonqucring 
men, or each other, and so obtaining SCI"\~",nts. Women and men would 
thell wage the wa r of all ag-<linst all as masters of "familics" - and who 
knows who might win in the end? 8uI in Hobbes's theory we do kllOW 

who wins, and thus thefe is only one story that ("".Ill be told. Women must 
aU be conquered in the first gCllcrdlion; there C"dTl be 110 female masters in 
the slate of nature or Olen:: will be no original contract and no law of 
matrimony. 

IV 

The met hod through which Hubbes ctJlIslrucltxl his picture orlbe slale of 
nature meant thai, as a ruthlt:ssly cOllsistt'!!1 theorist, Ill' had tn ~'gill from 
the logiC'dl but shocking premise of an al)S("IICC IIf sexual dominion and 
original mother-righE. BUI Hobbes was wel l aWlIn" as indicatw in the 
passages that I ei red aoov(', lhat, histori('ally, paternal right ami the 
subjoction of wives was the cstablished nlStom . In the fogicil/ bt'ginning, 
all political right is maternal right. In thc hi.tfmull/ b,'Wnning, masculine 
or "patcrnal" right holds sway. Thc story of the def!'"d! of WUIl\f'1I in the 
slate of nature explai ns how patriarchal "families," incorporating all thc 
women, are fonTll.-d through conquest and ruled by "fathers ." This stage 
of tIlt" history of lhe naW!'"dl COndition must I:w reached ifmen an' 10 t' nler 
the original C'Qlllntf'l , ('xcrriS(' their p,liti"dl cn-dlivi ty and f'1"/'ate a new 
phase of history in the form of modern patriarchal society , Cummen tators 
on con traCl theory generdlly take it for gr<l llt(.'d that there arc no problems 
in refcrring to " individuals" cntcring inlO the original contrdcl, so implying 
thai any ur all of th., inhabilants of lhe slate of nalure C'dn participate, 
Some COmnu:nlators are mure (".treful, and Sehod,.;I, fur example, Ilotes 
that in the sev('nteenth century Huhers of families Wf're assumed to have 
scaled thc original pact. He ;t.rgues that Hobbes shared this assumption. 
Despite Hobbes's usc oftr.tditional patri;t.rdlallangu;t.ge, his "families" arc 
not ruled by men as fathers but by men as mas lers. Masters of fami lies 
rule by virtue of contract (conqucst) nOi the ir p;ten;';tl , procreative calla· 
city, Men as masters - or as free ;t.nd cqu.1I men - el1t('r inlo the original 
conlrdet Ihal constitutes civil society , \ 'Vomcn, now in subjection, no 
longer have the necessary standing (thcy arc 110 longer free and equal or 
"individuals") to lake part in creating a lIew civil society. 

The civil law of matrimony, which upholds conjugal right , is created 
through the original pac!. Politicdl theorists consistently omit to men tion 
one of the most remarkable f(".t tures of Hobbes's politic.tl theory , Hobbes 
makes it qui Ie dear that conj ug'.t l right is 1I0t nalurdl , COI~ugal right is 
created through the original COntract ;t.nd Sl) is a polilicn/ righ!. The right is 
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deliberately cn:atoo by the men who bring civil society into being, The 
olher elassic contrdettheorisls presuppose that the instit ut ion of marriage 
exists na turodlly and that conjug'".tl relalions are nonpolitic.tl rcl ;t. tions, 
carri('(l over into civil sociely. In Hoblx:s's theory, thc law of matrimony is 
created as part of the civil law, Contempomry political th(:oris15, too, take 
for grdn led tha t the structure of the instiluliall of marri:tgc is nonpolitical 
and SO they pay 110 attcntion to col~ug-.t1 right. Hobbes's political theory 
makes dCM whal the othN' classic f'OllIrdct stories, and ronlempor.try 
commentaries O i l contract theory, leave implicit: thallhe original contraci 
is nOi only a socin/ rol1lr.tct thaI constitutes Ihe civil law ;t.nd political right 
in th(' S('lIse of (stah') guvefllmCllt; it is also a StJrULl/ controdet thai institutes 
politic.t l right in IllI' fi,rm of pa.triarehal - masculine - power, or govern­
ment by men, a power e~erdsed in large part as conjuf\.tl right. 

Hobbes stales Ihat in nvi l sudety the husband has dominion "because 
for the most part commonwcahhs have b('en erected by thc lathers, not by 
the mothers offamilics.":J<J Or ag-din, " in ;t.1I cities ... constituted offnlhus, 
not lIIofhtrs goveming their f;t.milit·s, the domestiml command brlongs to 
the m;t.n; and such a contmel, if it be made according 10 Ihe civil laws, is 
called matrimony.,,4(1 If frec and ('(lUllI WfllTle ll cou ld cnter the original 
eontr.tct there is 110 rC'dson wha tsoever why they would agrcr to CT(;odte a 
civi l law that secures their J:Ij'rmannll subj('f."tion as wivcs. Matrimonial 
law takes a patriarchal form bCf'ause Inm have made the origin;t.1 colltrdCt. 
The fact that thc law of mat rim o ily is part of the civil law provides ~mother 
rC'.tsolJ for self-interested individual meu 10 make a collective agreement. 
I n addition to socuring their natur.tllibt·rty, 111m as (/ stx have an inlerest in 
a politic.t.I mechanism which secu res for them colleetivdy the rruits of the 
conquests mad(' severdlly by each m;t.1l in till' natur.tl condition. Through 
the civil institution of marriage they can all lawfully obtain the familiar 
" helpmcct" alld gain the sexual ;t.nd dOlTII slic services of a wife, whose 
pcrmancnlservitude is now guamntccd by the law and sword of Lcviathan. 

Hobbes had no wish to challenge the law of matrimony or his Own day, 
embodied in the common law dOctrine of roverlurr. Thc law of CQverture 
was given classic expression by Sir William BlacksWI1f' in his CommmlllritS 

on Iht Laws of Eng/nnd in the eigh ll.'f:lllh Cf'lltury. Ulldt'f Nlverlurc, a wife 
had no independent juridie .. 1 existenef'; she was a civilly dead beillg, 
absorbed inlO the person of her husband. No 1.111(.', it Wt)uld seem, could fail 
to be struck by the lcg-dl powers given to hushands, wht;thcr ill Blackstone's 
gloss 011 the lawor in marilal prdetice- pow('fS that ('a ll on ly bccumparcd, 
as they were regularly comparcrl by feminists in tlll' lIillf'tn'l1th N'ntury, til 
those of slave-masters. 4 1 Yel p:uriarc:hy runs so dttply ill the C(Hllempurary 
tiloor('tiC.t1 consciousncss that Chapm;t.n comments (echoing Biac:ksIOlH') 
that " the most striking feature of the COmmon law family is the li itbilitirs 
atta('hed to the m;t.n, partif'ularly rclfMding the acts of his wife aud 
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scr\'anlS."4~ Now, if women had made the original ('Ull lnlf"l, civil law 
might well rc:ncel the fact and aUa("h a ll manlier of " liabi lities" to men. 
But wt: did not make it, and could not ha\'(" made i i , and so " the mOSt 
siriking feature" of ("OVerture is the juridicailloncxislcnce of a wife (just as 
she disappears in Hobbes's defin ition of the "family" in Ill(" stale of 
nature). The liabilities of the husband tha t impress Chapman a rc Ih(' 
other side of the wife' s subjection. " Liabililirs" arc Ih(' price the husband 
pays fOf" being a master, tha t is, a prulcClor. The mos t fundamenta l 
premise of Hobbes's poli tic::a l theory is ,h ... , no individual will giv(" up Ihe 
"h r,r ' ,,'j ng t o sc -protection . .. In the s late of nature women too have Ihis right 

bUI in civil society wornell as wivf'S have gi\'(~ n up (been fora.-d to give up) 
this right in favour of the " pmtN'tilin" of their husband - and husbands 
are now protected by the swonl of Leviathan . 

Students of Hobbes 1.111 not usually make a connection between the 
original overthrnw of motllt'r-right ,I nd the csiabiishmcill or Levialilan. 
The crucial politic'al sign ificil llCi' of thc colltlucst of women in thc natural 
eOlldition is that, uHkss till' defcat occurs, Leviathan is impossible to 
ellvisage. The cOIuuror Hubbt·s is far too dC\.'cr a wizard for his p<llriarchal 
sucC('Ssors a nd IIll' trick is n(Vl:r remarked un in discussiOlls of his thcory. 
If women took pan in the original ronlnict the awesome figure of the 
mortal god Levia than cf)uld nOI be created. Leviatha n c.m be brought into 
being only if paniripatioll in his gellcnttion is amfined 10 mcn. The 
creation of civil society is an act of masculine political birth; men have no 
need of a " hrlpe-r" ill political g("OI:r.tlion. I n the state or na lurc, indivKluals 
arc diflcrentiated on ly by thrir sex; that is to say, by their bodily fo rm (in 
strrngth, r.ttio na lit y a lld prudl'nre there is 110 politically significant differ­
ence betwccn individuals with female bodies and individuals wiw male 
bodil's) . Hobbes's acooull t IIf thc institution of Leviathan makes 5('115(: 
only if the participa nts in 11t(' uriginal COIltf'.tCI all havl' t~ same bodily 
r~" 

' 111(' c:re-.uion of Leviathan, Hobbes tells us, il1\'olvo; "more than conSClll, 
or concord ; it is are-oi l ullity of them a ll, in one and the same pcrson.',H 
\ Vhen men ('Case to b!' a mere naturAl multi tude a nd transform them­
selves through thl' ar t of l'Ol1lr.tct into a unified body, or body politic, 
bound togctilf'r through the conven tional bonds of contr.tct and civil law, 
their unity is represented in a very liter.tl scnse by the person of their 
(absulutl') master and ruler, Levi,tth,U1 . They crcate him " to bear their 
pl'fSOn," and, Hobbes states, "i t is the Imi(y or the represcnter, not the uni(y 
orthe reprcsemrd, that rnaketh the persun ~."1$ No such unity would ~ 
possible if bo th sexes took part in the consti tution of Leviathan _ there 
cou ld be no representative figure who could represent the "person," the 
bodily form, ofooth sexes. Men must be rcpre5(:lltcd and their civil uni ty 
given litem l symboli. pc'l'Sonifiealion by one of their own kind. Similarly, 
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" private bodics" arc a lso represen ted by olle person, and Hobbes uses the 
cXilmplr of"all families, in whi ch the fa ther, ur master ordereth the whok 
fam ily." Husband alld wife C.tnnol govcntjointly in the fa mily; there Coin 
be one master Dilly. and the husband is the necessary "one person reprt"­
scntativc" of the fami ly in ovil society. HI An act of masculine J>O'i tic.t1 
birth ere-.ttes civil beings a nd their sovereign in the image of their makers 
(only Adam, the firsl man, through the h,lIId of God, could genera te a 
woman). If the repreS('ntCT is to be unified, hr must be he. To attempt to 
reprcscll t both sexes within the figure of 0111." master would be 10 dissolve 
his unity and unelless alld 10 shaller politic-oil order. 

v 

Hobbes turned classi. into modern patriarch y but scver;lI features of his 
argumeTlt worked againsl him becoming a founding fat her of modem 
patriarchal thcory. Furexamplc, Hobbes nl'galro Filmer's ~trguments but 
that was not suffi.il·nl 10 create till' th(;ory required for civil patriarchy. 
Hobbes tumed Filmcr's social bonds into their opposite. Filmer saw 
fam ilies and kingdums a.~ homologous and bound together through the 
na tuf'AI, procreative puwer of thr father. Hobbt:s saw fitmilies a nd king­
doms as homologous, but as bound togcther through the COllventional tic 
of contf'dC!, or, what fur Hobbes is the same thing, the force of Ihe sword. 
Hobbes a lso agreed wilh .'ilmcr tha t sovereignty must be absolu te - but 
sovcreignty in lhe sla ll ', nut in priva te bodies. Civil fa lhers and masters 
arc not miniature Leviathans. Their powers run o nly so fa r as permitted 
by Leviathan's laws and his sword. Leviathan thus rlJablcd Hobbes to 
offer a solution 10 the probkm tha t dogged Filmer's classic patriarehalism. 
Hinton has noted that if fathers wcre kings Ihen there cou ld be no king 
with true monarehit.'31 puwer:H Hobbes's civil masters canno l detract 
from We absolute mastery uf Levialhan. Hobbes's solution, however, 
retained absolutism in thl' state, thc form of political right Ihat, as Lockc 
argued, had to be replaced by limited •• onstit ut iollal govemmenl in a 
properly civil order. 

The absolute power of u-viathall's swcrd was not thc only problem 
with Hobbes's patriarchalism. Hobbes was too rcvcaling abo!,!t civil society. 
111e political charactcr of colu ugal right was expertly concealed in Lockc's 
separ.t lion of what he C".tl lt-d "ra(('rnal " power from politicdl power and, 
ever sincc, most political till'o ri sts, wha tever their views aooul other forms 
of subordination, have acrrplcd tha t tho powers uf husbands derive from 
nature and, hence, arc not political. Not only are a nt nge of important 
questions about domina tiun alld subjection ill our Own sociC'ty Ihus sup­
pressed. but some othrr important Iluestions a hout the "origi n" of civil 
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society arc also neatly avoided . In the paSllwodccttdcs, individualism ofa 
ntdical, Hobbcsiall kind has become very inllucmial, alt ho ugh the abso­
lutist conclusions Ihal Hobbes drew from his individua list premises arc 
rejected in favour of a view of the s ta le as a minimal , prOicclivc a:;so­

dationYJ The associa tion is held to have a legitima te origin in voi u,uary 
transactions bclwcrn individuals in the Slale of ",n urc. I n the filial chapter 
o f uuiothan. Hobbt.'S wri lCS that " ,here is scarce a rommOllwf"'dhh in tm: 
world, whose beginnings call ;n conscience be j us tified. ".J!I Hobbes's 
"beginning" oC tile original contraCt between men C<ln only bc juslificd if, 
as he believed, political order d epended. 011 the crcclirm of U'Viathan. 
Without Leviathan , and from Hobt)t~s's s tarling ptJiu! of fn.'(· and equal 
women and men, a voluntary bcgillniHg might be pc.l'i-'i ih k . Sueh a Story 
could not be w id by poli tical theoris ts who acknowledge only half the 
original contr.tet ( the social oontr.tct) and thus endorse patriarchal right. 
The o rigin of the patriarchal protective sta ir in Hu bbes's theory lies in the 
conquest and sl:rvitudc of women ill the s ta te uf nature and ill their civil 
subjec tion and d omestication as wivl:s . 

Hobbes's thcory is a ll early vcrs ion of thr argument, presen ted in the 
later nine tttnth and early twentieth {Tn turie; in clahom tc detai l and with 
reference to much cthn~rdphic data , thai civili ... .<ttioll and politica l society 
resulted from thcovttthrowofmOl.hcr-righl and the triump h of patriarchy. 
The silences and omissions of ContcmporAry political theory a nd the 
s tandard rc-dding5 of H obbes's texts do nothing to qucstion I.hal argu mcJl t. 
Scholars do nOI mention the problems about women and Ihe civil order 
arisi ng from Hobbes's theory and the subSt"juent development of contrac t 
theory . For example, why has cOI~uga l righl llever been SCC II as politica l 
when every other form of power has tx~1l subjected to the elosest scru tiny 
a nd judgment? Why is women's exclus iun from the original pact not 
mentioned in most discussions ofoontrdct theory? Jf \\'Omen can take no 
part ill the original contract what is their status as panics to the marriagt': 
contract? Has Hobbes's identification of enforced su bmiss ion with consent 
(cOlllract) any rel('vance to prcsclLHlay sexual relations? By lhe h<1,<inning 
of the eightccnth CClltUry, when, a(,cording to political theorists today, 
patriarchalism had come to an end, Mary Aw~1l asked, " if all Mm Qrt born 
Frtt, how is it tha t a ll \Vumen arc hom S law~s?":;U Most politicalthcorists 
h ave yet to rccogni:f.f' tile rxistcncc or relevance of ASldl 's q ucst ion - or 
the politic-dl sign ifi(",dnce of the fact that Hobbes did not think tha i wc were 
so horn. 
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Early Liberal Roots of Feminism: 
J ohn Locke and the Attack on 

Patriarchy 
Melissa A . Butler 

In early seventeenth-century England, patrian:halism was a dominant 
world view.' II was a fully a niculatcd thl'Ury which expressly acc;ountro 
for a ll social rcla tions- king-su bjcct, fa ther-child, master-seIVant, c'te.­
in patriarchal terms. Si r Roben Filmer alld otht:r patriarchal writers 
insisted that the king I'uled absolutely, the divinely ordained fa ther of his 
people. No one waS born frcc; everyone was born in subjc:ction to some­
patriarchal su perior. £ad! individual human being O)IJ ld find his or her 
proper place by ronsuhing patri<l rchal thco!)', Places were no t mallCfS 01' 
individual cho ice but were assigned a(:roroing 10 a d ivinely ordainrd 
pattern sct down at the Crc;.tion. 

By the end of the scvcn!ccnth (;c ntury, the patriarchal world view had 
crumbled. II was replaced by a new understanding of human nature.nd 
of social and political organization. Whigs such a s Sidney, Tyrrell and 
Lode g rounded political power in acts of conSCllt mad~ by frec-~m 
individuals. Contract and individual choice supplanted bulh and dIVuW' 
designation as crucial factors in social and political analysis. These ehaftRCS 
raised problems conceming the status ofwomcn in the new order. ~~ lint, 
liberal theorists resisted the suggestion that the old assigned poSlI1on of 
women migh t have to be a bandoned. The cham pions of consent thc'Ol'f 
saw no need to s(;cun: the consent of women, Yet their ('Tilics insisted thal 
excluding women viola ted the very theoT)' of human nature o.n wh~ 
liberalism was bascd , Eventually, libel"dls would be forel'{l to bnng their 

views on women in to line with thcir theory IJfhuman Ilatun'. TT~h,i~~',~:.:;~i 
image of women certainly played a pari in that shift in 0 

which paved the way for the sexual rcvolutiun. 
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The Statement of Patriarchy: Sir Robert Filmn 

Full-blown patriarcha l political theory was occasioned primarily by the 
turbulence of seventeenth-century English politics, but patriarchal ideas 
and intimations eould be fou nd in poli tical writings long before they 
rcccivcd more systcmatic theoretical expression in the writings of Sir 
Robert Filmer? 

In that era of "divine right kings," the legi timacy of a mona rch's cla im 
to absolute rule cou ld be proved if the source of a divine gl",mt of power 
cou ld be round. Patriarchal political theory satisfied this nccd. It offered 
an explana tion of the historical origins of the king's poli tical power and of 
the subject'S political obligat ion. By tracing the king's power back to 

Adam, the theory provided more than mere historical j ust ification; it 
provided divine sanction. 

The explanation derivcd its effectiveness from a general awareness of 
the obvious truth whi ch patriarchal ism told ,3 The patriarchal family 
expericnce was universal. The family patriarch was a universally-acknow­
ledged authority figure with immcnse power. By linking the aut hority of 
the king with the authority of the father, a theorist oould immediately 
clarify the nature of a su~oc"s political obligations. Moreover, monarchical 
power grounded in patriarchal power look 01\ the legitimacy of that least 
challengeable social institution, the fa mily, ' l1 \e linkage of paternal and 
monarchical power provided a means ror transccnding any intemlcdiate 
loyalties a subject might have. Absolute, patriarchal, monarchical power 
was vested in the king, It waS to the king, no t to the local nobility, that 
loyalty and o bedience werc rightfully owed. 

Patriarchalists insisted that God , nature and history were o n their side. 
.'or proof, one nc«! only oonsu h the Book of Genesis. Not on ly was 
Genesis divinely inspired, it was a lso the o ldest possibll' historical source: 
and the best guide to man's natufC.4 There, in the Genesis account, was 
the evidence that God had created Adam in His image - palriareh and 
monarch He created him. 

'Ibe gT'"ddual unfOlding of biblical history showed that the basic institution 
of patri.archy, the patriarcha l ramily, had 1I1ways been a fundamental 
bture ofsocict y. ' l1u'OughoutJuc!t:o-Christian society, family life, bolstered 
by maniage and divorce laws, primogeniture and p l'Operty rules, continued 
thoroughly patriarchal down to the seven teenth century. !'> 

During the English Civil War, both divine right monarchy and thc 
patriarchal theory which helped support it were severely challenged. In 
rtanion 10 new and ~angerC)us doctrines, .Sir Robert. ~'i lm~r pCIlI.led the 
_-known t~ati!!cs ,n defense of the patnarchal posItion, IOciudlOg 1M 
~->!7 'if' U ..... " MiJad M~ (1648), Ttt,FrrtItoItIn's Crond InqtJu l 
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(1648), and Oburt'(I(iQlIS upon Aristotle, Touching Fowls of CQuN'IImffl l (1652) . 
The work for which he is most remembered , Patriarcha, was begun around 
1640, but was published posthumously in 1680.1

; 

To elaborate his patriarchal theory of politics, Filmer turned to both 
classica l and constitutional sources. But l~'ilmcr's most important , mwu 
authoritiitivc source was always scri pture. The scriptural a rguments fo r 
monarchy illustratt; the most literally patriarchal aspects of Filmer's 
thought . In brief, his account of the biblical origins and justifications of 
patriarchy was as follows: 

God ercatcd oo ly Adam, and ora piece ofhirn made the woman; and lfby 
generation from them two as pa riS uflhem, ... 11 mankind be propagated : ir 
also God ga\"f' to Adam nOi (lo ly the dominion o\'f'T the woman and the 
chi ldren thai should bsue frum t hcm, bUI a lso over the whole earth 10 
SUIxILlf' ii , and nv(,- a ll thf' creaTUres on it , so thai as long as Adam li\'('(1 no 
man could claim or enjoy anything but by donation , assignarion, or per­
mission from him.1 

Again antI again throughout his wnrks Filmer recalled tbc divine grant 
of paternal, monan:hic:al power to Adam. Filmer drew upon the Book of 
Genesis, specifically Gencsis I :28, when he claimed that " the first guvern­
ment in the world was munarchical in the f>t lhcr of aU Acsh."1! 

As critics from Filmer's own (:emury were on ly too happy to observe, Sir 
Robert had erred in his biblica l analysis. Filmer had assigned all power to 

Adam, but God had given dominiOll to Adam and Eve. The divine grant 
of power in Genesis I :28 was made to " them," ostensibly the male and 
female whose creation had been announ(;cd in the pre(:cd ing verse. Sir 
Robert had to tamper with the lext because the origin .. l g ran t of power 
detailed in Genesis I :28 was nOl, as he maintained , an exdusivt· grant of 
private mOllarchica l dominiun given to Adam, the patriarch. 011 the 
contrary, the blessing was given to bot h the mali' and the female. 

If evide n<.:e for the patri;:m:hal tllI.:ory oould 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_ ~ 

Indeed, in the Annr"ry. t' ilmer did refer to these lines as proof that "God 
ordained Adam til rule over his wife ... and as hers so all theirs that 
should come ofher."9 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 fall en Ilature. 
Filmer hoped to show that the humall hierarchy was cstablished in the vvy 
beginning. Each passing second made monarchical power appear less 
natural, and shanxI dominion more legitimate. Consequemly, Filmer 
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preferred to ins i ~t that Adam WaS monarch oftlle world from the vel)' firs t 
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 subjcrt to Adam before 
he sinned; the angels who arc of a pure nature, arc su bject to God."10 

Genesis was not the only biblical souree of patriarchal theory. The 
Decalugue, too, sclved to support patriarchal political authority, according 
to Fi lmer: "The power of the government is settled 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 h<' observed."!! 
Filmer's omi ssion is obvious. In service of political pat riarchalism, the last 
half oflhe fifth commandment was d ropped. All honor due to mother was 
rorgottcn. 

FilmeT and the Contract Theorists 

Filmer 's selcrtive quotation was not overlooked by his critics. In the 1680s 
Whigs severely attacked Palrinrcha by dredging up one bibli(:a l reference 
after another to prove Sir Robert had flagntlltly abused scriptural texts to 
support his thcory.' :l ln the eyes of his fellow Englishmen who shared his 
world view, Ihe only way Sir Robert tould Ix: refut ed waS by destroying 
his scriptural bitse. 13 

In the coursc of the seventeenth century, standards of evidence and 
styles of a rgument changed dramatically . Fomls of argument which had 
bCt'n pcrrectly acceptable in ea rlier political discourse wefC' rcjC'(~ted in 
favor of ncwcr "r<ltil)nal" arguments. AlthnugllJohn t"x;ke would champion 
the new mode of thought, the old foml still had a hold on him. Locke took 
Filmer's biblical argumen ts seriously, as challenges 10 be met and uver­
come. Locke's attack 011 Filmer, though inrom pletc, gives the impression 
that once the biblical criticism was finished , he believed Filmer stood 
reruted and the a ttack on contract theory n:·bultl:d. This waS no t ncrcssari ly 
truc. H 

Filmer staunchly insisted that man was not by nature free. Rather, man 
was born to subjection: "Every mall that is born is so far from being free­
born that by his very birth he becomes a subject to him that begets 
him ."I!> 

By looking to the Garden oft:den, t'ilmer thought he cou ld demonstrate 
the trulh abuut natural man and his natural forms of assoc:iation, but his 
assertion did nOl rC<.'Cive its force solely from the scriptural account. Sir 
Robert a lso relied on constitutional and classical sources tn complement 
his biblical l.'\'K!encc. MoK imponantiy. however, his elaims were 
strengthcned hy their appan:nt empirical relcvance. The paternal power 
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nflhc rather 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 Ix' continued 10 the end of the world, a natural 
right of a supreme Father over C\'cry multlludc."lti 

There WltS absolutely no room in patriarchal theory for frc<'-born in· 
dividuals . Government cou ld not begin with an acl of oonSCfH made by 
frcc and equal individuals in a s lale of nalUre. Filmer insisted thai such 
government could be based 011 no more than myth. Furthermore, he 
insisted that contract theories which advancro such a myth would be 
replete wilh contradictions and logical fallacies . 

Filmer offered a thcory which was truly comprehensive and coherent, 
one which provided a place fo r every individual in society. His opponents, 
on the olher hand , were rM less able to provide a satisraClory accommoda­
tion ror all Ihe individuals and groups whieh made up scvcntccm h­
century English society. They wished to destroy the patriarchal base or 
monarchy, and sever the connection between patriarchali sm and divine­
right politics, yet they were unable to rejCC:1 less comprehensiv(' rorms of 
patriarchalism as basic organizing principles of government and society. 
They developed a new theo!), or human nature, but did not rorscc or 
develop the implications or that theory, 

Despite their cri ticisms orpatriarchalism and their arguments based on 
consent, neither Edward Gee nor Algernon Sidney nor JOImcs Tyrrdl, nor 
his rricnd, John Locke, were willing to allow participation to all comeTS, 
Tyrrell , ror example, wished to limit participation to male property ownCJS, 
Locke, as MaePherson .. rgues, would have limited panidpation to the 
dcnlOnstrably rational (read "acquisitive" ) dasscs. 11 But these limitations 
were swept away b)' historical actualities OVL"T the next two centuries, 
Righls 10 polit ical participation were graduOIlly extended to all men and 
subsequent ly 10 0111 women, Indeed, Filmer father than Locke or Tyrrell, 
proved the beller predictor or the historical course plotted by tile liberal 
logic when he wrote o r government by the IXOple: 

Ifhul ont! mOln 1)1' I?:dudcd, the 5llnw: reason that c:>idudl.'S 011<: mOlrl, may 
exclude many huncln~Js, alld mallY thousands, ),ca, and thc major pari 
itsc-II; irit Iw: ...:itmtltd, thai tht people art C)r l. .... ·tr ..... '·rt fr("(' hy naturc, and 
110t tu be gt"'crned , hili by th('ir own O)llst:nt, it is m051 UI~USl to (,xchwlc' 
any OIlI" man from his right in go\"ernment.l~ 

NClune could be exdudetl from IX)litical participatiOll ir contract theorists 
were to remain true to their principles. Filmer understood that in speaking 
or "the people" OInd their 11001OrOil liberty, one had to talk OIbout all 
mankind , 

Though conlract theorists came to constder their theories as logical or 
moral rather than as historical, Filmer used the historical problems orthe 
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social contract in an attempt to undermine the logio:. l and moral status or 
the theory. Filmer insisted tha tlhe stOlte orlliiturc and the social contract 
became logically and historically unllcccptabic doctrines ir "the IXOple" 
were to be equated with "a ll mankind." Furthermore, he belicvro Ihat 
contract thcorists themselvcs would recoil whell rOlccd with the rull im­
plications of their theory. 

Filmer demanded to know Ihe details or Ihe great meeting wlwre the 
contract was approved. When did the meeting oceur? Who dCt..ided the 
time and place? More importantly, he wanted to know who waS invited. 
Fi lmer saw these as serious problems ror ronSf"nt theorists since: 

Mankind is likc the SCll, 1."\'l"r c>bbing and flm .. ·ing C:\'l.T)· n,illluc 011<: is IXlI"n 
another dics; t~ that arc the P(."opl(- this minute are not the people thl." 
nf:xl minute, in ' :\"f!ry instant an<I poinl of rim" tlt("Il' is a variation: no o~ 
time G ill be irwlifTcrrnt lOr all of mankincl to assemble; il cannot bill be 
mischcvious always al h'ast 10 0111 infanls and cltlwrs \lillie!" Ihl" OIg.: of 
diS(:rl"tion; 1"101 10 speak ofwowcn . • :specially ..irgills, ..... ho by birth ha,·c as 
moch natural 1r..uIom a.~ allY other and rh"rditT!' Clught not IU lose their 
liberty without th.·ir eonsclll . r ~ 

Filmer's attack WOlS nil longer simply historical; il waS now logical and 
moral as well. It was dear to him that irthe "natural rrccdom" ormankind 
was to be. taken seriously, obviously the natural rrccdom or women and 
children wou ld have 10 be considered . Ir women and children were rrcc, 
they would have to be included in any sort or compact. "Tacit consent" 
was an impossibility, OInd was rejected by Filmer as "uoreasonable" and 
"unnaturaL" Simply 10 "conelude" the \'otcs or children, ror example, in 
the votcs or parents would not be adequate:: 

Thill remedy may cure sotn<: parI ofrlw mischicf, hut it destroys Ihe whole 
cause, and a( las t slmoblts upun tht Inl<' ol'it!in<ll llf go ... nmn<:nt , 1-'01" ifit Ix: 
a1I0Y0'crl that the acts of Ih-t partfllS bhwl the cllildrcn, then far("\\·tll (he 
doctrine of the Oi'llllral rn .. -dom or mankind; whl!'/"(' ~ 1I1 ~c"Cliclll nf children to 
parents is nalural therc C'.tI1 be no OOltural rrc-.:<iom.<\U 

Filmer would probably have agreed that the ~ame line ofrcasoning could 
be used 10 analyze tht relationship or women to lhe social COlllract. 

Filmer's tedmique in this instance was one or his ravoritcs - rtduclio ad 
abJurdum. His aim was to show the absurdilY orthe concept "consent of all 
the people," He insisted that "all the people" must be taken at race value. 
h must include groups or people generall)· ac(;ounted unfit for such 
decision making, that is, children, servants and womer!. Eaeh or these 
groups had been accorded a platt within thl" social OInd political theory or 
patriarehy. Each group's place WOlS in accord with a trOldillonal evaluation 
of its status. 
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TIII1S{' who asserted the natural freedom of all ma nkind upset the 
appk'Ca rl. Ifmen were bom frcc and equal , status could not be ascribed at 
birth, bot would have to be achieved in life. IfFilmcr's opponents were to 
be c:onsislcllI, new polili(:a l rolt'S would have 10 be opened up for those 
previously j udged politically incomlXlcnt. This consequence waS never 
fully ckar to Filmer's critics. ' l1xmgh Tyl'1l'll and Sidney criticizro Filmer's 
p<luiarchalism, they were nut ready to break with all the tr .. ppings 
of patriarchy. Consequently, they racal Oldditional difficu lties when 
they tried to acroum for the political obligation of the politicAlly in­
competcot. 

They maintained [hal thcobligation ofdiscnfranchiscd groups stemmed 
from their nurture, from the debt of gratit ude owed to the go,rcmmcnt for 
their upbringing and education. Members of these groups had no actual 
voice and were themselves never expected to give free consent to the ir 
governmen t. Yet still they were held to be obliged - out of gratitude. 

This sort of obligation theory is not far removed from Filmer'~. The: 
natural duties of Filmer's king were "summed up in a universal fatherly 
care of his pcople."ll The king prcserved, fed , elOlhed , instructed, a nd 
defended the whole commonwealth. Government by contract would do 
the same things for those who were not part of the con tract. In return for 
these services a lone, poli tical nonparticipan ts owed "a higher Obligation 
in conscience and gratitude." No participation , no express consent was 
necessary 10 put an end to their natural frcedom. 

A third p roblem was created for both Filmer and his cri tics \ ... hen the 
questions of participation and mo narchical suo;cssion wen· r.onsidered 
together. Filmer did not usc patriarchal theory to challengr women's 
claims to the throne. His cri tics, especially Sidney, seized upon his silence, 
protest ing that Filmer would allow even women and children to rule as 
patriarchs. I~atriareha l thcory enthroned " the next in Blood, without any 
regard to Age, Sex or ot her Quali ties of the Mind or Body."71 

Wh ig theorists did not render Filmer's arguments less damaging to 
their cause, bUI they did turn them back on patriarchal theory. To Filmer, 
contract theory was absurd because it entailed thr partil..ipation of pol it ie­
ally unfit groups in the formation of government and society. To Whigs, 
the patriarchal posit ion was outrageous beca use it risked giving a single, 
similarly incompetent individual absolute unchecked dominion. 

To summarize, both Whig and patriarchal theoris ts used the position of 
women as a critical tool in evaluating competing theories. Both Whig a nd 
patriarchal theorists had to lind places ror women in their theories. Each 
cri ticized the other for the role and Status cvclltuaJly assigned to women. 

In efrcet, \\-'higs substitutt;d a community or many palliarchs fOI· Filmer's 
supreme patriarch. Filmer, the patriarch, realized immediately that this 
simple substitution alone was much less than was required by the doctrine 
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of naturallreedom of all mankind . Slowly, over the next two centuries, 
even liberal thinkers would be drawn In the sanle conclusion . 

Locke's Attack on Puriarchy 

While othe r Whig wri ters simpl y tlcclarcd that their theories necessitated 
no new roles ror women, J ohn Loc ke treated the problem somewhat 
differe ntly. He was amo ng the first tO St'nsc the inhe rent contradiction in a 
" li beralism" based on the natural freedom of mankind, which accorded 
women no grcaler freedom tha n a llowed b) patriarehalism. 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 individUa list principles very seriously, even when they 
en tailed an admission that women, IOU, might have to be considered 
" individuals.H 

Clearly LlCke was not iutercstcd in cre<l ting a world in which all were 
equal; in his view, there would always he dilTerelll.."CS a mong indi\'idual.~. 
The key quc:;.t iun hen ' ('111lt:CnlS the cx tent tu which a 1...AlCkcan sllCiety 
would di scriminate on the basis of sex. \Vould the fact that somc <lrc more 
equal than Ulhers nccessarily be detCllllined hy traditionally a.. .. signed sex 
roles? 

Fi lmer's patriarchal theory included a Jl4trticular view of the status of 
women, based on biblical argumc·nts, S(I Locke's refutation had til deal 
with that vi(.ow. Conccrn ing the Ix nedielion of Gt.:ncsis 1:28, Locke notoo 
that it was bestowed on "more than one, fOl" il was spoken in the Plural 
Number, Gnd b lcs..'iCd Ihtm and said unto 1"',,/, Have Dominion. God sa)'s 
unto Afimn and ElM, Have [)uminilm."v This al)!;ument introduced the 
possibility tha t AdO'lm 's dominion wa..'1 not exdusive but was shO'lred with 
Eve. Further, Eve's subjection to Adam need not h;",r prevented her from 
exercising dominio n over the things of the Earth. Eve, too, might have had 
propcny rights. 

In the fifth chO'lpter or the Firj·/ Trtatiu, (.ode argued against" Adam's 
title to Sovereignty by the Su t~l:ct ion of Eve." He took issue with Filmer's 
usc ofGencsis 3: 16 ("And thy desire shall be to thy Husband and he shall 
rule over thcc"'). Thost' words, Lx:ke objected , were a "punishment laid 
upon Evc." Furthermore, these words were lIot ('ven spoken to Adam. The 
moment artcr til(' great transgression, Locke noted , "was Ilot a time when 
Adam could expect any Favours, anygralll ofl'riviledgcs rrom his offendoo 
Maker." At most, thcCUfS'· would "conl..'Crn tile f'em<l lt· Sex only;' through 
Eve, its rcprcscntative.:'N 

Here, Locke argued that Genesis 3:16 onCrcd no evidence of a general 
grant of power 10 Adam O\'Cr all mankind. By limiting the curse to Eve 
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anti to women, Locke effectively removoo males from the sway of the 
patriarchal monarch. Bul he went even further, and suggested that the 
arguments for the subjection ofwomcn based on the Genesis 3:16 passage 
could be faulty. 

First, the subjection of women carried no political import . The curse 
imposed "no more [thanj that Subjection they (worne-nl should ordinarily 
be in to their Husbands. " But even this limit on women's freedom was not 
immutable and w uld be o,,'crcomc: 

There is here no more Law In ohlige a \Vulna" \<) ~uch a Subjection, iflh.: 
CirolmslancC5 either ofhef Condition or Contr<ICt with hn Husband should 
excmpt her fru ln ii , thell then: is , thar she should bring forth hc r Childrcn in 
Sorrow and Pain, if' here could be found a remedy for ii , which is also pan 
of rhe same Curse upon her.~~ 

Nevertheless, Locke largely accepted til{' empirical faCt of women's 
inferiority and saw it grounded in na LUrt' as ordered by God . He altcmptro 
to avoid theconelusion that Adar:n became Evc's supcrioror that husbands 
became their wives' superiors, yet his effort is fairly weak: 

God, ill Ihis Tf'xt, givtc"S nut , th>l1 1 SIT, an}' AuthoriTY 10 Ad"m ov("r E.'f', or 
\0 Mcn over thcir \ Vivr.-s , but only foretells what should be th r " 'oman's 
1..01, how by his PnwiLlcnce he would ordl'r it so, that she should be: su~icrt 
to her hushanrl as we s.:e Ihat gen.:rally the Law.; of Mankind and cu~toms 
ofN~uions hav(" umered it so; and the ... : is, I grant . a foundarjon in f\a lu",: 
for il."-'6 

Locke was principally intercstro in refuting the idea of a divine gratH of 
authority to Adam. He lived in a world in which the subjection of women 
waS an empirical fact and he willingly yidded to the contemporary view 
that this fact had some foundation in nature. His tone waS hesitant, 
though. Lockc seemro to wish that God had not been responsible for 
women's inferior status. He triro to cast God in the role of prophet rather 
than creator. God merely " foretold" what women's lot would be. Locke 
found it difficult to kcep God in the rolc of innocent bystander, however. 
Where Lock!: admittLu the usc of divine powcr, he tried to remain tentative: 
C:r1Jd, in his Pruvidenec., "would order" social relations so that wives would 
be subjecl to thei r husbands. But God did not give men any kind of 
rightful authority over women. ux;k.· implied th .. t God merely suggested 
one empirical relationship which was subsequently adopted by mankind 
and reinforced by the la\'IIs and customs of nations. Th .. t these laws and 
customs were largely established by males did nol , in Locke's opinion, 
damage the case. It did not seem to bother him that such laws and 
customs offered proof of tile authority which men exercised over women. 
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Locke simply wished to deny Ihat male authority was exerdsed by virtue 
of some divin(' grant. At this point, he had no need to rejcct the customary 
exercise of su eh authority. It was enough to show only that it was human 
and not divine in origin. 

Peter Las lett notes that " Locke's attitude towards the curse on women 
in childbearing is typical of his progressive, humanitarian rationalism.,,:.!1 
But Locke's views on women were also evidcnce of his individualism . 
Though Locke bclicvro there was a " foundat ion in nature" for the limita­
tions on women, he remained faithful 10 the individualist principles which 
underlay his theory. In his view, women were trce to overcome their 
natural limitations; each woman was permitted to strike a better deal lor 
herself whenever possible. 

I n conjunction with his attaCk on Filmer's use or 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, "jwill anyone sayl that either of our Queens Mary or 
Eli~o.btlh had they Married any of their Subjects, had been by this T ex t 
pUI into a Pol itical Subjection to him? or that he thereby should have had 
Monarchica l Rule over her?"tll 

Locke also accused Sir Robert of performing procrustean mutilations of 
"words a nd senses of Authors" .~!.1 This tendency was most evident in 
f'ilmer's abbreviation oflhe fifth commandmcnt. 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 ou!." Filmer had overlook(.'<i 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 fa ther 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. :J(J UhimlttcJy, Locke denied that the fifth commandment had 
any political implications at a ll .3 1 

In this analysis, Locke broke with onc of patriarchy'S strongest tradi­
tions. Political obligation had been j ust ified through the fifth command­
ment. In sevcnteenth-century sermon literature and catechism texts, the 
subject's duty of obedience was fi r mly rooted in this command. Locke 
refuted these arguments, 110t by .-ejeeting scriptural evidenee, but by 
analYl.ing the interpre tations supposedly based on that source, 

This completed the destructive part of Locke's Case. His attack rent the 
fabric of Filmer's theory. Since patriarehalism represented a complete, 
integrated theory ofsodety, an adequate suc<:essor theory would have to 
replan : all its shattered parts. [f a ll social relations could no longer be 
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understood through the patriarchal paradigm, how cou ld the), be under­
stood? Locke's answer came in the StroHd Tr((llisr. 111cre he made his 
positive contribution to the undcrstanrling of social relations. 

Social Relations in the Second Treatise 

For Filmer and his sympathizers then: was only one Iype of power: 
paternal power. This power was, by its nature, 3OO1UIC. Filmer's simplistic, 
uncluttered view of power fit s in perfectly with his analysis of social 
relations. Filmer admittcrl only onc kind ofsocial relationship: the paternal 
relationship. Each member of society was defined by his or her relation 10 

the patriarchs oftlw family and of 1111' nalion . 
Lxkc, however, maintaincrl that there werc many kinds of power and 

many types of social relations . He analyzed several nonpolitical relation­
ships including those or master-servant, master-slave, parent-child, and 
husband-wire.3:o! Eaeh or these forms of association was carefully distin­
guishC<! rrom the political relationship or ruler- subject. Two or the non­
poli tical relationships, namely the parental and the conjugal, n·veal a 
great deal about the status of women in Lockean theory. 

From the very outset of th,· discussion of the parent-child relation, 
Locke rejected tbe terminology of patriarchy, claiming that "[paternal · 
powerl seems so to place the Power ofParcnts over their Children wholly 
in the Father, as if the Mother had no share in it, whereas if we a:msult 
Reason or Revelation, we shall lind she hath an equal Title. . . For 
whatevc:r obligation Nature and the right of Generation lays on Children, 
it must <."Crtainly bind them equal to bOlh the concurrent Causes of it. ,,31 

The basil: argument at the root of hi~ tClminological objection wa~ one 
familiar from the First Trta/ist. Patriarchal theory could not stand ifpower 
were shared by husband and wife. As Locke argued in the Second Trratut, 
"it will but very ill serve the turn of those Men who contend so much for 
the Absolute Power and Authori ty of the Ftllherhood, a ... they call it, that the 
Moth" should have any share in it. ":H 

Locke's examination of the conjugal relationship demand<.-d a more 
extensive analysis oftht· m lcsand status of women in SO(.;cty. He desl:ribcd 
nmjuga l society as follows: 

~jugat Socitty is made by a voluntary C()mpact between Man and Woman: 
tho' it con~ist chiefly in 5uch a Communion ami Right in 011<: iU"lother's 
Bodies, as is Il ffessary 10 its chier End, Procreation: yet it r'raws wilh il 
mllillal Support alii' AssistanC(". alld a Communi()n or Intj:rest too, as 
nrces!;ary nol only to unite their Care, and Affection, bUI also necesSllT)· UJ 

their common Off-spring, who ha.'e a Right to be nourished and maintained 
by them, till !hey an! able 10 provi(k ror theillsdves.;\:"· 
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C<~njugal soci<:ty cxisted among human bc:ill.l,'S as a persistent SOl.iaJ relation­
ship because of the long term of depcndem:y of the offspring and further 
because of the dependency of the woman who "is capabl!- of conceiving, 
and de facto is commonly with Child again, and Brings forth tOO a new 
Birth long before the former is out of .. dependency. ,,36 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 
<.Tcalurcs.,,11 

Though the conjugal relationship began for the sake of procreation, it 
continuC<! for the sake of property. After praising God 's wisdom for 
combining in man an acquisitive nature and a slow maturing process , 

V Locke noted that a departure from monogamy would complicate the 
simple natural eoonomics or tilt" oonjuga l system.:iI:I Though omjugaJ 
society among human beings would be more persistent than among other 
species, this did not mean that marriage would be indissoluhle. Indeed, 
Locke wondered " why tbis Compact , where Procreation and Educatilln arc 
secured, and Inheritance taken care for, may not Ix: made determinable, 
either by consent , or a t a certain time, Of upon certain Conditions, a.'i well 
as any other voluntary Compacts, there being no necessity in tile nature of 
the thing, nor 10 the ends of it, that it shall always be for life.":>!1 

Locke's tentative acceptance of divorct· broughl him criticism over 100 
years later. Thomas Elrington commented that " to make the oonjugal 
union determinable by consent, is to introduce a pmmiseuous (."Oncubin~ 
age." Las1ctt notes that Locke was prepared to go even further and 
suggested the possibilities of lefthand marriage.-t<' In Locke 's view, Ihe 
actual tcrms of the conjugal contract were nOi lixed and immutable: 
"Community of Gevds and the Power over Ihem, mUlual Assistance and 
Maintenance, and o lher things belonging ttl Conjugal Soc;.·ty, might be 
varied and regulated by that Contract, which unites r..hn and Wife in Ihat 
Society as far as may consist with 11rocrcation and the bringing up of 
Children."~t Nevertheless, Locke describt,d whal he took to be the normaJ 
distribution of power in marital relatiollsllips : "The Husband and Wife, 
though they have but one common COIlf.l,rn, yet having different under­
standings will unavoidably sometimes have different wills, too; it thererore 
being necessary, that the last Determination, it . tile Rule. should be 
placed somewhere, it naturally falls to the Marl's share, as tl)(" abler and 
the stroJlgcr."~1 Clearly all rorms of patriarchal ism did not dk with Filmer 
and his fellows . Here, the subjct:tion of womell is not based on Genesis, 
but on natural (Jualilications. Nature had shown man to Ix· the "abkr and 
stronger." Locke's patriarchy was limited, though. Th,... husband 's power 
of decision extended on ly to those interests and properties hdd in common 
by husband and wife. Locke spelled out the limits on the husband's 
power: 
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[His power] [e<!xes Ilu' Wif(' in the lil ll and free pm;session uf what by 
Contract is her Peculiar Rig ht , and gives thl" Hushand no mure power over 
her Life. than she has OVI.'1" his. The PWv:r of lhe fI~Jband being so far frum 
that dan absolute monarch ,hal the Jl1fe has, in many cases, a Li berty to 
upamlt fi-om him ; where m<.1ural RighI or their Contract a llows ii , who::ther 
that Con t!;.c! be made by themselves in the stale of Nature o r by thl' 
Customs or Laws of the Country IIlt1' live in; a nd the Chil(ht'll upon such 
Scp<lra tion fall 10 the Father or MOIher's lo t .. 3li such comfaC! dOl-'S dCler-

. H mme. 

In addition, Locke d istinguishcrl between thcpropcrty rights ofhusband 
and wire. All property in conjugal society waS !lol automatically the 
husband's./\. wife could have property tights not subject to her husband 's 
con(mi. Locke indicated this in a passage on conquest: " For as to the 
\Vifc's share, whether he r own La bour or Compact gave her a Title to it , 
' tis pla in, her H usband could not forfeit what was hers. "+! 

There were several similarities between the conjugal and the political 
relationship. Bolh were grounded in consent. Both existed for the preser­
vation of property. Yet conjugal society was not political socie ty because it 
conferred no power over the life and death of its members. In addition, 
political society cou ld intervene in thl' affairs of conjugal society. M en and 
women in the state of nature were frer to determine the terms of the 
oonjugal contrat:t. But in dvil socie ty these te rms could be limited or 
d ictated by thc "Customs or Laws of till' Country. " 

The extent to which the participants in the parental and conjugal 
relationships could also part icipate in pol itical re lationships remains to be 
considered. W e may gain some insight into thc matter hy following 
Locke's route, that is, by tracing the origins of polit ical powcr from the 
s tatc of nature. 

To Locke, thc state of nature was a "state of perfce! Freedom" for 
individua ls " to order Actions and dispose of thcir Possessions, and Persons, 
as they think Ill." Furthermore, Locke also described the statc of nature 

'" 
A SfI1/t also ol" Eq ualily, whn6n all Ihe Power andJllris<liclion is rn;iprucal, 
no one having more: than anolher: there Ix:illg nothing more cvidenl , than 
that C rralures 01" the sallle specio:s and rank promis(:uollsly horn 10 ",lIlhe 
saine advautagc:li or Nature and Ihe use of the same fal·.uhics should also be 
cqual one alllongsl another wilhool Subordination or Subjt"Ctioll, Ilnlt":Ss Ihe 
Lord and Master or,hem al l should by·any manifesl O(."ciaration of his Will 
sel ol1e alJ(J\I(' llnother. '5 

Beause of certain inconvenienccs, men q uit the statC of nature to form 
civil society through an act of consen t. It waS in criticizing the form ation 
or society by consent that Filmer's theory was most ellcetivc. Indeed, 
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Locke found it diffi(:ult to show how free and equal individuals actually 
formed c ivil society. U lt imately he was fo r(:cd to admit that the first 
political St)(:iet ies in his tory were probably patriarchal monardli!·s. He 
described the historic o rigins as follows : 

As it ofr en happens, where there is much Land and few Pl'Oplc, rh t' Govern­
meilr l·Onlll)(IJlly begaJl iJi the Falher. For Ihc Fat hff having by Ihe Law of 
Nature, the ~am("" Power wilh e~ry 1\·lan else to punish his trallsgro:ssillg 
Children l"Yen wht·n Ihey w(."re 1\·len, and our of Iheir Pupilage; and rhey 
wert' very likely to submit 10 his punishm("nr. and .. lIjo), ,, wi lh him againsl 
Ihe Offender in Iht>ir films, giving him IIu: rehy power to Excrute his 
Sentener agailL~' any Iransgression . [rlu:1 Custom of " beying- him, ill 
[heir Childhood mad(: il (:asicr 10 submil 10 him ra ther Ihan to all )" o lhu. 'L 

In this passage, Lot:kt· lumpc-d paternal power and natural power 
tog(:ther, a llowed for the s lighlest nod of t:OTlSl"n l, and - presto - civil 
society l'merged . Even in II LOt."kt:an Slate ofllalure, paternal (p .. rental?) 
power muld be ellc(:tive. C hildTt." " growing up ill Ihl' Slall' ofnalure were 
under the same obl iRalions to thei r pa rents as dlild r(:1! reared in civil 
society. W hat of na lura llreedom .. n d equality? L)ckt· COnfessed : 

ChiidulI are not bom ill Ihis I"uJl Slall:" of Equalit;·, Ihough the)' arc born 10 il. 
'n 1(:ir parents have a sor l 0 1" Rule and Jurisdiclion O"t"f them wl"'l1 lhey 
come ilUo Ihe World, and for SO Il)(" time afler, hut 'l is bOI a tClllpor .. ry one. 
·nl (" Bonds of Ihis SubjC:Clioll arc like SWlIdling Clo ths Ihey arc wrapt up in 
and supportt"t.! by ill llw wcaklleSl> Orlhdr InfanC}'. Age and Reason as Ihey 
grow up, kJOSen Ihem rill at lcn~th tlu:y drop quite off, and It'ave a Man at 
his own fr("<: Oisl'osal.~ 1 

or course, once eiti ldr(:n r(:ached malUrilY in t ile state of nature they no 
10llgcr owed obcdience to Iheir parents, but wer<:" merdy required to honor 
them out of s impk gra liwde . At tI ,is Hage , however, Lo(:kc illlroduced 
another sort ofpowl'l" 10 support tile father's d aim 10 his child 's ob(:dienee 
- narnely that pow(:r which accrued to every man in the ~tate of n a ture, 
the power to punish thl' transgressions of o thers against him . Bu t the 
fa ther's power was r(:inforccd by his child ren's longstanding ha bit of 
obedience to him. I n the Slatr of nature, the father's (:ommands to his 
mature d lildren recl'ivcd added weight a nd k gi tima(:y because he wa.s 
tht:ir ra ther. His children would rel.·ogilizc this kgitimaq and would joi n 
their power to his to makc him lawmaker. AI Ihis point, it seems ) thc 
farher's former pa lernal pOwer and hi.~ ,:xis ling natural power were trans­
larmed by (:onsent into political power. 

[n this d iscussion, Lock(' wa'! will ing to concede tll(' historica l or anthro­
pological case for pat riardJalism . He was nOI ready 10 oollcede Ihe moral 
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case, howf'Vcr . Filmer had tied his moral and historical a rguml:nts together 
by using the Book of Genesis as the SOUR..: of bolh. Locke Splil Ihl' two 
case!; apart. Locke's biblical criticisms were intended to dcmOllst raH' the 
weakness of tile mural concl usions which Filmer had drawn from the 
Genesis creation account. Thus, at best, Fil mer was Icli wi th only an 
historical (asc. But, Locke insisted, hislOry was not lIll: SOUflT of morality. 
HI' wrote thaI " an Argument from what has been, 10 what shou ld of right 
be, has 110 great fo rce. " 11I Instead, he broke wi 1h history and based his 
moral theury on a new understand ing of human nalure. In doillg so, 
however, hr' n :opnlcd questions closed by Filmer's theory. Locke had tu 
deal with (hi; poli tical roles and status of women , children and servants. 
He was somewhat s l:nsitive to Filmer 's criticisms conenning thc piaU"" of 
thcse polit icall y unfit groups within contract theory . H e certainly t ricd to 
make a ("I)Jls istent explanation of the rela tionship of children to civil 
society; " We au ' born Frtt, a~ wc arc born Rational: not that wc have 
actually the Exen;isl: of eit her: Agt· tha t hrings onc brings with it the ot her 
too. And thus we sec how natura l Frudom and Srlbjrctif!fI 10 f'aunlS may 
consist together and a rc hoth fuunded on the same I'rincip k."·I" No 
immature child could be rxpeclcd to take part in tbe socia l compact. Yet 
chi ldren's inability to participate ill politics would nut preelude their righ t 
to consent to government whcn they reacbed adulthood. Locke indicated 
dw necessity of each pnsoll giving consen t as a conditiun of fu ll political 
rights and full polit ie;.1 uhligation . Grown sons were free to make their 
own con tract as wrre their fath ers before them. An individual l:Qu ld not be 
bound by the eonsel1l of OIhers but had to make a personal commitmen t 
through some separ,He act of consent. 

But what of wumell ? Unl ike T yrrell and Sidney, Loek(' remained silent 
on the spt:ciflc questillli of their partieipatioll iii lhe founding of political 
society. Of course, il is possihle Locke referred to the role o f women in the 
losl section of the Tual;Jr,J. Or, perhaps I.ock(' unders tood. tha t explicit 
exclusion of women seriously weakellf.:d a tlll-:ory grounded in th(' na tural 
freedom of mankind. Yet l ..rn::kI: was also a gO<X! enou~h propagandist to 
have n ;alizt.'d how dc('ply lng-rained pa triard lalism was in everyday lik. 
Locke had criticized Fil mer's usc of the fifth commandment - " Honor thy 
father" - as a basis for 1:xJli lical obliga tion . [ I' tlte I.:Omllland were taken 
seriously, he charged , th('n "every Father must IUTc:ssari ly hav(' Po li tical 
Dominion, and Ihere will be as many Sovereigns as Ihere arc Fathers.":'iI

1 

But the audience Locke was add ressing was essent ia lly an audiencc of 

fa thers, housdlOid hr·ads and fa mily so .... ereigns. Lode had freed them 
from political su l~i cet ion to a patriarchal superior - til(' king. H(' d id not 
risk aliena ti n!;" his audiencc by dea rly conferring a II CW political s tatus on 
thei r subordinates under the patriarchal system , that is , on women. Never­
theless, despi te the absence of any sustained an alysis of the prvblem of 

n 
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women, w(' may draw some conclusions from an exam ination of Lockc"s 
scaHered though ts on women. 

Though Locke gave the husband ultimate aut horit)· wil hin conjugal 
soLiety, this authori ty was limited a nd nonpoli tical. Yet when Locke 's 
account of the husband's conjugal authority was combined with his accoun t 
of the historical development of polit ical socie ty, several ques tio ns occu r 
which were TI n ier adequately rcsoi\"('d in Locke's moral d teory. Did no t 
th(' award uffinal decision-making pOWtT to the fat her and husband (in 
conjugal society) trans({,rm " parenlal power" into " paternal power"? \Nas 
tht· suhseq Ut:nt d evelopment of poli t leal power based on paterna l power a 
rt!Su lt of that transformation? \V!lal was woman's roll' in the establish­
IIIl"n l of til(' fl rst polit ical socict}'? Sillcr her husba nd was to be pcrmi tred 
fina l deeisioTl s in mal tcrs of their common imcrc:s t and property, and since 
political society, obviously, was a mailer of common interest, would her 
voice s imply be "eonduded" in tha t of her hllSband? Ifso, then Filmer's 
ques tion reeurs - wha t became of her rights as a free individuaP Did s ite 
lose hl:r pol itical poll"lltial hceausc she waS deemed no t as " ahle and 
STrong" as her husband ? [f this were the case, Locke would hav(' had to 

introduce new qualifications for l:xJlil ieal li fe . 
Locke portrayed politi(;a i socie ty as an association of free, equal , rational 

ind ividuals who were ca pa ble of owning· propen )'. ~ 1 These individuals 
can\(' togetlwr freely, s ina: non£' had any puwer or j urisd ictioll ovcr others. 
Tileyagrrcd to form a civil societ), vested with power to legislate over li fe 
and death, and to c:xecu tl· its decisions in order to protect the vital 
interests of its members. that is, their lives, libeni<'S and estates. Yet J ohn 
loek(' was certain ly no beli('ver in thl" a h:-;olutt· ,·quality IIf humaJl Iwings. 
Indeed , on that score, he was em phatic 

Thnllbh I havc sa id ... TIml all Mm 1!., N'llur~ lI r, rqual, I canuot II .. suppnslod 
to uud .. n tarrd a ll sorts of fquuli!J·; A~r 0 1 Firlu, may give I\.!en a just 
Preccdcney: t.").nll"lf, of PlIftJ alld Mm·, may plan· othcrs a lxl\"t" the Com mOil 
u\"d ; Birth mar suLJjccl SO Ill<· ""d .1/1ia1/(f or Bn/ph otI1l:·rs. 10 pay a l l 

ObscrvanC(' to th~ whom Nature , Gra titude, or Ol her RcspI'<:ts m"y have 
made it ducY 

But tltes(' ineq ualities in no way affect an individ uaJ"s basic freedom or 
poli tica l capacity, for Locke continued in the same passage: 

yel all th is CO!1l;ists with the £qunli!; which all !\-Ien arr- in, in respect uf 
J urisdielioll or Dominion one uver allorht"r, which Wll~ the Equlltil)' I thr re: 
spokc of, as proprr 10 the l3usincss ill hllud, bt-illJ:: lhat tq/Hli Righi e"t:ry "Ian 
ha th, 10 hi.· NlIlUTal Frmio1f2 , without ixi ng suhjC:TtC,<I to the Will Or Authori t) 
uf any uther 1\.1.11.11 .:>:1 
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Ir " ~fan" IS used <\s a ~cncric term , then W0l11ill1 ' 5 natural frcc:ciom and 
equal ity could nOI Ix: aliena ted withou t her const:111. Pt:rhaps a marna,!;T 
con tract might Ix taken for consent , bUI Ihis is a dubious proposition. 
Locke had indicated thai a marriage contr.tCl in no wa~' allert-xl the 
po1il il:a l capacity of a queen rc,lttlaTlI.5-I While decision-making power over 
rhe (:ommol1 interests of a conjugal unil belonged to Iht! husilaud, Locke 
admiucd that Ihe wife migh t have intcrcSIS apart from their s llarcd 
illlCrcsls. Women could own separate property not subject Iu their husband .. ' 
control. If a hush.mel f0l1Ci tcd his life or property as a f("SUIt of conquest , 
his conquerors acqu ired no l itl (' to his wife's life or properly. 

Did these c;' par.jlies entitlc women (0 a political role? I.od;e never 
directly confronu:d the <pH'slion ; nevertheleSS, il is possible 10 eompaT(' 
Locke's qualifications for politicaJ lifc wil h his views of WOlliell . I .()(:kt: 
used the Genesis aCU)Unt 10 show that women posscssrd tllf' sarn,' natu ral 
freedom and equality as men. Whatever limitat ions had becn p lacl-d on 
women after the Fall cou ld conceivably 1)(' overcome througll indi\·idml.l 
em) ... or scientific advance. Jo' ur thrnnore, women were capable of earning 
through their own labor. of owning propert y and of making l'(.II1trat"ls. 

Lot:ke and the Rational Woman 

The one remaining qualification for political life is ratiomt.lity. For Locke's 
views on the r.l.lionalit y of women it wi ll be necessary to turn to his o thcr 
wri tings, notably his Tlwughls Il Pl EducalioPl . 

In tl1(' published \'ersion of his advice on education, Locke mentiom:rl 
that Ihe work had bt.'t;n originally intended lor the- crlucatiOIl of boys; but 
ht, added that it cou ld he used as a guide for raising childrcn of either sex. 
He noted that " where diffcrence of sex requires different Trt~atlTlcnt . ' twill 
be no hard ~'latler to distinguish ."~) 

Lock(' fell that his advicc concerning a gentleman's edUt.:ation would 
hav(' to be changed on ly sl igh tly to fit IIIf' needs of girls. Howrver, in a 
letter to a friend , Mrs Edward C larke; t ock" tried to show that his 
prescriptions were appropriatt' for hl'r daughter and not unnecessaril y 
harsh .'06 On the whok, Loeke believed that except for "making a little 
allowance for bl"ltluy alld some lew other considerations ofthc slex ], the 
manner of breeding of boys and girls, especially in the younger ycars, I 
imagine, should he rhe samc."~1 

The diITcrencc:s which Locke thought should obtain in tlte education of 
men and women amoun ted to slight diffrren ces in physical traininR. 
W hile Locke thought that " me.!!.t, drink and loo!{ing and clothing should 
be ordered after the saml' manner for tllf' girls as for the ooys;' he did 
introduce a fc\v cav('ats aimrd al pl"Oteeting Ihe girls ' eomplcxions.5t! r 
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Locke introducl'd far f(;wer restrictions in his plan for a young lady's 
mental development . In a kiter to Mrs C lark(' he wrote: "Sinu::, therefore 
I acknowledge no diITercl1( .. ""C of sex in )'Ollr mind relating ... to truth . 
virtue, and uhediencc, I think well to ha,'c no thing altered in i t from wlt 'lI 
is lwrit for the sonJ."5" 

Far from advocating a sped ai, separate and distinct form of education 
for girls, Locke proposed that the gentleman 's education should mon° 
closely rescmble that of ~'oung ladil.'S. For example, he favored toc education 
of children at home by tutors. Moorrn languages learnl.'d through con­
"ersation should r('place rotc melT1<lri~a tion of classica l grammars. In 
addition. Locke suggested IIla t yuung g"ntle'mm as well a. .. young ladies 
might profit from a dancing mas ter's instruction. 

T aken as a whole, Locke's tho ughts on eduealion d early sURgcsl a 
belier that mcn and womt'n t:ould be schooled in the usc of reason. Th l' 
minds of both mcn and women were blank slates to Ix- wrillen all by 
experience. Womcn had intellectual potcllt ial which could Ix developed 
to a high level . 

Locke's educational process was dl"Signcd to equip ~'oung men for lives 
as gentlelllen. Sincc the gClltl"lIlan 's life a :nainly includt:d political activity, 
a youn);:: man '~ ('(Iucation had to prepare him for poli tic .. 1 lif" . If a young 
lady wer(' to rc:l.'Ci\"C the same education, it should 1.1(" expcd cd that :llIe, 
too, would be capable of polit ical activit y. 

Finally, :-100 years ago, Loek(' offered a " li lx::ratcd " solution to a cou­
troversy Wllich s till rages in religious circlcs - th(' question of the fitness of 
women 10 act as ministers. In 1696 Locke, together with King William 
attended a serviC(' led by a Q uaker prraell('r, Rebecca Collier. Hr prais~ 
her work a nd t!neouraged her to continue in il . wri ting, " \Vomen, indced, 
had thc honour firs t to publish the resurrection of 11](' t ord of Love; why 
not again the rl."Surrect ioll uf thc Spirit of Love?"'~' It is intCfesting to 
compare Locke's attitude here wi lh lh" f.1mnus remark made by Samuel 
J ohnson on the same subjcct in the next cemury: "Sir, a woman's preadl ing 
is like a dug's walking on his hindlcgs. It is not done wel l; but yuu at'e 
surprized to find it done a t a ll."',J 

Perhaps a similar concl usion might 1)(' reached about the roots of 
femini sm in 1.0ckeilIl liberalism. I n a \~"O rld wherr politi(:al antipatriareh­
alism was s till somewhat revolutionary, explicit statements of more far­
reaching forll1S of a ntipatriarchalisll1 wen' almost unthinkable. Ind eed . 
tl1l'Y wou ld havc been eOllsic1rrcd absurdities. Thus, whilt' Filmer had 
presented a com prclJ("nsivc and consistent patriarehal thl'Ory, many of his 
lilJ\;ral opponen ts rejccted p',litieal pat ria rella lism by insis ting"nthe nced 
ror individual consen t in poli tical atfairs but :;hit'd awa), from tampering 
with patriarchal a ttitudes where womclI wrrc cullcel1lt'(LJohn Locke was 
something of an exception to this rule . Tllough his feminist sympathies 
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certainly dKl. not approach dlC reminism of~'li ll writing nearly twu centuries 
later, in vicw of the imcnsc patriarchaJism of sc"cnlccmh-ttlllury England, it 
should be surprising 10 find such views expressed at a ll. 

0 " patria rcha lisllI as a wC)rld ,-iew, SI.'1." Gordon.) . Schodu·l. P(I/r;nrrhali! ffl arm 
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incl uding j ohn KnoX, First Blml nJ In, Trum~t , lgaimt Iii, M~f/SlrollJ RrgiMl'TIt nJ 
II'nmm (ecnn'a, 15!18): j a l11('s 1 i ll Thr TUll' Lnw if F", MOMrrliitJ ( 1598); 
Richa rd Field, OJ Inl Clwrrh ( 1606). I'atriarrha l 111I'()ri sts among Filmer 's 
conlempora ries indu<kdjoh" Maxwdl who wr" t(' $am,·$(!/j( tn I{rgum M rifeslaI 
~, 1M Sm-rrd tiM RO)'lI/ I'mngatil., oj Chru /inn Kings (Oxl<)r<l . 1644); >Iud j ames 
Ussher, Thr PiX"" Com""mirnlrd by' Cod If) IfIr Prirvt. and 1m Ob,dimrr Rrqu.irtd f)f 
Inr Subjrt;/ (wrill('n ea, 1614, li rst puhlishl."<l 1661. 2nd roll. LUIKlplI , 1683); and 
Robc-rt Sand M"SOn, in his prd;lu' to Ussher 's wOIk . 

3 P('ter Lasle" , TIrt fI 'otld II-i- /laa wi (N('w York: Scrihner's, 19(5). passim; 
Gr('enk;ar, &d", Empirirism and Pollllrs, pp. 80-9-1; I)elt'r Zagorin, It Ililtury oj 
Poli/ieni Thoughl i ll 11r, English Ra o/u/ioo (New York : Humli niti("S, 19(16), 
pp. 198-9. 

1 O n till" uS('or scriptu re ill historical argulJl('1l! SI·t·J . C . I\ . p"t;t)t'k, 'Il,,:lndtnl 
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pp. 188---9. 
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7 Ibid ., 241. 
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Rousseau and Modern Feminism 

LY7ula Lange 

Inlroduction 

J ean-J acquC5 Rousseau has often !:M'cn charged with inconsistcnl.")" despil f> 
his own as:;ertion that a ll his writing is infOIlTIt:d by thc same prin('iplcs, t 
Recently, howc\'cr, thcre has been a diflcrent son ofeharge ofincon.<;istcncy. 
It is claimed that his spirited opposition to sexual CClualit y is grossly 
inconsistent wi th his defence of equal it)' for all cilizens.:l On tht' olhel' 
hand, the conservative All an Bloom, who claims to dctcet consb icilcy ill 
his a ppruach 10 women and men, finds him a Slay of contcm lxlTary 
an tifeminism.l I propose an interpretation or Rousseau which is diflcrcnt 
from bot h of these perspectives. i n my view, Roussea u is basica ll y con­
sisten t in his trca uoel\l of men and women, despite a few discrepancies. 
However, writing as a feminist , I believt' his views can be studied 10 
advantage by feminists. Rousseau addresses almosl ever)' social issue limt 
contemporary feminism is concerned with, and he docs this in a mallnt'f 
which proves on examina tion 10 be surprisingly relevant to prescnt prob­
lems, whether one agrees With his p recise conclusions or nOl, \ \' jth regard 
10 sexual equali t)" it is possible to "tu rn Rousseau on his head, " in a 
manner of speaking . 

The theory of "'ornen's nalul'C and their role in society which 1 shall 
present has becn developed on the basis of ideas and insight s found in 
many works of Rousseau. Tht'! years 175610 1759, imlllt.'dia tcJy foll owing 
Iht' writing of the First and Second Discourses, saw ROlls!i('au 's produClion 
ora large body of work devoted tu a greal extent to Ihe n' laliOIlS nrthe 
sCxes and the nature and role of womelt. His maj or \,ork 011 thl' subject is 
found inJ ufir ou fn f/l)uut:lIt Hi{OIJt, lhl' Ltllrr tl M. D 'Alrmhm Jur ttl s/J«lndts, 
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and Emil, (lU dt I 'iduct/liml, all wrillcn during Ihis pt~riod . Book V or F.", ill, 
on the education of women, was wriuen beron' tht: other books of that 
work , immediately after t il{" ullu iI M. d:lIt mk,l. Prior III this period, 
some fuo1notcs in rhe Second Discourse, as well as the phi lDs"pilical 
anthropology concerning the origin of the family in that work , show tha t 
this subjc(" had ,"a rlicr been of imerest 10 Rousseau as well. In mher 
words, i l is not pe ripheral w his ccmral work as a political philosopher, 
even from his own poilll of view. 

Rousseau wa..o; a sc\'crc critic of what he regularl) referred 1,0 as In srxjitl 
eluill. It is Iny vi('w thai fa soci/Ii cirill, ali Rousseau pictures it, has the 
main features of capitalism, or " possCllsivc market ~O(:irty , " as il is Ilwddlcd. 
by C. B. f\ l acphcrson.~ J ust as f\ lacphcrson dcmonstratcd that the \\I)rk of 
Hobbes, Locke, and others had the effect ofjus tifying the crucial fcallJ rcs 
of " possessive markct society" by showin~ Iha t thei r assumptions and 
conclusions conformcd tu that model of socicty, and not by showi ng that 
Ihey had a mncept of " posscssivt: market socielY," I bdicvc Ihat Rousseau's 
cri ticism applies to Ihat modd , bu t nm thai he actually pnceived the 
emcrgcncc of capi talism out of fcudalism. The view that Rousseau'S 
criticisms arc applicahll· to a cerlain form of ci\·il soci.,ty, and nOI to civil 
society /Nr st, bridg-c:> t.he gap between the vitriolic critidsm of " civil 
society" in Ihe ea rly discouTSCS, and the idcal of a good and lC!,tltimatc 
societ y prc:sent later in J)1l umlml Sooal. 

All tile evils ofmoot·ru eivil society, according to Rousseau , arc derived 
ultimately from thc fad Ihal personal or particolar interest ( ['inlifil fN'­
sOImel, !'j"lirit jJ(Ir{iC/I/ia ) is the duminant ra tionalc lor action. What is 
worse, aceording to ROllsseau , is that socicty is stTlIClurcd in sueh a way as 
10 make this f)'IX" of beha\'ior ral ional in the circulnStane£s. For Rousscao, 
Ihe incompatibilit y of this with our authcntic intcrests, and its decply 
corrupling effcct un 0 111' lIIoral dlaracter, only a ppear alter <l thorough 
slUdy of naturc and hislOry, 

Feminist idcas werc widely discussed in prerc"oJutionary France, but 
Rousseau thought that lilt' idea Ihat the sexcs might both operate on these 
modern principles and that wumcn shou ld not 1)(, dcnied thc ri,t:"ht to 
advanec their particular interes ts as mell do wa'l onc of the most absurd 
and lamcntable consequences of Illis modern phil'lSophy. It is ill this area 
t.hal I fi nd his virws insightfu l and potcmialJy instrudivc. It ha'l lx-cn a 
thcme of fi:minist criticism that Ihe uppositioll ofintcresls, .'xploi ta tion, 
competition, and so on, cndemic to our sodal and economic system, are, 
in somc scnse, male values. YCI bcGluse these "a lues IITI endem ic, they 
tcnd to shape fcminism in their mold, and may be pel"lCctly compatible 
wi th a lack of social d iscrimination between thc sexcs, It is anothcr 
qucstion, ho ...... c"cr, whcthcr thesc ind i" idual is t principles a rc ultimately 
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uscfu l lo dmllxm/ic feminism. Thi~ essay addresses thcse concerns throug h 
a n exam ination of Roussril.u 's works. 

Origins and .'oundalions of Sexual [n'-'quality 

A~t:ording to Rousseau, and cont ral) ' 10 contractarian theory, the innatc 
dnV(' for self-prc,s~ .. "atiOl~ (IImouT rlt soi ) docs not , ill itself: suggcst ally 
nCccssary opposlllon of IIHcrests. Thc gradual dcvelojJnt.' nt of inter­
dependence and I'ntrcnehed inequality of IXlwer and wealth transfon n the 
exprcss i.on of the drive lor self-presef\!at ion into rat ional egoism, o r ((mOlir 
ProfiTt, Smec all d evelop these samc conccrns, thcir intercsts art: ncccssarily in 
conslant opposi tion. It is frequently a pparent tha i Rousscau's views on 
women are a responsc 10 fCll1inis l argumcnts, and ht· was a severe crit ic of 
th:sc. argumen~s: in ~ manner ,\'hich was consistcn t with his gcneral 
cntlclsm of mdl vlduahst thouglll. ~ 

Tn Book V of Emile, Rousseau states the la llowing csselllial difference 
betwcen the moral potential of m"11 ,uld women: 

'n.11" SUp~C.IIIC ~r,ing ",ant~ I? d~ horlO~rr 10 th~. l~u<ll311 specil's ill ("\'c ry ­
thmg, .\ \lllle gtvlng man IIrcimal10ns "'Hhml! hmn, !-It- grw~ him a t ,he 
sam(' tlll}l" the law which n~gulatr.; . h("m, ill or·der that I'K- may br f ... :cand ill 
~~mmand of hilllscI[ Whilt'" abandoning man 10 inl'nOO("lall" passions, H I" 
JOins r('a~1r l it! MU/1ll 1 to thesf' p."ls.~iolls in ordt'r to goY!"rn thrill. Whi le 
abandonr.llg ~~'oman to u<llimitt'd dcsi r('S, HI' joins IlIOdt'Sty [III pudtur] to 
thn;c drs lrcs 111 ordt'r 10 ('OnSI",in IIil"m ,1.> 

Tlle functions of thesc virtues, it m<ly bI:' noted, havc a dilfcrence that 
corrc:sponds 1O the d illcrcnce in Ihcir character. 11'IC man "controls" or 
"governs " ( gou~'trnn) his own behavior with the use of reason; the worlll'm 
me rely " restrains" hers (amltllif).7 

, While thc man ~ndcr Ihc sway of "fl/OIlT J110fJrt rna)' be thought 10 display 
IllS human potcnllal lor ra tionality in a corruptcd form, the woman so 
swayed is sharply dcllected from her unique human virtue of modcsty. 
How has Rousseau concluded thatlherearc such grcat differences bclwt't' li 
the se~es? Ii is done, surprisi ngly enough, in a manner which appears on 
analySIS to be dctcrminedly em piricist. Cont raC)' tl) t!xpc.'c (ation, ROllsscau 
docs nOI rely on eus tom, prejudicc, or God's will in thc coursc of his 
attempt to justify a un iqut' and infcrior femininc role for women. Ii is 
pro bably bcl:ause hc IISes thc;sc modern methods that Rousseau's theories 
of fcmininc and ma'lculinc social roles have l'Cmaincd influentia l even t~ 
the presen t. 

I n the J)is((}llrJ surl 'origi1ltt/ Its jiJllden"lIls dt l'illigalili (Second Oiscoursc), 
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and in Emih, Rousseau's method is thai of philosophica l a nthropology, 
and he ('VI;11 uses a t )'pt' of argument found in contemporary I'vulutio nal), 

biology. This puta tively sc;mjifil' a ppllJach SCI"ms 10 him 10 jus ti ~\' the 
quick infercnce of a principle with vast conscq ucm.:cs. It is {J lle which 
is only too familiar 10 the contempo rary reader, bU I by no means t'V ilkllll ~ 

true: " the man shou ld ~! s trong and active; the WOlnt' n should be weak 
and passive. "II The different biological colluibutions of the scxt."S 10 their 
COmmon aim (I'ohftl comn/lm ) of reproduction dicta tes Ihis principle, 
according tu Rousseau . Equal sireng" } and sdf-assertion arc inconsistent 
with the rcprodut:tivc biolugy of each sex . This argument concerns nomlJ 

SflP~PLJ in the pure state ofnalurc, prior 10 the developmcnt of any speci­
fica lly h uman cuhun' or society. From a biological point of view, for 
procreation to occur, Ro usseau wri tcs, "One must necessarily will and be 
a ble; it suffi ces that the othcr put up little resis lancc:'\' 

In a nolher d irect resPOIls(" to fem inis t debate, 11(' argues that it is 
sca rcely natural that men and women should enter wi th cqual boldness on 
a coursc of aCliOIl thai has such very d ificrcnl conSCCJuenccs lor cflch of 
Ihcm.1O This rcspunsc, howevcr, presumes t.hat Ihc woman in Ihl' stale of 
nature knO\vs the conseq uences uf sexual interaction for herself, \vhich is 
at leas l debatable given what Rousseau sa ys a bout the total inabilil), of 
Iwmo mputU to formu latc ideas or projc.:c t eX lx,(; la lions in the pure s tate of 
nalure." 

Is sheer ph ysi('.a l dom ination of women by men then na wral? No. [n the 
pure s ta te of nat urc men arc not v(:ry ag-gressive a boul anyl hing, including 
sex, a nd na tural compassion ( pili.t') is undim in ished . We may su ppose 
tha t a rebuff, or flight, or even a display of fear on tht, part of a woman 
would probably be sufficient to discourage an unwanted part ner in the 
pure s ta te of na ture. r..'I us t imponantly, honor is not a t s ta ke lor men. 
Aecon:ling to Rousseau , th e violence and im:cssam competition commonl), 
a ttributed 10 male sexuality a rc a rcsuh o f Ihe knowledge and pride of 
amour proprt developed in social rela tions . 'fhcy arc nOI " natural. " 

The limidi ty and wC<l.kncss of the .... ·oman , according 10 Rousseau, 
inspire her to be plcasing to a lTIan out of tht" oo.sic impulse of self­
preservation, tha t is if she is pleas ing he is less likdy to be violent , 
Ro usseau thinks this behaviour si mult<l.llcously makes the man more 
incl ined to remai n with hcr (a n important collsideral iOI) if on .. has givcn 
up one's a utonomy). 'nl~e are the means shl" is given to supplemen t her 
weakness, and therefore, 10 a ct 10 please men is a qualit )" of women 
di rectl y derivablf' from na lure, Ro usseau writ cs: 

Ifwnman is Ill ,.dt' to pit-aS<.· and to hI.' subjuga tt-d , she ou~ht to make herself 
a!( rl"l"abk 10 ma n illstr.ad of arousing hill!. lIel' own \'iolr.llcl:" is ill ht~r 
eh,'Olls .. .. Frorn this fhnc ariStS <Iliac" and dcfence, Ihl:" audad l)' of 00(" 

5(".X and .Iht' timidity of lilt" olhcr, and finlllly flit' mOOt'Sly and Iht' sham .. 
wllh willch natu .... arml:"d thl' weak in OIlicr to cnsJa\'(" Ihl:" s t rOl lg .t~ 
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However, as we ha \'esccn, these r~p()nses, basooon natural compassion 
( pili/l , arc corrup ted by the indi vidual is l ie society of amOl.!r prQprl. If wi thin 
('ivil socie ly Ihe man is s t ronger :md dependent on the women only 
1hroug h d(:sirc, a s Rousseau dainl s, whcreas she depends on him through 
desire and need, '3 why should he bother 10 please her, and refra in from 
si m pl y exercis ing h is will ? Rousseau has provided two answcrs 10 this 
question in F.milt , ('oneerning women and mcn in wha t Rousseau considers 
a good sodety. 

T he firs t argum('nt is that real violl:ncc in sexual rela tions is contra r), to 
its own ends s ince it is a declaration of war wh ich may resuh in death, 
whereas the goal of sexoal n :lal ions is 1 he pcrpetua1ion of 1 he species. This 
is clearly a res l raint whi(:h is based 011 sophislicated ra tionalil ),. Rousseau 
believes that it is reason Ihat restrains masculi ne sexualit )" and it is 
noteworthy thaI il is not the mod~ ' of rat ional cgoism which is said to be 
t.he rcsl raint in CJucstion. Th(: goal Ilf st'xual rcla lions is here defined as a 
collcctiv(, .'(oal of the species, ra !lu:r than in lermS of individual self 
interest. 

The o thcl" a rgumen t is rdated to the ultimately conventional character 
of pat.ernity. I t is ,ha l "a ('hilo ..... ould ha\'c no fa ther if any man m ight 
usurp;t falher's r ighls." toJ 111is is mea n! 10 be a considerat ion tha i a man 
might USt ' 10 guvern his uwn Iw ha\·ior, ano is oncc again a oollect ivc, 
mlher tha n a purel y ind ividual, motiv(,. However, from a femini st per­
spective, I his is a su rpris ing l)' cx p li l:il adm ission uf male solidari t)' opposed 
10 women, ra t her tha n of fully so(:ial I11ll1iva tion . t:, Here Rousseau lips on 
II is head quite easil ),! 

As we have seen , t.he m ale-d omina ted fa m ily is 110 t a pu rely nalural 
phenomenon for Rousseau , inaslTIu.-il as he docs nut suppose it to be 
presem in the pure state of na ture. [ 11 Ihe speculati ve history of lhe Second 
Discou rse, womCII arc depictt'd in the s ta le of nature as able 10 provide for 
themselves and their dcpcndt' llI d lild n 'o , It is a m~"nentuIlS de\'clopmt'nt 
for humani l)' when increasing pup ulatioll drivcs some to Ie!;.>; balmv dimales 
where tilt.'), arc mot ivated 10 lea rn 10 bui ld perm a nent shelt ers. 'Rousseau 
writes: 

Thc h;.bil of li\'iug togrther Ka~· .. rise 10 the SW~~It'~1 st'lItinll.' ''c.s known to 
1111'0: cOllj ugal lov(' and palemallove. E.11·h family ix-lOlm(' a lill ie soci~ly aU 
Ihe better ~ni lt"d bet:>l.US(' r~ciproca l . a.iTI'Ction auci Ii-erooll} were its onl) 
l~lUds: and II was tli('l1 ~hal Ih~ fi r.;,1 d~f1e ' l'llct' was t"Slablishoo in tht' way of 
hft' oftht, two sext'S, which unlll , hIs nnw h.1d had bu t 01}('. WOrnen he~:arnt: 
morc sl'<I c.'lIla '1', alOd grew a(I'us lomt<! to (('lId Ih(' hut and tht' childrt'Jl 
whill' the Illen WC,,1 to SC('k thei r nJIIllnOIl !;ubsistrnce. 1b ' 
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Though able to meet her 0\"'0 needs when soli tary, the woman is assllJJled 
10 be WI"akCf than the man. so that living I,ogcthcr is assumed to n :suh in a 
divis ion of labor. 17 It alsu I'eslllt.~ in more frcq w "111 pregnancy, ",hidl is 
thought to en trench the dcpcndcllcr of the \VOmall on Ihl' mall . The man , 
[hough quite insensible to love in the Sial e of nature and ullcrly ignorant 
of his connc(;lion LO children, is thought to become altached 10 both 
woman and children through conSlant association. This rcspon~ is simi lar 
to Ihat of the woman in the slate of na ture, who is thou~ht to ca rt' for her 
offspring because she grows fond of ' [Win " through habil. "w However, 
there is a ( n lciai philosopll1(; diflcrcncc, wh ich is a ~ cxampk of the 
way in which thought may IJC sh:.pt.'t'I by male- bias. The woman's all ach­
mCn! to hCI' dcpendcnt offspring is " uatural" in the fu llest sense of the 
word: it could be said to be merely ins tinctive, since it is presumed 10 
occur whcn human beings li,'e exactly like animals. Patcrnal affect;on, 
however, is sa id to be a significa nt developmcnt , the result ofsocializalion, 
and based 011 a rathcr abstract knowlcd~c . 

As such , paterni ty is a product of human artilice, based on knowledgc 
and custom, and therefore, according to I,his philosophy, specifically human 
in a way that materna l lovr is nut thought to be. Becausc of this, paternity 
,,,i ll not be treated as a disqualifica t ion for the highcst forms of human 
a rtifice, namely, polit ical life and ra t ional discourse. Allegedly natural 
matcrnity, on the o ther hand, is typica lly t realoo as such by po l itica~ 

theorists, including Rousseau. This diflc rence has important implications 
for the s tfll e t llre of Rousseau 's po lit ical philsophy, For the moment , 
Ilowcvcr, we will confinc our discussion of this issue 10 the tcrms uf 
Rousseau's own theory, 

The sexual division oflabor which a ppears as a rcsult Of t.llC association 
of tbc scxes is not simply the rt:sult of practical cooperalion fo r Rousseau, 
but a reflcetion of the essential diffcn:m:e ""twt'en thc SCX(.'S. The woman is 
so consli tut(.'d that passivity a ncllirnidity arc assets to her "pmp .. r purposc" 
(leur rltJ/inn/ilm prOpTt ) on('£ social relations have developed , This purpose is 
to reproducc within a lami ly W/lOS!' unity depends en tirely on her behavior, 
Natural passivi ty a nd timidi t ), in sexual relations, according 10 Rousseau, 
form the nalu ral base for mooesty (La pudtur) which is the specifically 
femin in.' virtue in civi l sociely, 

fo. fodesty is thl; virtue which rna) ensure biological patemi ty of the 
children 10 the man she livt:;S with, and lb.' m:cessit), Rousseau sees for this 
dic ta tes the retiring and wholly doml'Stic life of good women. " She serves 
as thl' link between them and their lather; sl1(' a lonc makes him IvVI' thclll 
and givcs him thc confidenct' to call them his own ,,,·9 O n account of the 
a n ifirial ity and apparent fragility of Ihe bond or thc father to his chi ldren, 
ti l<' woman is required to li \'e a lifl: dictated by thl: necessi ty to appcar 
rt.'Spcctablc, that is, 10 convincc her husband and cvcl)'o l1e else that she is 
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sexually monogamflus, Not/ ling less than this degrec of ttl'litude. bolstered 
by public o pinion , is thought to Ix sufficient to induce him to remain 
attachlxl. to that particular fami ly and provide for ilS suppo rt. 

By tht' vcry law of "atun' WOUll' n an' al the !lX'rey of fJ}('u'sjudRfllC"ts, as 
much for Iheir OWII sake as for thaI ofthrir (hildr("ll, It is not Clloo~h Ihal 
tht.l' bt' C$timable: th(-y must Ix: <':$tttmcd. It is nOI t'l)Qu~ll for {~m /0 Ix­
llrdl}'; (hl'Y must please. It is not ""ough for them to ht' tt mprrall"; tilt'y 
"'IISI be n'cOSTlizo:d as SUdl. Tlwir h"nor is nO( only i" tht'ir conducl bUI in 
Iheir reputatioll; and it is not IXlIisibk Ihat a woman who mnscnts 10 be 
n~gard.'d as tlbrfputabk can c\'t'r 1)(' d,'ct'n1. 2" 

The wholly incoillpa li bic bases of masculine and fcminine virt ue arc 
summed up in t.he rollowing sentcnce from &nilr. " Opinion is the grave o f 
" if\ue among mcn and its t ll rone amon~ women. "I, 

This abandolll1lt~nt of moral autonomy 10.. women is particularl)' damning 
from Rousseau, who consider.;; such autonomy essen tial not only for citizcn­
ship, but evcn for truc humanity,:l'I That thc male-head.x1lamily requircs 
wome!! to abandon 1110ral autonomy funt:tiulls wi thout alt cral ion as a 
sevcre criticism o f th at institution , 
Rous.~eau d ocs notlcavc himself completely exposed to empi rical refllla · 

tion ('o!l{'crning tJ1C nature of women. In th(' u llrt d M . d 'Alnnhn-f sur ItJ 
ljJtc;/nc/tJ , Ill' writes: 

[Vf>l1 ifi t t:l>ukl l.oc dt~llied that a SI}('('ial scntimt'lli of chaSlfll t'sS was natural 
10 \\,on1l' <I , would it bt' ,my Ihf It,SS twe Ihat in SOCil'ly Ih!'ir 101 ouglll to 1)( a 
dOHlt's!it ' and It,tiu'CI lift', ,u}(l that tht'), ought 10 1)(' !'aiS('d in principll's 
approp ... iall: \0 it? Iflhf' timidity, t'hastt'nt"'SS, and modl'51Y which an; pro[X'r 
10 Ihe'll a re social inu:mions, it is in .socicly's i "ln~1 Ihat WOrnM) aUjuirt' 
Ih~ qua lil it'5."J 

Thus although Ruussea u dues not a rg-Ilc that thc male-headed bio lo~ica l 

ramily is natural and unaffected by hislOl)' , he dut' ~ arguc t lta t il is 
nevcrtheless a social ins titution 111at ma}' be grounded on na ture by 
reason, He writes: " , Vhen woman com plains.on this s(.'Ore about unj us t 
man-made inequality, shc is wrong, T his inC<lllali ty is not a human 
ins titut ion - or at least, it is thl' '''0rk not of pr~iud ice but of rcason."1~ 
'n lis type of willingness to comt' 10 j,(rips with a " toll.lo\'h nccessity" s t ill 
secms to be bracing to conservative alllifeminis ts! 

It is of philosophic significance t.h:\t \'irtuous women in civil society are 
characterized as closer to "naturc" than virtuous mell , The men must be 
transformed and dcnaturcd in a goorl sud~ly , ,\('cordi ng to Ruusscau ,:L~ 

The modest ,""oman appears sti ll as little l1Iorc than unrorrupted, As such 
she will form a necessary link hr' twl'Cll the suprellle artifice of the good 
society on the onc hand, and nature, on the other. 
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The Problem of Female Power 

According to Rousseau , the social equality of thc SCxt~S poses a scriuus 
danger to civiC' virtue. His view of this danger is based on Ihe crit ical 
a nalysis of modern "civil SOCiCI)' , " es peciall y the concept of IInlJ)Ur proprl. I t 
is Rousseau's belief that if women aHempt to act in society accord ing to 
Ihe norms of (ImOlirproprt, engaging in constam competi tion 10 further their 
"particular interes .. " they will inevitabl y be bested by the men. BUI Ihis 
docs not si,gnify his 3(hninu ion for lhc success of the mate within that 
mooc of social illlcfaclioll. 

Thc basic inequality of Rousseau 's approach a ppears, ho\",:\,cr, in his 
belief thaI the woman who Cntt'TS public life 011 lilt' Icnns of (InwUf p,oprt 
docs C\ 'CIl morc violence to her nature than the man cauglll up ill that 
mode of intcrraction. 

In tIl(" l .lllre it M. f[ 'Altmbtrl, Rousseau argues at grcat length Iha l Onl' of 
the major reasons why thcrr ought not to be a theatrt' established at 
Geneva is that this will resu lt in women going: oul ill public in company 
with ml'fl. Because of t.he very nature of sexual relations, according 10 
Rousscau, the presence of worncn in puhlic li fc undermines masculine 
excellence and cxac.crbatcs arrwlJ.r proprt . 111C ffl:quell! a ll endanu' of men 
and women at public enlen ainmcms wi ll focus attcOlion on thc natural 
impulses of the sexes to be pleasing LO one another. \Vhil e t.his is an 
expansion oflht' domain or women, since love is their '·cmpire," it diminishes 
men, ·111is occurs because t.he sta ndards or behavior appropriatt· to lovc 
and courtship afl' incvilably reminine slandards, given Roussl~au ' s view or 
female power. According to Rousseau, men who lead a lire of constant 
associ.uion wi th wOmcn become cnervated and wcak.:lt> Such mcn will be 
rar more pronc to turn their learning or talelll to thl~ plca~in !( performance 
a rising rrom amour prOpu, rather than LO thc rigorous, or morally chal­
lenging, pursuit or truth, sincc thcy will inevitably compcll! wi th one 
anot hcr ror femin ine approbation. Hc wri tes: " By themselvcs, the men, 
cxempted from havi nJ.( to lower their ideas LO the rangt' of women and to 
elothe reason in gallantf)', can de"ote themselvcs to gravc a nd scrious 
discourse without lear of ridicule."'.17 Why these "grave and serious" 
intelleet uals should bc such an cas)' prey to ridicule is probably a qucs tion 
bes t a nswered by feminists over a rew drinks at the faculty dub. It docs 
not seem to (}(:cur to Roussea u that til(' imporrancc of thl~ fcminine role {or 
the good society is ra ther dicey ir there is this degree of tcnsion between 
til(' masculine and feminine spheres. From the perspective hc presents, a 
prcsumed scductivc powcrof womcn to impose their standards, on account 
of the nature orsexua l relations, enables women to dominate even in arca.~ 
which a rc thought to be ultima tely beyond thcir compe tence. It a pJX'ars 
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111 Iht' Sccond Discou1"SC, and in Emile, that " Iovc" may havc becn the 
original stimulus to the appcarance or IImou, propre, c\ en though it quickly 
lost sight of its origin, AI the beginning or t.hc "state or savagcry," when 
people fir.i t scttled in sheltcrs orl hcir own making, they were soon sedueed 
by !he pleasures or social life: 

Propk g rtw an:ustomro 10 aSS('TnblinS in fl"Out of the hUt5 o~ around a largt' 
11"('"("; sollg and dancr, Irut" I'hi ldrCIJ of lme and kisure, bn:a nl('C Ihe a lliUM'"­
Tntnl or ra ther tht' occupation of idlt and a$.<;cml)lcd lJ1CIl and women. Eaeh 
OIl(" bt-gan to look a t tin' oth(T~ alld 10 wall l 10 be lookt'd al hiTllself, and 
pub1ic t's!(,(,", had a va luc .. . Ihal was Ill(' firs t step towa rd iUC(luali ty aod , 
al the S31l1t' lime, toward vict'. Fl"Om IIIt'Sl' (i '·SI pH,ren'nces wcrt born on ontO 
hand valliry (/4 L·(fflili):lI! aile! COIII('mpt, 011 tht' olher shame a nd eTlVY; and 
thf rfnnellia liofl cauS(orl h)' d ltSC ' I('W kan'''s t'v(~ ntually prorluCI-d COIl1-
pounds fatal to happinCSli ami illnoccncf .:i'J 

III ei\'iI society, according to Rousseau, Ihe conscquencl'S or the combination 
of amour prop,·e and " Iove" as a va lue in itselr (that is, unconnectcd to duty) 
arc morall y disastrous. According to him , tbis is an important reason why 
women should be confincd to the sphcre or Ulcir truc competence: child­
care, household tasks, and "rest and recreation" lor mcn. Regardi ng thc 
actual m'·l1tal capacity of women, Rousseau docs what is rarc for him - he 
confuses a social artifact with a nalUral quality, a lack of L'<Iucation and 
opportunity ror dcnlopmclll , with an inheren t dcficiency. 

Much or ,,'hat Rousseau wri tes (:onccrning thc dcsirability ofa separa te 
reminine sphcrc ccnters around tht' cvils to be thus avoided, and !hI' 
harshncss of his strictures a rc no doubt: partl)' construCted out of his fear of 
remale po,,·er. Therc is, howe\'er, a subslami,'e contribution which can be 
made to the good orsociel)" by women, according 10 Rousseau , onc whieh 
is an csscn t.ia l featurc or a truly legitimatc societ)' govcrncd by thl: general 
will . 

The Foundation of the Good Society is Built oul of Women 

The contribution ,,,omcn makc to a good society by playing a reminine 
role has rami fica tions for virtuall y every iss ue in moral and political lifc, 
according to Rousscau, Thc sd1elllc he prescnts also includes a full y 
dcveloped romantic ideal of thc rela tions of thc sl:xe~, presented in a vcry 
complete rorm in J ulie ou {ll NOl1l·t({e H{{oi.u, and to a lesser extcnt in Emile 
in Book V dealing with the educa[ion of woml'n. NevCTtheless, the place of 
the rem inine role in Rousseau's poli tical philosophy may be rocllsed 
around two basic themcs. These are: 
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"r he nut! for the family and ilS part icula r a tlacilmcllIs liS a na tura l 
b aSI- for patriotism (amour dt la palrit), and he ncc as a n ursery for (otood 

citizens; and , 
2 '111C need for ccn aint yof paterni ty in connection wit h the requi rements 

of thc institu tion of private properl)'. 

Rega rd ing I.hc fi rs t of thl"Sl" themes, it is a ppa rent tha i it concerns 
education in the wid est sense of the term, which is 10 say, tilt" .... 'hole 
socia lizat ion of ci tizens. It is not surprising. thcrclo rc, Iha l Rousseau 
addresses I hi.~ issue most d ircctl r in his work on educa tion , Emil,. Like 
Plalo, he puts correct oow.:a titlll at the vcry fo und a tion of . he good society . 
T he COlltra.ct a r ia n solution to the confl ict between ind ividual self-interest 
and the existence of the civil s ta le , which is LO a uempt a logical idemilie<tritm 
of rhe t\"O in rht, reflns of enlightened self-intercst, was njeeled by Rousseau 
as an inadequaTe founda lion of polit ica l rig hl.3tJ 

Rousseau field s a third alternalivt: in which ht, a ltem plS 10 susta in the 
matcri aiisl epislemology which was a philosoph ically pro.l;n :ssivt' d ement 
in earl y con ll'act arian Iheory. It is t.h e inj unction not to olley Ihe law 
because il is ra tional (I hough it ought to be in fact ra tional), bu t to lo\'e ii , 
and th us bring into hannon), particular and public interest. 'r his t;mOlional 
leap is whal makes possible the transcendence of amour proprt rt.'Cluired for 
tht· delerminalion of the genera l will. 

It is Rousseau 's belief tha tthosc who art' incapable ofloving those nca r 
to thcm and who havt' no part icul ar attachments \"i ll bt' even less capa ble 
of the lov(' of their coun try and ils laws or of a ny sacrifice for th .. common 
good, Part icular affecli\"t' relationships arc a n essentia l part of lhe personal 
development of the citizen for Rou.sscau, a nd play a founda tional role in 
civil weiely. All ho ugh the virt ue of ci tizens consis lS in a conformiTY of the 
individual .... ,illto the gelll.;ntl will , which may in principle bc j ustificd b)' 
reason, Rousseau places a great deal of emphasis nn Ihe Ilt'ccssity for 
a pprop ria te feding to ma ke such a civil s tate possible in fact. l\'lere 
abstrac t principles, he argues , even if backed b)' force, will never be 
enough to preven t ind ividual sclf-inlt:rcs t from und ermining the Sia le, Hc 
recommcnd s patrio tism (amour dt la Palm ) as the mosl efficacious mean ... of 
ra ising Ihe sigh1S of individ uals from self-in terest to the good o f the Slate, 
for " we will ingl), want wha t is wan ted by Ihe people we lovc." 31 PatriOTism , 
thereforc, is not a n abstra ct principle li lr Rousseau, but a n aClive senri­
ment whi(:11 promotes tht, t)'pe of personal devd opmt' nt nCt~ded 10 create 

ci li l,ens. 
Evell supposing the average citi7.cn were a philosopher, accord ing !O 

Rousseau, Ihis would no t solve the pro blem of sUSlaini ng t.hc genera l will 
in a good sta te. RCMOn, becaust' of what it is, is <.'Osmopoli tan in its 
outiou k. Pa trio tism is tllt;reforc ul tima tely based on a lie, though a " nob le 
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lie," if yOIl will. T he sha red Customs and rclig itln lhat give a nation 
cohesion , when rega rded rl i~ r)(lssionady and objecli\,d y, canno t be sho wn 
to be a ny better in rca lit)" tha n those of a ny other na tion. Hut each na tion, 
accord ing \(.I Roosseau, Ilct .. d s ernotiOl tal lo),alt y from its citizens, rdthCI" 
than mere a pp nl\'al of ils <tuthnrity on the basis nfreason . 

It is the same wilh t.ht' fa mily. As Alla n Bloom pu ts it, we wuuld think il 
monstrous if a man neglcctt.""<l h is O\'>n children ill favor of some o thers he 
thought supcrior.:n The strong clai m is Iha l I.hcsc loyal ties a rc a rbitrary ­
accidents of history. This is wh)' , aceord in,t;: to Ro usseau, philuSOlliltTS 
make poor kinsmen and cilizens. 

Particular affecTivc rela tions in the family are therdo re a foundation for 
particular alfeelive rela tions to a ,LJ"iven sta ll'. The rela tion of mother and 
child is the pJ"OtoT ypc of pa n ku lar a ttachment, whether considered in 
rdatioll to the philosophic history RtJUssea u provides in the Second Dis­
course, or in rd a tion to the dcvci(Jpment oflhc ind ividual within the civil 
s ta te. It is the human rela tionship thaI p recedcs a ll others, for the species 
a nd for the indivi d ual. As .... 'e havt' Sel'll , it provides tlte li nk between 
children and a rtifici al paternit y. Wit hoUl a f(;minine role grounded on 
mot herhood, the family, viewcd li'OITi wit hin this model , loses ilS unique 
qualit )" of being a huma n a rt ificia l insl itll t ion which incorporatcs na tural 
rela tions. Losing that. it ca n no lo ngcr funct ion as a " na tural base" for the 
devd opmcn! of amnUT 1ft fa pal rir and l1<"nct· civic virlUc. 

I n addition 10 the need for a fam il) as a naTura l base for Thedcvelopment 
of an/OUT fIe ta PO'rit, Rousseau needs a mccha nism to ensure certainty of 
pa ternity for the inheri tance of properTy. In sl,ile of Rousseau's cri ticism 
of bour,l.!cois ind ivid ualism, ther<' is no doubt tha t f.·om Roussea u's polm 
of vi!'w private p ropert)' is a n itw iola blc requiremcnt of civil life . In Emile 
he wri tes; "The un faithful .... 'oman ... d issHlvcs the fa mily a nd brcaks a ll 
Ihe bonds of na tu re. In gi\·ing the man ch ildren wh ich a rc not h is, she 
betrays both. She joins perfid y ( puflllit) to infideli t}' . I have difficu lt ), 
seeing what d isorders and wha T crimc.~ d o not flow from thi.~ nn,·. " T o the 
husband, a child not his own rept""CSCllIs " thc plunderer of his own children's 
propcrry ... 3:i 

Much or the fo rce Oflhis may Ix- traced to the theme already presented 
- tha i t.h .. fa mily is nOI a family unless ullitcd in t llf" mannr r deserilx:d by 
the woman 's playing a correct femin im' role, It is only necessary 10 

cstablish a link betwccn rh is and p roperty. 
In spit.e of ROllSSt:a u 's criticism of econom ic ineq uality, as well as 0 1 her 

forms of ineq ua lit y, he never mov(;s towa rd the view that priva te pmlx·rt )' 
oug lll to be donc away wilh . Whatever olher reasons there may be for 
Rousseau's repealed ins islent.:o' th,u priv3 11' property is a b.tsic, evcn a 
"sacred" right , the male-headed pri\'atc fam ily has a basic inexora ble 
economic requiremen t: it requ ires 10 havt· its s llbsish'nce in the form of 
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pn valr propt:rly in cnil irol of the maJc head of the family. 'Illis is ncccssar)' 
because the fami ly is n(\1 " private" if the mode of acquisitioll. usc. and 
disposal of iL'i subsistence and surplus do not meel Ihl' basic n 'quircmcnls 
of the institution of pri\'ate property; and it is not male-headed unless 
these rights and dUlies arc: c(,TlIered on the husband a nd father. 

TIlt' TrOlusfOl',ual io lO of N:Hural Qualities by Sudu l Hclatiolls 

TIlt' ~ Ia l(' of Wilf 
(Then- lIlay u!" mOl)' 1101 

I~ a l>OJ(us ~:ia l 

-nit' I'ur(' Slalr of Na{Ur(' cou tran) 

Emolional autonomy 

I' ractic.a l autonomy 

Sclf-prrs(' r\';\ tioll 

!;Cxua l tilllidity 

Mall." ~exua l ~ponlancit) 

A",/mr fJroprr 

r..·1astcr/sl.n't'" relations 

Particular or pnsol)al 
juter...,.' 

::kxlIal manillllialion 0 '­
(lSI'III Iu -masculi'li! ), 

Compulsi\'(' and \'iokm 
S<'xuaii. y. domilll.lion of 
unSllccessrul f('llIai(' 
rlla "ipulator-~ 

Spomam.'OU5 col11pa5!')ioll (All but dcstro;,'l"<1 ) 
(Pitil'l 

u-gitirnatt' Civil Sla'~ 

~ lorallib.:-rlY 

EqualHy 

Vim,] (, (conformity urtnl' 
p.,rtil'ulilr will to thl' 
grlll",.,,1 will ) 

,,\ ' I o(k~ t~· 

f\blt" S('xIJal spollta.,!"ity, 
go\'c rrlt'<l by f ('aSOIl and 
~ llo""lnlg(" 

1';,t.-iodsll, 
frit"" dship 
rOtll;mlie love 

It is elear that Rousseau's ideallami ly is made up ofa ma ll" provider anda 
dependent wife and chi ldren, so thaI the basic rcquirollcflI ofpri vaq· is 
met. Family privacy, because of the way it pa rt icularizcs tht" indi\' idual's 
relations to certain others, is necessary, as \"e have seen, for t he particul ar 
a ttadml(:IUS so important to the early development of citizens a nd for the 
provision of a link between nature and social li fe. On the other ha nd, a n 
e(plal d islri bution ofp"i"a te properly among men is seen :1.'1 necessary for 
the a utonomy of the male head of the fami ly in H"latioll to other malcs" 
The panin] larlily ufhis relation to his family would co ll ap.~e ifhe did nO( 
have un iqoe responsibilities and rights in rela lion to them" 

From Nature to Virtue 

In his U"eallnent of th t, natun' of Ill("' se);es, Rousseau 's prineiplcs a nd 
met.hod arc prttisely the sli me as wha t he exhibi ts in connection wi th a ll 
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his important d;,i lns concerning human natun'. "rhe StrUCture of his \ .jcYo.<S 

can be shm' n \0 he partillcl 10 that of his views of the nalura l man a ILe! 
citizen (sec table)" A natural quality is transformed hy social relations. It 
may be corrupted by bad social relations, a process wh ich occurs as til(" 
"golden age" of sava~ery degencratcs in to civilized soci al relations dmni­
na ted by particular interests and amour prop7l:. T his proct'ss results in the 
developmen l of a state of" war like that ofHobbe~, Ihal is, onc in which the 
inte rcst~ of ("ach individ ual a rc opposed 10 the interests of cvery ot her 
indi vidual.. This state, aC(.:ordi ng to Rousseau, mayor may not be charac­
terized by a bogus social contract which primari ly seryc:s the intercst.s of 
the rich . .w Alternatively, a good O\·iI socielY fil led by the genera l will 
would mal;e possiblc the de\"c!opmenr of the uniquel)' human pOlential 0 1 

thc:sr natu ral quali ties. 

Democratic Feminism 

Reading Rousseau help~ to provoke thought ~ as to what sort of social 
arrangemen tS wou ld be most conducivc to sexual equality. In particular, 
it challenges the liberal individualist view that women's libera tion can be 
furt hercrl pri maril)' by means of thc removal oflegal and social obstacles 
to thc advancement of ind ividual women" 

In a period when politi<.<l l philosophy was still preoccupied with the 
ne\\' ideal of equality before the law, Rousseau leapt a head to the insight 
that whcre there is objective inequality, virtually any law helps the power­
ful a nd harms the less powerlul. :I:> T hercforc, no legal sySlem can morally 
reform the relarions uf men and womcn so long as t hcrc is social and 
economic ina! ualilY of the se);cs, or gcneral SOt:ial and c<:onomic in<.Xjualily. 
So long as women arc socially and economically IIIH:quai to (lldl o/hlT, and 
occupy the sociely of indi\,idualism and artlOur prOfirt, relations between the 
se);cs will be eilher patriarchal, o r colnpctilive and manipula tive" In view 
oflhe differences in physical strength, this would a lso undoubtedly indude 
continued male \·jolentt against ,,"omen . 

Ro usseau's analysis o f the pa ... t iclilar interest and lImour propre of social 
inequa lity reveals the pitfalls of attempting the integration of women, on 
the same footing as men, in to an uneq ual, competitive, society. Particular 
interest and the eonsciousm:ss of amour proptt mi li tate against thc a bandoll­
ment of malt" a ttempts 10 dominate women, a nd a lso against the abandon­
mcnt of sexual manipulation of men b), "(IInrn. Reading Rousseau makes 
it clear thaI in possessive individua lis t ~ocil'ty , it is imprudent 10 abandon 
allY pOlential SOilret' of power over others. I t is therefore very unlikely lhat 
moral improvemcnt can occur without basic socia l change. 

Rousseau COntcnded that women who demand l,.'IUality with mell usually 
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do not a bandon the fcminifl(' \"i lcs that prcssupust' illcqual ity. T ht·'y 
a ttcln pl to pia}' IWO incompatible mk", and as a rc:wlt suc«'Cd a t ncilhc r.$t· 
He wrungly thuught I.hat the r.ontinucd inequa lit y of women despite 
substa mial scntimCIlI in favor of their eq uality was the result of inferior 
capacity, bill Lhe hampering effects of contrad ictory rolc·playin.~ remain 
as Rousseau perceived t.ll('m. 

Despit e some substa ntial sentiment in favour of the ('(l llali! ), uf women 
in the prese nt age. and in spite of sum I' Irgal and ('carmmic n: forms. for 
most women, particula rly if. hey \\lal1l d lildrc li. dependence on a particular 
man remains thei r best uption fur a li \"CIihood . Sexual monogam y a nd 
other otd lll:rcllcc to his wishes rema ins part of the prier Ihey pay. If we 
\\'crc to extend Rousseau's philosophy of moral a ulonomy 10 worne-Il, it 
a ppears lhat thest' cannot be truly mDral choices unless a nd unti l women 
have personal autono my, The rnal('-dominated fam ily is Iherclure an 
immoral institution which corrupts its members and is in imie'll to the 
deyclopmellt of a good sociely, [t is d ear, for example, Il lat me-n resisl 
"cform of the a buses of s(:x i ~ m to a large ('xlent because thq do nut \"ant 
to lose tlleir persunal privileges based on power IIVIT women, At the same 
lime, women an ' o n. 'n afraid to rcs isl sexism because or lheir dependence 
on men, It also should nol be forgollen tllal the sexual d i\'ision of labor 
between public and private spheres is undemocratic evcn in th" rd a tively 
narrow, liberal individualist, scnse of "democracy," never mi nd Rousseau's ' 
more thoroughgoing sense of t.'gali la rianism. Ie prevents women from 
participating in public discourse as a utonomous cit izens wilh the freedom 
10 speak out about social rdorms. 

Bul so long as women and men li ve toget her with an) dq~rel: of 
inlimacy and privacy, will even ('conomic N[ua lily and k gal res traint be 
enough 10 prevent masculine viulentX' againsl women from con tinuing to 
be a commun ()ccurrencet It is suddenly appa rent tha i the lack of oppur­
lu nit y for sha ring housework a nd childcare is not I.h ... oilly rcason why 
" 'omen arc worse ofT the more individ ua list ic" a societ)' is. ~'lore communal 
ways of life may givc womell more securi ty and freedom from pcrsorw.1 
oppression than th(' social rela lions of pri \'a t(' property a nd an atomized 
p rivate life , From the pcrspcet in of feminist cri ticism, Rousseau 's Ihcory 
shows \'err dearly the links OClw("{'n private property, individualism, and 
ma le domina linn of "'()ml'n , '111(' male head orlhe family requires private 
propen y in o rder to have a privale sphere wi thin whieh 10 conl rol the 
female. 

'I'll(' present law in \\'t'SItTIl CA} lIll lriC"s concerning masculine violence 
against women displays a d l'Cpscatl'd ambivalence in t.hl' polil ical will of 
ils ma kers. It is agains t til(' law for a man to attack a WOlllell wi th whom 
he lives, yet enforcement is feeble for a Ilumbcr of reasons. O ne is the lack 
of genuinc a utonomy on tlw pa rt uf WOlllen, sufficicut to be a ble 10 mah 
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usc of legal remedies for ha rm. Another is the high value placed on Ihe 
reten tion of a p.,vatt' sphere, on personal fn::edom in intima te rel ations, 
and o n tl](' usc and disposal of p rivale pmpefl y. To make Ihe injullclion 
againsl masculine violence unambivalent would rep reselll not only a 
fundament al change in tht' social relations of lhe sexcs, bill also significa lll 
sucial changc in genera l. 

Ye t ma ny communa l societies have exhi bited serious sex ual inequality. 
' n le polcn tial of mOlT communa l wa ys of life is grea ter en[urcement of 
rltliwblt norms in hitheno private areas of life_ So the problem, finally, is 
slil l l l\e choice of egalitaria n norms of sexual and rl'protluctive behavior. 

On aecollnl of til(' uniq ue characteris lics of Ihe relalions between Ih(­
~excs. demona ,i(' li-minism is a force for basic social change. B UI law is 
only a n aspt.-cl of Ih is, La w which oPIXlses the physical force ofind; vid ual 
men with yl 't grl'alt' r force. lind which reaclws a long arm into Ih" home 
cven as far as tile bt'druum, is a nccessary , bU I nOI a sutlicienl, condition 
ror ma teria l sexual rq ualil Y· 

Reading Rousseii .. st'rves IWO runction~ . Fi T'll I, beca use he was a modern 
Ihinker, he was a nd still remains uscful LO antili' milli.~ Ill . For this reason 
reading hi m is an exen'ise in "knowing till' enemy ." Howcver, Iw und('f­
sta nds very clcarly mallY aspects of the strucwrc of male dominance, 
which from the cnliral PI,,'Stlcclive of feminism fm lction as effectivc criticisms 
of tha i syslem, ufU'll virtually without rcvisiun. Thc second, and larger, 
message for f"minist Ihi nkt-rs in th is study is thai they (.'a nnUl alford to do 
less than examine Ihe whole o f the social structure, lor a ny attcmpt 10 

examine the n:: lations of mcn and women in isolation from other q uestions 
may be vcry miskadi ng. 

Since dle early 19f1Os, g-rass rootS and sociniisl fe minism in Nonh 
America have sulTcll:d marg inal;".ation , while libt:l'a l indi vidua lis t feminism 
has institut iona lin'd itself, and presented itself as if il il ICminism . Somc 
individ ua l women have mark stellar C<lfCC I'S for themselves wit hin insti­
tutionalized fcmin ism , b ll t women's condition in gencral has benefilro 
lillie from it. COllsirkring Rousseau 's epigraph to the fi rs, Discourse, 
from Horace, il ma), a lso happen tu feminists that: "We a rc dcceived by 
the a ppearance of ri~hl ." 

"J'a i cl'r;1 ~lI r djv(' I's slljf'is, mo. is tOlliuu t'S dans If'S mrlll(' Pl'ill('ipt's." " (.(' lIr(':'t 
lk,lUmoli t" (1762), ill J rn l1 -J acqllr.; RUUsst'olU, (J,uITf5 ea.I/J'i llS, L":1. B. C,a.:n.,hiu 
and rlol . Rartnolld (I)aris: Edilioll ~ rle 1<1 Ph: ialk, 1959- J, vu!. 1 , p. 928. 

2 Work on this suhjecl includcs.' Sus .. " ),·loIler Okin, Worn". in 1I(51nn Politim/ 
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7htNghl (PrinCttoll, I'\J : P" nCClOn Uniwrsity Pr1'SS, 1979); Nam u-rI O . Kf'ohanc, 
uHur For f-i(' r St-,. . . th .. Domc~licatiol1 of SophiC' '', anti Lynda Lang-t, 
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NcunJalln , Lafranc(' \Quawa: Un h'('nity of Ouawa Pnss, 1980); a nd Eva 
f'igt's, l'a lriarchal ll llifudtJ (Lolldou: Palllhcr, 1972), p. 105. 

3 Allan Bloom , introductio li IOJ c31l-Jacqucs Rousst'au, Emill': 0" On Ed'Il'(1lion. 
trans. and a llno ta !t'll AlI:m Bloom (N('w York : Basir Book.~, 1979). 

4 C . B. r.. l acPherson , Th, {'{Jlilml/ Thfflry iif i'llIunil'{' IndiddlJ11!ism (Londo n: 
Oxford U nivt"l's ily P''('l;S, 1962) , p. 5:~ . 

5 M y interprctadoll o f Rou5S('''u 5ubslant iat(:S (hi:- clai", or c. 1;:, Vaugll;1Il that 
Rousst"a u allackt'd individualism "in ils tht'Ofclical st l'Onghold :" Vaughan, 
irmoouclioll , Political Writings of Hotm-mu rCambridg l": Camhridgl" Ulli\'t"rsily 
l'rt"M, 19 15). 

6 Emi/t , Ira liS. Bloom, p. 359. 
7 Rou~au, (kurus Complit' J, "01. 4, p. li95. 
8 Emilt , t ran~_ Bloom, p. 358. 
9 Ibid ., p. 358. Comp., rl"' S igmuucl f ll' ud , ~ fffilin i ll ity,,' ill his Ntw inlrcdY(lory 
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"The Oppressed State of My Sex": 
vVollstonecraft on Reason, Feeling 

and Equality 

,Hoira Galen .. 

SHlI /lfIrping 011 l/it same S/lbjfC/ ) '011 wiLl exclaim - HOI) ' (Ull I fl~'f}id ii , u,'hen mosl oj 
lilt struggles of an tvrn/fililift lim', bUll Q(((IJi(!IIed by fli t opprtned slaU f!f my sex: 
we Tm.Wtl dUP9' u,lu 'l /N Jorribly jed. 

Ma~ Wolls/(}Iurrojl. Ulter XIX, jll.Ja~1 Todd, 
A Wollstonccraft Anthology 

Reason and Ceding is the gOHTning dichotomy amI tIll: ~OUft(' ortlw Ill<'ljor 
coilA iCl!< in ~hry \ VII lIs tnrwr.:raft 's work and in Iwr Jill· , I I is Iwr concen­
tra tion on this d ieholOmy and Iwr ob\' ious faith in the puwer of n:ason to 
reform sociopoli tical life that p laces her firm ly within Ihe Cnliglm'IIIH('111 
tradition. Yet, beca use she is conccrnu.l to add ress thc specificity ~ ) rl! :mal c 

socia l and poli tical t:xislcnCC, her treatment of the reason/fcrling dis tiJiction 
inevitably conjures up its partners: the nature/ eultun: and private/ p llblic 
distinctions. Enlightenmcnt ph ilosophers we re able to trea t man 's political 
possihiliti es witilclut (explicit ) refe'rence 10 sex ua lity , reprod ll(;tion, tl tt: 
family and the dom estic sphere because these mailers \\'(; re assumed 10 fall 
o ut side the public realm of politics. Cenainly, tIll' political body assumcs 
the privatc sphere, which underpins p ublic life, but this sphere is taken to 
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be thc na tural base ofpoli tieallilC. Any considerat ion of women's al:eess 
to or place in the publ ic sphere necessarily raises the quC'Stion of their roll' 
in the pri vate sphere. 

Whereas En lightenment philosophcr.s argued that poli t ica l au thori ty is 
arlifieial and conven tional they a'!su lnl.-d that relations between the sexes 
and withi n the fami ly arc based on natu ral authority. Wolls tofln:ra ft 
arguc'd aga in~t thi.~ assumptiu ll in favour of a cont.:eption of reason as the 
so le a uthority in all matt ers and in a ll spheres. I·kr insi .s tenec· on tho: role 
of reason, in al l areas of human lifc, crealed parad oxes in her application 
of Enlighten1l1clll notions of eq uality that she was unable to resolve. 
Eighteenth-century notions of equalit ~· were articu lated specifi cally in 
connection with the public sphere. 1\·len , as husbands/ fathers, presumably 
did no t want (o r need) to assert the principles of eq ua l it)' in the privat I" 
sphere siuee this would , in fact , be acting against their imcrests. One of 
\ 'Volls IOIlf"craft 's major aims is to insist that the power and authority tha t 
men wiclded in the private spht"rt" was a~ artificial as the a uthOlity o f 
royalty and a rislOcrac}, in the sphr n ' of p"lities. She sees clea rly that 
lilx.ra ting womell from political oppression is not simply a malter of 
poli tical rnfranchisemcnt, sin ce they art· a lso su bjcrted in the private 
spllt r£". This makes Wollstonecraft 's task far more complex than the tas ].;. 
that c;oufronln\ the poli tical phi losophers who were concerned on ly with 
ml:n's poli tiUlI rights. 

Annthc~ r maj or a im of Wol[slOnecraft 's writings is to insist tha t thc 
natura l rights of mcn a rc huma n rights. Therefore women, no less than 
men, an ' I:ntitkd to po li t ical eq uality a nd n:pn'.~c · n tatiun . 11 is in her 
art icu la tion of this claim that WollstCfiecraft sui ].;.l"S paradox after paradox. 
In her a ttcmpt to extend libnal prineip lcs of equal ity to women she 
neglects [0 Ilo tc' tha t t!tI:SC' pri llci pks were dew'loped and formu la tn \ with 
men as tbeir object. Her altempt to st re tch these principles 10 include 
wonu:n results in hoth practical anri conceptual difficilit ies. Thcse principles 
wen' ("\t-vd opc'd with an ( im plicit ly) mali- person i ll mimi, who is a<;sunlC~d 

to be a Itt:ad of a household (it hushand / fatllC" r) and whose dOIlH"stic Iweds 
a rc ca tcff"(l for (b )' h i .~ wife}. Al though th ... cit izc'!l is !lOI explici tly ma le.: , 
the a~sulTI ('d characteristics of thl'" c it i~..cn coincide witl l those:: of a IlIIsiJml(1/ 
fa ther. No m atter how s trong ti le power orreascJII, it cannot a lter the fa c t 
that mall" a mi kmal!: c~ mbodinl(:nt . alleast as lived ill eighlCcnth-century 
culture, imolved vastl y different social and politi cal cOl1seq uenees. \ VolI­
stonc:eraft did not lakr. s llffic ien t ael.'Olint of tlu;se consccj lJl'llces in her call 
for ti ll' rGl li ~J1. lic lI1 I )f t ile r ights of women. Women 's ( tradilion;] l) labor is 
no t evc'n visible in the public sphe rl'. It docs not count as sociaJl y necessary 
work and is not acknowled ged in a ny system of public exehallgc. This 
point is no less rcl c\'a nt in our contempora ry context where the (""qllalit y 
that women arc eCl tilk"(1 to, for example in the sphere o f rmploYIT1('n [, is 
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limited 10 aCli\' ilics which overlap with mak act i\'it ies. Those: aspects of 
wom("tl 's lin 'S that Iwar on fema ll- spccifici ly were, uOIil \'c ry rcccnlly, 
completely iglllm"fl: fo r example, sexua l harasslTIcllI , maternity, chi ldcarl', 
and so o n. '''I'ollslOllccralt's tC'ndcncy 10 (rcal the roll' o f wi fe/mother! 
donlCsti c worker as 1111(' which follows directly from \vOlllcn's biology 
raises fUrlhcr problems fiw it fC:l!l illiSl analysis of women's social and 
po li tical s tatus. 

The Icndcllcy 10 conn'ivc: of \\'OlTlcn's bodies as comp licil ill tlll'ir social 
and political oppression has ('('ft;t inl y been a feat ureof Illuch coll lcmpontl)' 
feminist writ ing . \Vollstonc.:crafl was able to IOkra le tht, paradoxes of 
liberal Ihool)' in a wa y tll<l! {.llfl l cmIXlraJ)' feminist thcory, at least from 
the lime of Simone de IkaU\'oir, cannot. This intolerance' has caused a 
marked rift ill feminist rl'SpoflSj :S tn women 's place' in contempora ry 
society. On one sick art' th(Y.o;j' lik,' Shulamitl l FirClOtollc' who advoca te the 
usc of scknce to dlccti\'cly " lleUln" tlw female body, \Voman can thus 
tnJ ly become a "ra tional man ," Orr the mher, thcoris l.~ likl' Carol "',leM illan2 

51'(' this corporeal denia l as a nti-woman and a rgul' thaI d iflCn'n..:e docs not 
necessari ly involve relat ions of inkriority/suJx:riorit y. ~'lcll and women , 
sht' argues, arc diflCrcnl and ha\'(' 1lf'CI'Ssari ly dillen'llI roles, bllt these 
rolClO arc of equal va lue. 

Th,' SOlJrc(~ from which these twu rt~SpoClses Aow is ck arly present in 
\ Vollstonecrafl's writ ings, Both \'inys locatt' the cause ofwolllen's socia l 
role in her body. T his as~u l1lptioll mllst he challenged on at least two 
In'd s, First, feminists !1H1St ch<l lkngl ' the notion inherited from Cartesian 
dualism that human beings art' sf'parahk into two n(,<lt bundles: a neu tral. 
uni \'ersal mind; and <I sext'd bOfly. St'ccmd , we must cha llengt' till' impuled 
" na turalness" of the form and ca p;l('itics of the female body a lorrg wilh the 
idea that this form <ktt'fmines d ll' swpe of female socia l being. The 
converse proposition - that socia l ;lIld plliitical arran~emcnts cu rta il or 
imptxle tltl' form and capacities of the female bod y - must a lso be con­
sidered. This must be dOl1l' lIot si mply in onkr to allot primacy to thr 
socia l bu t rathcr to bring out tlw eomplexi t), (,r ti l, ' rdationsh ip betwecn 
the bio logical and the socia l. 

h I Ihis paper thcsl' issues a re brought to bc'ar on \ Vollstol1ecrart's 
stnl ).,"Kic wi th the reason/ feeling dis tinction. A Vim/icnli()fj rif Ihr Rit,hb of 
I~omnll and nit Wrollgs oj I Fomm, or ,lfann will be examiunl in the light of 
\,\'o llstollccraft 's alternpts to work through the power {Jfhoth reason and 
feeling in women's li ves. T he prob'lTSShT sophistica tion wid l which '""011-
SIOlll'tTaft analyzes the cotnpb.:it ir.s uf worne'Il'!; SOd;II and politiGl1 position 
may be linked to the increasi ng socia l and political cotn plrxit y ill lhe 
progress or her o\\'n life, Various commenta tors ha\'c r"ilcd against the 
legitimacy of refnring to WollslOmxraft's personal life in tl1O' context of 
appraising her work. G ivcn the d ose kinship between her li li' and her 
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poli tics, the subjcct matter of m uch of hn writings and her ~WI1 li\'ed 
cxperiencl', it seems appropriate to a t least indicate I.h(' li nks iwtween her 
imcllcclllal dC\"clopmem and her biography. For one th ing this a pproach 
allows the con temporary reader to pollC\er tht' rt' I;lI ion Ix'twecn a n 
ci~htcel1lh-eentu ry kminist 's anal)'sis of her socia l ami poli tical context 
and the exigencies of a Ii I(, tha t was liw:d in that context. WoJlstoneeraft 's 
life was certa inly a struggle a nd undeniabl y ('v('ll lfu!. SI1I' lin .xI through 
one or the most turbulent and politiealJ) unstablt, tirnt's in our rea.-n t past. 
Slw was \"(K;;11 in till' lTlo\'cmcnt which sought to rt 's tfl re to " nwn" tlwir 
natu ra l rights; Sill' was adamant tha t womell a lso possessed natural rights 
and natural equal ity; a nd she s pent somc' tinn: in Franct.' d uring the 
r..,,·olut ioo. WoJlstonecrall a lso bore two chi ldn:n , had IWO significa nt 
hcterosexual relationships, attempted sllieKI(,twic;e. and wrote prolificall). 
~I uch or what she wrote is conccrned to expose and remedy thc' socia l and 
po litieal injustices ex perienced b)' \\·omen. How('\'I'1", her work a"i a whole 
displays a passiona tc rejcction of o pprcssion in ).,~ne ra l , rega rdless of its 
specific la rm . 

Hcr first major work of po liticn l im portanet' is A flil1dicaliOlJ of Ihr Uighls 
qf Mm (1790). T his tna carries the d istinction of lx:ing the first publ ished 
response to Edmund Burke's Rtfocliom on Ilir Rtl'oiulion in Fralla ( 1790). 
The d )'namics uf her (('SponS(' a rc ~O\·emed h)' til(' dichotom), of reason 
and sentiment. Burkc's lauding or tradition and hcrnlitary rights and his 
dogmatic insistence 011 ti lt' conservation of existing rigid po lit ical relations 
arc all treated b)' \\' otls ton("'crali as l'\'idrnce ofhis lack of reason. J nstead 
of using h is rationa l eapacit), - which would re\'eal to him the nalliral 
rights and uat ura l equality of a ll "mell" - he a llows his sentiments, his 
passions a nd his feeling to dominate his polit ical thinking, For Wolls tol1(,­
crafi il is the preJ>omlcra nee of sentiment in politi cal thought that g ives 
rise to nos t.a lgia and social stagnation, which act to impc.'dt' tbe d )'namic 
and progressive na turr of sociopolitical liJ(~. ~ l on'O\'Cr . the SC"n timent 
displayed by Burke and his kind is ridcUcd with hypocrisy, The romal1lKism 
of his conception of a hierarehieall)' ordered pol itical systc'll1 is belied by 
the profligacy and corruption of the rich, the degradat ion or the poor and 
their a ppa ll ing condit ions of life. It is reason and not sel1limel1l tha t 
should dicta te the terms of poli tical life and what ail)' person's rational 
capaci ties will show is that .. Th .... birtllrighl of Man ... is such a dq.,rn.'C of 
libe.rty, civil and religious, a~ is compatible wit h the liberty of e\'ery otiter 
individua l with whom he is united in a social COmpact, and tl1(" contillued 
{:"istcnec or tha I cotllpaet. ,,3 Hllrkl~ is not onl y gu ilt y or irra tionalit y, 
hypocrisy and i mpedin~ the progress of ci\'i li "~1 t ioil , hc is also com plicit 
in renegi ng on tilt' terms of the social compact and so rcpr{'SC.nts a threat 
to itS con tinuing existenct'. Wollstonccraft thus rc!oca tl'S the responsibilit y 
for poli tical unrest with tlw conscn:ati\'('S. 
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T he sucial and polilical Sl;tluS of WOIIIl'n is Ilnl cent ral to the conCerns of 
A f!indirafion of Ih~ Rights r.if 11ft/I. l'\C\'Crlltdl:SS, \Vollstonccrafi is careful 10 

illSis l Iha l womrn, no less Iha n men , arc part ic:8 to the socia l compart. 
Their sociopolitical right.~ and d ulit."S arc' nOI, howe,,"er, identical wilh 
!hOSt' of nWI1 . II is ti ll' pa ri of , Il(' rali' lllal woma n to "superintend her 
fa mily and suckle her children , in onkr III fulfil her parI of Ihe social 
compact."~ This diflCrclI"': 1)Cl w~' 1I 1111: sna "S ill fulfilling the compact witl 
be trra tt'(lli lrthcr when we 'I.lrI' lu A Vi,lI/im/ion of 1111 RighlJ of J~oma1l. At 
this slagI' \.Vollstollccrafl scn ns cuntent to lJI l(krsland women 's rights as 
implicit in the g(~nlls of men 's right s, appclld il1 ~ el l' llmel lts which b('a r 011 

women's sp('cificit)' - child bcOlring, fi)f- n ' illllple - when neccsSilr)'. li n 
nai\"ctc is, perhaps. explicable b), the context il l whi ch s lk~ was Ihcn living, 
work ing and thinking. AI Ihc l ime or the wri ling nf A Vil/diwliol1 cif Iltt 
Rig' ,Lf of II'011lml (1792) WollslfJllI"C'.raH was s iugl!' anti part of a ( pn~­

dominanl ly male) imdlcewal milieu which im.:hltkrl William Blake, 
ThOl1l OlS Paine, Will iam Godwin and Henry Fllsrli . This grou p was in­
IOxical t:d with Ihe idea of social reform and , 'x hitJiu 'd thc bOl.l nd k ss 
opt illlislll I ),piea l of t h(' En lighlcmllenl . Vet 1111' )" IH' k ss tl ta ll tile gl' lw ra l 
read ing pu blic, were inclined 10 undersland the ri .e.:h ls I)f man as hc ingjusl 
thai, the righls of mCIl. T his is the (''OIl1eXI in wllieh WolIslOIweran 
(('Sok es to write specifically 011 Ihe qucstio n of wnnll'n 's righl .. , 

A Vil/dim/jol' cif the Rigltts if I f/mum pn::scn1S an arg.tmC'lll fi ,r arl clllightClICfI 
unders tanding of hUlllan nature which st r,·ssc·s tha t wOlllen. 110 k ss Ihall 
mcn, share in this na (U n~, The result is a text tha t is pl<1 ).[lwd wilh 
comri'ldic tions and irresolva ble- tcnsions. Agi'li ll , the o\"(' rriding tnlsiOli is 
tha t OCIW(:l'n rcason and sentiment . The tension 1)(' lwrcn thesl' IWIl If'rms 
is pff-'Sent in her trea tment of friendship \'ersus scx ua l passion, t ill' socia lly 
responsible fa mily , 'u sus the sensual couple; lhe ,'cspcctabk motlll' r verstts 
the degra(kd concubine. As Com Ka plan has obscr\"M , it is as if W0I1-
s tonl'cra ft sees sexualit y ami pleasurc a. .. special clangers to wOlllen. as 
" narcotic in<iue"nll'nIS to <1 lifi· o f lubricious sli'l\'ery." ·; \Volls tonl'cr,lft 's 
alllulet agai nst the tcmpl i'l liOIlS of s('nsual ity is, of t'll11fSl' , rl'lt.~lIn . 

A }/imlietltion of tIlt Rights of II oman is 1101 so Illudt an appeal to women 's 
reason - which she takes 10 be obscured b), a cultu re' which encourages till' 
cxaKR'l' ra tcd d C\'dopment of women's sentiment, fceling and passion - as 
it is an a pP"al to mcrl 's rCi'lson . The addrcssee, a.~ Anea VlaStJpo los 
eOllvincingly a rgues ," is male. It is pertinent to recall that A Vil/dietltion of 
Iltr Righi.! of JI·imum is d l'£l.ica tcd to Chark s T alk yraml whose proposa l fo r 
free nalional educa tion (for boys) was lhtn Iwfor(' the French Nationa l 
l\ ssem bl)'. 13)' dedica ting her trt'31 isc to T allc}'rand , Wolls tunl'eraft Ilopo:} 
to C11couragt" Ilim to cxtend his proposal 10 include girls (needless 10 ""-)', 
he d id nOI). T he future slrcngth of the New Republic, she argued, will be 
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ensu red only when ehi ldr('n or both sexes a rt' t rained III l"I·aSIII1 . SIt(' 
cha llenges T al k }' rand: 

if WOH1l'n ar .. 'OJ be' excluded, willllJur lillviug a ~'Oi cr , 1".-.)11 1 a p:l1'ti (';pil tiun of 
111(" nalur.d r il!.lits of mankind, prow' Iir'1ll , to warrl off til l' chargl" of injuSlicr 
and inrunsisll"llcy, thai Iht)' \'l:lnl rl"l\Son _ I"I~ 111;s flaw in your ,....:w 
CONSTtTUTI Qf: will t'\'cr sht", thai mllil musl. ill soml" shapc-, llCt likt a t)' l"3l1! . 
and Ir rann)'. in whatel'('f part or SOdrl)' il rrar.> ils 1)I'<I'l.l"n froUl , will t'\'r r 
Ulldrnninl" mOl"alit r. 1 

Her own analysis of women 's social and pol itical Sla lUs, ~hc tells him, 
aims " to pro\'1' tI /i1 1 the prcvailillg notion respecti ng a st'xual character 
wa.'\: subversive of moralit ), .,,1j I n fact her target i.~ much wider tha n 
moralit),. She a lso seeks to show Iha l rca'\On has no sex, Knowledge has no 
SCI>:, in short, tha t the mind itself is sexless.!' The dislinction between the 
sexes is elllird )' bodi ly a nd of rc!, 'vancf to o ne issue onl)': the reproduction 
of t.he species. All other human acti vit)' , if it is to (lescrve the title 
" human," shou ld bf h'O\'Crned by the prin ciples of reason wllieh arc " t 111: 
same in <Ill" alld a ppropriatc to any ta.sk - CV('n. or (:speciall)" child rca ring. ttl 
It is to till: shame a nd detrimen t of tht· society she addresses t.hat human 
activit ), is so infrt'qucll ll)' gmTr'lwd hy Ihese principlcs. Ra ther, it is 
passions and prtj udices that ric tc rmin(' social mores and this is nowl1" r(' 
more {'vident that in the socia l cxpca3tiolls surrounding women . 

\ VoI lstonccraft 's socia l thlUl"}' is " ery much dept~ ndellt 0 11 her conception of 
human being a nd what it is capable oflwcomin,l(. A rationa l society is one 
which takL-s aCCOUill of and founds itself 0 11 the character and lIecds of 
human Ili'llurc. That societ)' is Illost jusl anri rationa l tila l a llows hUlllan 
ocings to aClualize, to the highest possible degree, thcir potcllliatilico;. ller 
opposition 103 sociely which is govemcd by ro)'a lt y and <1ris locrac)" o r as 
s iR' calls thrm, thc " pl:stifefOus purple," is grllundl'(i in her bdicf thatthis 
kind of society limits the freedom of human bcinh'S to improve themselves, 
which in turn limi ts the progress of society. A hUlll i'ln life is nOI wort h 
living. is not tru ly a human life, lJlltt'SS there is opportunit ), for growth and 
sdf-improvelllcn t: 

Inr pl"rfroion of our Ilatur(" and rapabili ly ofhappint'Sll, mus! 1>1' rsl;mat~d 
by ,h .. drgl\'C of I'cason, \ll1m:, anel knowledge, thaI dislinl-:uish lhe individual, 
a lld dirrc t tl1O' law~ which bind socil"lF and that rrom thr exrn:::isr Ofn'8S0n , 
knowkdg(, anti vi rtu(' na lurally Ilow, is ('(Joally O1ldrlliahlc. if m:mkind br 
vitwrd coIlCCliv(' I), .' 1 

JUlI t as monarchi cal rule is an irra tiona l basis for society, so too is patri­
an;ha l rule. Sh(' chastises th(' enligh tcm:d philosuphers for not going f.'lr 
enough in thcir cha llenge to illcgitim.'lte authori ty. She argues that " ti lt? 
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di"inc rigbl of husbands," like Ihe "divine right of kings." must be COIl­
rested . If lll:rcditary puwcr amOun ts to illegiti mate <l uthority lind is d am­
aging 10 socir ty then it is da maging in a ll ils forms. 

In thl' presen tation or her cast' for til(> rigllls of women, \ Voll sIO!1t'crafi 
most frcq urntly employs the rtdllf/iO at! absllrdum form of a rgument. She 
rqx:a tl'fU ), undcn n incs her opponents ' accounts of women 's roil'S a nd 
dwil'S b)· uncovering tile' inCOllsislcllcics in Iht' iT arglllllcnL'i. T he ccmral 
cxalllpk , which a ppears in sc\'cra i gu ises throu).lhout the text , is the 
fo llowing: men argue that rights and duties <lSS llTnc one anoil lc r : men 
deny women their rights; yel, I1H'1l cxpa:t women to honour thei r duties . 
\Vollstont'craft 's own \' i(:ws on righb and dutit:s a rt: compkx . SIll' d ocs not 
deny tha i mueh of what has been wriHell ,ibo ul women is easily verified 
by cx perience. Some pass'l.gl.'S in A Vindicalion ifilit Rif!.htsif II 'oman, which 
d escri l)(' tl lC fri ,'oli ly, va ni ty and inco nstancy of women, arc fa r from 
flatte ri ng. Howcvcr, ralher than j udging that social and polit ical riSh ls 
should nOI bc grantu! to such W(:'5]: crcaiures sht' ar ICS tha t ri ,fits arc 

1(' 0 11 wca nesses, VVOIlWIl will not Ix~colll e duli/ill or 
;iltconal unlilthey arc Ift'a lt-a wllfitTii;".-;ame dignit y and lillowed to sha;c 
1ft lite sam e pnvlf~l'S as mt'n . In l tils d'm lt'x iSliCiiSks: " Wh y du mCII- ti:ift" 

between two o pilliollS, anti CX j)('ct impossibilities? Why do tl.c)' rx~'C1 

virtue.' from a sla'T, from a ' ''' ing whom the cQOstilution of civil socklY has 
fj·n{krc.:d weak. if not vicious?" I:.! 

I n order to answer this question \Volls tol1t'Cra ft turns to a cri tical 
rt'ading of Rousseau's Emilt, which was prescnled , and widd )' used , as a 
hand book for the ooueation or c.: hildrcn, Shc also consid ers sC\'eral "popula r" 
books that wcre influen tia l in Ihe formation of bou rgeois expeetalions of 
femait' behavior and ma nn('rs, These includ e wri tings by Or Gn:gol)' , Dr 
Ford yce a nd Lord Chcslerfid d . T hcsc four wri lers arc her main oppo ncnts 
in RighlJ of Womal/. II is si/.,'Ilifica nt timt it is mainly tht' inform;'I1 "philr lWphy 
of mannt' rs and customs " Iha l Wolls tonct:raft is o bliged to engage with in 
her assessment of the d Oll1inant socia l a ttiludes loward Ihe formalion of 
wonl('n's character. It rc"ca ls the eXlen t to wh ich the socia lL .. a tion a nd 
eonlrol of women was a " private" a lrair. 

\VollSlonccraft c.:ondemns these texIS lo r enCOl traging " a scxual cha racter 
to thl" mind ." Sincc all human bei ngs na tura ll y possess the capacity for 
reason, a nd hCllcc for knowledge and "i rttlc, the f<1e tlha t wOlllen oflt'n arc 
not ra tional or vi rt uous ind ica tcs that a rt has "smothered nature." And 
WOllWI1 art :, filr \Vollslonceraft , the nlOSt a rtificial of crcatures. '11 ,is arti flee, 
howc\'n , is 1I0 t tht· im'U llion of womcn, Wo)ls tonccr;'lft vcry firmly locatt's 
the SOli rCI' of womcn's eorrupl nat ure in tht' passions of men, She wri te:; 
tha i "all the callst .. s of' fe lnaic- wl'akness, as well as dCj)ra"i ty, which I ha\'e 
a lrl"ady ('nlarg"-'tl 0 11, branch ou t of one grand cause - want of eh:ts tity in 
mcn ." I:J She fi nds ROllsst'a l.l . a lld h is " philO!>ophy of lasci" iousncss," par-
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tieu larly culpable. Wolis toneerali traces the nlany inconsis tencies of 
Rousseau's philosoph y to his poorly controlled scxual passions, Fearfu l of 
losing the services of a n ooalisqur, men withhold l ilt' l1lca ns whereby 
womcn could bccolI)(, frec and rat ional companions, T hc iniquilOus rcs ult 
of Ihis a tt itudt: is that it denies women thc o pportunit y to " unfold thei r 
own fa culties anrl acquire the d ignity of conseiow' " irtue."I" 'Illis "'philo­
soplly of l11anllt'U" limits the possibi lit ies "f female understanding by 
ensuring that it is " always suho rdina ted to til(' ;Iequ in:nwnt of some 
corpl lreal accomp lishment," I:; 

In this arg ulllent Wolis tonerraft is wClITying a sensi! iw spo t in Enlightm­
\lien ! disl;oll rscs. If certain righ ts art' " human" antl "ina lienable" then 
how can Dill' eonsistell tl )' deny these righl s 10 women (or "5a,'ages", or 
children)? AI cert a in points th(' Enl ighlenment d iscourse threa tens to fa ll 
back VII its flMk Aristotelia n and T homistic past. Is woman a part of 
man kind? hi s lit' a " lesser" or illfcI10r Iype of ma n?l ... ' n lCfe a rc two, 
overlapping lIoliolis Iha l save thc " modern" philosoplwrs from fa lli llg 
back on tlwi .. f;tlhers, Tht' fi rs t is ti lt' notion ofhlll l1illl progress: dincrcnt 
euhures, and so plThaps diniTt'nt St'X{'S, progress a l a dincrential rate. 
T h is forlll of a rgm tU'l1 t was cenail1ly used b)' the I1cwly fo rmed French 
Republic I .. j ustify the exclusion of women from politica l parlicipaliotl. 
One such argUll1l'nl, offeH.'(-1 hy Amar who was rcprcseli ling the " iews of 
the COll1mill('e for GI'm'ril l SlTlirit y, g.M '~ a" follows: 

I f we take inlO ilcrountthr fa ct that tll(' po litical rducatiOIl of me 11 is stift >il 
ils very begillJlil1gs, Ihat >ill the prinr iplC$ a n: no! )'rl drvrlopt'd, ilml thil t ,\'r 
still stammrr o,'r l' the word " libe rty," thell how mueh Irss rn lightcned a re 
wom l"n, ,dIose moral roucalion has ~Il practically no n-cxistel1l , Thrir 
prrsrt lCt' in Ihr s«iilis popullli" s, t hrn, would giw an It('r;" e p<trt in govrm­
I1ll'lll to persons tXposn1lO e iTOI' ilnd snluctKrIl ('ven morl' Iha" are 1111'11 , 
Anrl, I l't us ackl thal women b)' t1 .. ,ir cOllslitution, an~ open 10 all exaltation 
which would be ominous in public lire. Th~ ill tcres ts ofthr Stall' would soon 
be sacrificed 10 il l! the kinds of disruption and disorder thil t h),steria call 
prodUCf', 11 

. \ Volis tol1l.'Cra ft d isp("ns(:s wi th this argul11C11t II)' po inti ng Oll t tha t if Ihe 
lemale body is h)'slcrical it will inrrcl till' po litica l body whelht'r it has 
"a "oice" or no t. \Vomen's inclin'el infl1ll1Ice on the public sphere, sht, 
argues, is llt'rniciOlls prn:isdy I K:C.1US(' of ils dal l{k~ t ir l(' d laracl(' r. If 
rna rriag(', a nd tl ... famil y art: ti lt' "ccl11ent of sociely," exel liding women 
from the civic sphert' rIot,s not 1'1 '1110\'(' rhc fOLinda tiona l lhn'al they pose to 
~lm l sphere. SC'L'lJl1cl , Carl l'sian dualislll was callcd UP'OIi to prO\'idc a 
JlIslifica tion for \\'Ol11ell's weaker reason , Descanes thoughllha l Ihc mind 
had no sex. Nc"cl1 lrl.'k ss female consciousness may 1)(: inbibittrl in ils 
opera lions by its associalion with Ihe fema le bod)' and ils unruly passio ns. 
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Wollstom;crart 's s lral cgy here is quill" ingenious. She silins the calise of 
women's wcakn rcason from ,he ft'male body 10 the socia l environment, 
in parlicu lar 10 t"d uGHion'JI practices. She efleets a neal inversion of the 
philosopher's arguments by locat ing the uldm31c cause orremalc inferiority 
in 111(> male body and its lascivio liSIlt'SS a nd ill Ihe masculine body politi c 
which denies women a(;cl"SS 10 reason . This, of COlll~C, puts a new sian! 011 
Rousseau's st riClUrc ,h ,1\ it is fc,ison a nd not prej udice l l!a1 fii e la lt'S Iha t 
women be educated "to please IlU'Il. " lll 

It is wilh a rguments such as these tha I \Volls tonccraft nflltl"s the notion 
Iha l women's social stat us isjust, natural or necessary. Shl' ;u gucs fo r the 
im provcmcil t of the female mi nd both for the sake of womcn and society. 
The performance of the " peculiar d uties which nature has assigncd them " 
will OIlly bl' improved by the acquisi tion of reason. Thesc duties a re 110 

less hum an for lx'ing pt~culia rly femalc. \Vollston(~cra ft 's a rgument s fo r the 
righ ts of women a rc not restricted to the righ t of tll{' individual to real ize 
and improve his or her own naturc. Her pa rticular conception of the 
rdat ion between t.he indi vidual and society is such tha t 10 improve (or 
inhibit ) the possibili ties of an indi vidual nrccssar ily impro\Ts (or inhibits) 
~ocie t y in general. She therefore has an additiona l argulllent in favor of the 
" revolutiOn in female manners" which bcars 011 tI lt" q ualit y of the socia l 
body. 

Vi rt ue is thc product of r('ason, it is not rdat.ivc to situation or sex, TIl(,' 
sham virtuc tha t womcn arc encouraged to practicr - notably by Rousseau 
- has public repe rcussions sin Ct' "public virl ll(~ is onl y an a,gg-regatc of 
private,,, I!) The dirc const-quencc of rendering womcn wrak and irrat ional 
is that the progress and streng th ofthc human race is tlwreb}' endangered . 
WOlistonecraft makes th is poim graphically: 

Make thl'm [womenllt'ee, and thl'y will quickly become wise and virtuous. 
as men become more so; for tht improvement must be mutual, or the 
iqjllSticl' which one half ~ the human race are obligt'tl to submit 10, re torting 
on their oppre$.~ors , tht" vi rtue of mcn will be worm~ea ten by thl' insect 
whom he keeps under his fC("t. ~'Il 

This " iew of socia l progress m'lkes \VollslOnecmfi's stress on the necessity 
for bo th St'xes t.o be chaste, seem less prudish. Thr rela t ion between the 
5{~XeS lies a t the core of (he bod)' poli tic. If this corc is bad it will, 
eventua lly, infect thc politi cal body. 
WolL~ t onecraft's rcconllncndations, in A flindicalwn aJ flu Rights rif WQ11Ilm, 

conccrning the improvem(' rlt of women 's cha ractcr, and so society in 
general, range from a n abst ract appeal to m en that tht)' a llow their reason 
to show thon thc importance of chastity and intersex ua l fri endship, to the 
provision of practical guidelines for ti l{" institution of national coeduca tion . 
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She a lso st resses the- llI:cessit y fo r women to hi: grantl..-d " til(" protection of 
civil laws" ; the freed om to follow careers rumpa tjbk with their "natura l" 
duties (for ins tancc, physif'ians, 1ll1l"S('S, midwives); and even mem ions, 

..... , though with some embarrassment, that women ought to have represell ta t­
~vcs in the governmcll t. Tht'se r.:com ml'ne!a tiolls do not sit very easi ly 
:""i th her a ttit udc towards women's " na tu"'l l" role as childrca rer and 
domestic worker. The sexual division of labor, a nd its corolla ry, the 
public/privah' spl it, remain s tructura ll y ulllouciwd . This rencets WolI­
stoJlccraft 's enormous fa ith in the power of rl"aSOIl to bring abou t the 
rcvolution in manners. If we follow reason , the nou rishi ng of sex ua l 
fidel ity, virtue, fri endship and equal ity betwl..'Cn till:" sexes will la: the 

automatic resu lt. 
The uneasi ness we may fr.c.I with this resolution only incn·ases whcn 

she, unsel fconsdously, pai nts a picture of domes tie bliss - eOlu pktf' wi th a 

female servant : 

I have thcll vicwed wi th pleasure a woman nursing her children, and 
discharging tht du t i~ of her SlaliOIl with, perhaps, mnt ry a Jm'nf maid I,) /akt; 

oJ! "" hwuiJ Ilu . trvilt pari of 11,f, IlQu~hr;1d huRmll. I have SCfn her prepare 
herst"lf and ehildren, with only thl' luxury of cleanlincss, to n:er.:ivc her 
husband, who returnin l{ weary honl(" in thl' rvl'ning found smiling babes 
and 11 d ean hearth. My hl'al"l Ioas loitel'eo in the midst of this group. and has 
e\en throbbed wit h sympathetic Cl11olioll, when Ihl' serapillK of the ,,·ell 
knowlI foot has raiSffl a pleasing tumult.21 

From our perspective, it is inteJ"Csting 10 note till' extent to which \VolI­
stOl1("craft seems ullerly oblivious to the contradictiolls implicit in her 
view. The sex ual di vision oflabor lies at tlw heart of the difficu lt y and she 
docs not sec (his divis ion as sociall y consti tu ted , but ra ther as dic ta ted by 
nature. This passab>"C is worrying also for its apparcnt bl ind ness to class 
diflCrctl ces be tween women . T hese dilliculties Raw the basic argu mcnt of 
RighlJ of Homan ma king it s conclusion inevit ably pa radoxical: "The con­
clusion which I wish to draw, is obvio us; make woml~n ra t ional r.:rr.:a tures, 
a nd free dfi;:.tns, and they will quickl ), brcome good wivts, aile! nwlhfTs; that 
is - if men do Ilot neglec t the duties of husbands and fa tbcrs.2'l 

This form ulation kavl's the asymmetry IX'twcen t.he eiti ... cn/ husba nd/ 
fatller and the cit izen/ wifc/ mothcrunaddresscd. In thl' e ightet·nth centll ry, 
public inte rest is constructed, bo th concept,uaJiy and practically, in direct 
opposition to the domestic splw rc of women and the fami ly. "v"omen " 
a nd " the fam ily" arc a lmost indistinguishable, both in terms of the way 
their interests a rc represent I'd a nd in te rllls of their re lation to civic and 
public pursuits. Given the character o f liocral socia l organiza tion it is 
inappropria te 10 a rgue tha t WOInt'n a rc as fret' as nl l "Tl to occu py the public 
sphC"l"e as " disembodied" rationa l agcnts. Th i.s ignores the asymmetrical 
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consequences of em bodiment for Illan and woman u:ilhill ,Iwt orgtmi.r:alilJn.23 
For men , the actualization of the option of marriagl~. pa n 'llIhood ,I nd the 
('S tablishmcnl of" private famil ia l unit does not intrude on their access to 
the pu blic sphere. Nor docs it deplete their power to aci in that sphclc; on 
the cOilI rary, it may l'nhancc their power. The sa illt' OInl1ot bl' said of 
women. T \l(' tensions brought abou t hy til(' sharp flivis ioll 1>rlw(,1'1l the 
I)lJ blic ,lIld the private sphere- crystall ize around the issue of nu:n's rigills 
alKI duties a nd women 's rights and dul ies. Senral philosophers (un­
successfull y) auclllptcd to resolve the d ilemma by insisting on men 's civil 
and poli tical rights by carefu lly specifying .... 'Ollwn's p1iV311' dutil'S. As 
\Volislunccraft pu illt s ou t, thcre is a lacllna ill this argulIIcnt , Human 
rigills a ltd du ties St'CIlI to be sexuall ), diddcd: I1ICII gt't thc rights ami 
WllflWIl the (Iuties! 

1\ major p roLlcII1 with the a rgumcnt of A flindicnlitm fJJ Ilit Rig/,Is oj 
'''imllln is its IIlleasy a llia m:1' wit h the suspt't:l notiull (Jftlll' ('sSt'I,tia l sc'xwl.1 
nt'u tr:dit y of Ill(' ratiOlml agnll , \VOlIstwlITraft think. .. it is s lini cil'n t to 
overcomc social pnjudiCt, ill unkr III allow WOllla11 tu rt 'aJi :t.t' hn rights 
and hel1ce 11I'r " Irut· nat ll re:' This appro;!.dl si mply docs 110t wkt, tht' 
s t m ct ura l ncc('ssir y of women's sl lbord ina tion in liLna l s()(' it,ty sl' riously, 
Vt' t, limiwti Ol1s on whal can lx' rkmamll'd from tht, publit , spherc arc 
n:vea led in \ VolIslom'uall's own writi ngs, [:k:mallds cOlln:ming ti le char­
m'ter and quali ty of women's lives in the priva lc spherc a rc inc\'it:\bly, 
addn'ss(yl 10 an individual man, whose own im'oh 'Clllcnl in ri ll' priv:\u' 
sphcrr is On"11 marginal , o r af.: tually oppositiuna l, to his public activitit'S 
a nd ili leresi. In this rcg-drd wumenljlla WOm('n lack a "vuiu:" in the IxxI)' 
politic, Their lu t snllls 10 be rircumseribed by n<l lilral , fami lial or persona l 
a rrangements whidl fa ll HlIL>; ide the sCOpt' of public interest or relt'\'<lncc. 

T ht, grc<l l d ifficu lt y confroflling WolistOflccraft in her a llt'mpt to resoh-t' 
thc moml ami political disjunction betwc('ll. the (fema le) pnvatt' sphere 
and ti ll' (ma lr.) public sphere is worsened by her ;l.cct'ptance of the idea 
thm it is na tu rc ra ther than social organization thai requires WOIn(!n to 
aSSlllllC the rCS I)()Ilsibi lity for childcare and home maint enance, Th is 
sexllal divisiOn of labor is inhert'llt in the ra tionalism dt he liberal p:u-adigm, 
'[1lal paradigm is nt'(;essarily lilTlitt:d whCfl il comes to consider the qucstion 
of the socia l s ta tus of' wolllen, It may well be that it oners an inconsistent 
argUIIl('lIt, as \Vollstollccraft hersdf recognizes, I low(;ver, she docs not, ill 
A Vimlicatioll rif lIlt Riglill oj Womall, seem to acknowledge that it is a 
necessary inconsistency tha i cannot be resolved within tbe terms oflibnal 
politka l theory. While feminis ts continue to accept the li bc:Tal emphasis 
011 th r. n;selll ial neu tra lity oftlw mind, sex ual discrimi nation will colllinue 
to be ''justi fied '' by natuml bodily diOerence. Given the high value placed 
On tlw nt'utralil)' a nd uni \'ersa liIY of mind , it wi ll be fema le corporea lity 
which is conceived as limi ting. The f('male body will a plX'a r as the lla lura l 
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si t(' of women 's oppression, tu rning a tl elltion fro m the sociopolitical 01'­

ganization 111.01 1 can tllen p reSCllt ilself as a n tJ/«I, ra ther Iha n a cause. 
It is an implicit aSSlJ mption o f moot'nJ poli ti t.:al throry that men a rc 

able to dissocia te themselves fro m sexualit}', rt.:procluction and na tural 
passions, Male subjt'Cti \'ity and male sexuali ty arc divorceable cooccplually 
;md spatiall), in a way thaI female suhjl'Cti\'ity a nd !Cmalc scxualily a rc 
not. As Rousseau pllts it , " ma n is on ly ma n now and again, bUI the f('mait:' 
is always a lr:malc, ,,:'>4 Since il is she who has be('n aJloll ed the role of 
perpetua ting and managing the na tural base of cultun ', shl' cannot be 
considered indepcndefltl y of these func tions, which ooinddt.: , in tradil iOllal 
accounts, with her scxuali t)" ' 1111' salisfaetion of the nceds of " natural 
man" has become the work o fwOl11all. She tcnds to his natural, eOlvoreal 
11I'(:(\S whilr hr is transforming Ilimst lf in to mtional "social man ," 

Anr a ttempt to intrOOucr women illto the body politic nt.:eessari l), raises 
the question of how these "natllfa.l " human needs ;lre to be sa lisfied , ' I'he 
social reduction of woman to her limction of satisfying lh('se needs makt.:s 
it conleptuall y impossi ble to clJn,~ idtT Iwr social possibilities witho ut also 
cunsidering, as a social pl'obkm, ti l(' qu(:s tion of thc reproduClion ami 
managt.:mt.:nt of t ht~ natura l base of wlt m a l lift,. 

The libera l pa radigm, assumed by WolislOr1l'cra n , is not hdpful a t this 
point. It s tradilional com:nn witll prot<'clinJ.: til(' indi\,jdual in his private 
spht.:n' of tho ught. lX'rsonaltas tt' and pn\'a te rd:\tions from the int rusions 
of the state forecloses t ht.: poss ibi lity or clla lknging the "private' arrange­
ments between 1llt.:11 and womcn, 'nw labour, e!fort and "scJr' of women 
arc rontained in the pri\'atc sphere - "pro tecwd" from publ ic scrutiny and 
Icgislation - making strurlUral int"(lualil ie's betwCC'11 its inhabitants social ly 
and politically im·isiblc, 

By Ih(' time WolisloncCTaft 1:II.'gins he:r nexl major piece on women, TIlt 
lI'umgl oj Womm. or Maria , she has ol)\'loosly become painfully awarc of 
Ihis fact. I f A Vimiua/ioll rif lIlt RighlJ of " omall was Wollstonecraft ' s eulogy 
to the powers of reason, Maria is hcr dia tribe., ag:\ inst the bondage of 
passion, Yrt in both cas(~s tht· reason and till' passion arc peculiarly 
masculine, The figu re of woman stands in an ambig uous rdation to the 
cightccnth-ccmury Enlightenment ideal of man , She may gain from sha ring 
in ll1asculinc rational il)' bu t Ciln he: fuinf'd by llIasculin{' passion. And il is 
here tha t Ihe source of tl)(' If'nsion in this (;('lIl l'al dichOlOIll), is bared , 
Reason, whi t.:h WoJlstolweraft saw as Ihe fo rce of progress, is J anlis-faced , 
Now such reason is lived in t' ightct'11I11-t.:enlury culturt.: is closely associa ltu 
wilh the public/p rivatc spli t. T his di vision is a highl)' sexua lized one: the 
public or civic sphere is cOllcept uali z(:d :\s lhe realm of ra tional and 
cont ractua l pursuit s and Iht, priv<ltt' splwrt, as ti lt' rca lm of nature, fccli ng 
and the fam ily, Wollstoll{'craft , in A Viruii((flioll oj '/'t Rigllll oj Womall, 
hoped to neutralize' passion in bol h spherl.:s, going so far as 10 a fgo(' that 
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"'a master and mistress of a fami ly ought nflt to con tinue 10 love cadI other 
with passion. I mea n to say, that they ought not to indu lge' those emo tions 
which distur b the order of socicl y."~ 

Howc\'('r, from ou r present COlllcxl we mllst f llll:!' t iOIl Ihis neutralization . 
How dcpcndcllI is Wollstonccrafl 's oonnption of (public) n'ason on the 
privat iz.alioll o f passion? ))ors masculine n:aSOIl , ill the sociopo litical 
sphere, fe'S l 0 11 and assull1(' Illen 's access to the COf"porral luxl passionate' via 
their ro lt- as " Iw<l.d" of a familiar hody corpora l e'? Ir li lt' response 10 thest' 
quest ions is a lTinn3t iv(" IllI'lI how can WOIlI("O haw' an indcpCII(I" OI relation 
10 either reason or paSSiotl? T his dust l' r uf q Ul'S liolls W;IS 1101 ronSf'iously 
raised by Wolislonccran. Her historica l plaIT '~'nt is slich tha t tht'St· 
questions defy clea r a rticulation. Yct, from our IX'~ I>Ct:tive, a parallel 
rt'adi ng of Righu rif ll 'oman and M aria displays the problt'l1l dt 'a rly I·nollgh. 
It is just not the case tha t reason amI passion ur rcason a nd rt 'ding ,Ire tile 
pro\,inccs of nwn and women, respectively. Ra ther, women's t'xcillsion 
rrom the socia l cOlltract bars them from the civic sphere' of rt'ason and 
their conta inment in the private sphl're of red in f::' a lld the " natu ra l" 
ramily docs not guarantee their access to either passion or fcdil1 j.( since 
they arc the servicers ra ther than tht" consumers cyt'n in the priva te 
sphere. 

Wha t mo tivated the writing o f the novel , Maria? Witllin two yt':Us of lile 
publication of R igllts of Woman , Wollslonecrafl had a passionate a ffair wi th, 
Ci lbert 1 mlay - who, from mOSI aCCOU n L'I , was an opporl1ln ist, an cnl n " 
prcncur, and a womani7.er - had bol'l1l' a child by him and was abandoned 
by him . This prttip it ated Iwr firs t suicide aHemp" ~ I any commenta to rs 
have seen this episode as I'vidence or a damning inconsistency lx'tw('t'n 
\Vollstonecraft's rational recommenda tions ror heterosexual relat ions in 
Righls of Woman and her irra tiona l behavior wit h Imlay. T heTt' is no good 
reason for aecepcing this in terpreta tion. An)' inconsistency in this episode 
should be located in the sociopol itical bod)' and its cons li tution ra t.her 
than in WOlistonccrart and her (Illen tal and/or physica l) constit ution, In 
fae l, WoI lstontcraft 's life becomes an unrortunate illustra tion or verifica tion 
of her analysis ofsociety and women's position wit hin il. It is a \('stimony 
to the po wcr of social st rUClll res to ensnare (and sOllle times destroy) c\'e' lI , 
or perhaps cslx.'Cia ll y, those who have a reRective .l;TaSP of tbt"ir ope rat ions. 
" free 100'c," mutua l respeci and an ethica l rela tionship bc tw(.'C1l the sexcs 
all suppose a sociopo litical COlllcxt suitable to such rela tions. The sociI). 
polit t(''a l COlllcx t in which Wolls t o~t'era ft wrote and liv(.,<1 no t only tolerated 
but actua lly ellcouraged " the tyrann y of mCIl . ,, ~6 One of Wolistonccra ft 's 
lett ers, wrillt'n whil e travelling ill Scandi navia, captures IlOt only her 
persona l disa ppoin tlilent with Imlay, but also, by her provoca tive USt' of 
metapho r, something of the general feminine It110r of sex ual dis­
encha ntmen t: 
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Uniting mysdr 10 you, )'0111' u:ndcn~ srrl1100to makr IIlr amends for ,III 

Illy formt'r misfor tunes. - On this tC'lldcmt;!>s and afTt'f'tion wilh whal 
confidrnU' did I rfll t! - but [ !c}onoo on a spear, thar has pierced me 10 thr 
heart . - YOII I)a\'r thro\"n ofT a liti thflll fj 'ir nd, to pUI'liur the cl'Ipricrs of thr 
m0l11cnt.21 

Read ill i ts context th is Iclln i'l, among other things, a coillplaint COIl­
crm ing tht' difficu lty or assigning a value to rriendship in heterosexual 
rela tions. 

It is tempting to see hcr next liaison , wit h Godwin, as the in\Trse of her 
relation with I mlay. Godwin is a rrit' net , a comrade ill political stmggle, a 
ra tional t1l1T tpali ion. T heir 10\,(' is clTta ill lr 110 gmlldt passion and in her 
rela tion In Godwin it seems cit'ar that Woll slOllecraft has forfei ted passion/ 
sensua li ty fo r "a eOlwcnienl part of rhe lilmitun' or a house. ,,2Ij \ Vcrc thcse 
the choin:s for wnnll'n? If til(' public/private split ensured tha i, once 
wedded and Ilt'ddcd, a wotl1~n ' s acc('ss to the pu blic sphere of reason is 
forfeit ed ror the role lJ r wifclmo tl ler, huw can she 111aint ain a rela tion to 
either rcaSl)ll or recli nK? The (ma le) citizen is cn t;lin!y diffcrentl y placed . 
He str"ddles the dicilotOl Il)' a nd t'njoys a spatial spl it between his civir, 
rat ional pu rsui ts a nd his sensua l, SCll ti n1t:n tal 0I1 CS. I-low can woman , in 
l'arl )' motkm lii)!' ral society, ach it'\'(' this dual role? (How this quanda t), 
should be lISSL'SS(:£i in !lIlT eon lt"Il1])(war), (.'Olltex t is 110t considered here.) 
Perhaps il was tl1l' l'xllI' riellet ' of llIot lwrhocx\ which presented these pa ra­
dOXL'" orre' ll1~1t- ('xistcnctO to WollstOIl('craft in such stark ronn. TIle task of 
dt'Cidin!{ how bes t to socil'l lize a rrmalt- chi ld must h"ve presen ted her wit h 
grrat difTir ult it'S. I\s \ 'Vollstull t:cra ft laments in a lelll' r concerning her 
daughltT fann)·: " I c1n'afllt'Sl she should bc forCt:d 10 sacrifice her heart to 
her prilicipIL"', or principles to her heart ... I dread to unfold her mind , 
lest it should relldrr I)(' r unfi t rnr thc world sill" is to inhabit. ,,:!'J 

Thrse rdkCl iOlis 011 WoI lstnnt'l'raft's lif .. and intellectua l de\'elopment 
help to '~p l ai n why Sill' turns, uot to tile gt' nre of the political treatise but 
10 the novel in ordt'f 10 ('):1'101'1' how ti lt' sociopolitical contex t constructs 
women as viuiuls or (mak) passion and reding. 77lt Wrollgs of /l'om"" or 
Maria is thr resu lt . T Ilt' :u lcln 'sst .. · of this work is 110t lhe ell lightelllxl 
(male) socia l rernrTm'l'. II n 'acls as 3 1111H:1 dt:sigll l'd for the ed ification and 
chastell ing ur a (;lll1l1rl '. 111 t ltl" intnxhlClioll \ Vollstonecraft writes : " In 
writi ng this Ilovd , I Itave .-ather l:1l(li:avou l't'd to po urtray passions than 
manners , .. n and " Iny main object, the ' desi re of exllibi ling the misery 
and oppn~ss ion , pt '(;ll lia r to women, tha t arise out or rhe partial laws and 
eUSlom~ of society ... 3/ , SII(' certainl y aclt it·\,t:S her object. Alarill is Sf't in ;111 

insane asylum, yet nOlle on ts characters is ins:me. The thrce main figurt:~ 
a re l\'la ria , Darnfilrd (I nc! J emima. Maria is il middlc-elass woman whose 
husband ,,'astes her fortunt', oncrs Ilt'r IX'T'SOIl as paymenl to a debtor a nd 
fina lly separa tes Maria rrom her daughter wltn1 he exercises his lega l 
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right of having Iwr com mitted. lJa m ford, a midctlc-dass man , rLlI1C I ~OnS 
mainly as the recipiell t on,,'laria's afTections. He reprcsents the prt'canous 
possibility of imcrscxual friends hip. J emima is a lower-class woman who 
was born out of wedlock, the issue of a heartless seduction , who is scduCI 'd 
and abandoned ill turn, who became a thief a nd a prostitute ami whose 
rdative social " respectability" is bough t a t tlw ironle price of acting as a 
" kt'('pcr of the mad ." By aCling a s madhouse allt:ndant, she coli lldcs wi th 
the society that f(jcclS her by g uarding those whom, like her, socit"t)' 
wishes to t'xdudc from its ranks. M(lria was neVI' 1" fi n islwd . Wolistonccr;ln 
di t'd fru m com plications arising from childbirth before il coule! be 1:0 111-

pit-ted. The ou tcOIm, or the web of friendsh ips linking this unlikd)' tno is 
thus Icli ope n to history, ope n 10 our prt$ em. 

Is then' a ny reason for us to Ix more optim istic than \ Volls tollecran 
could 114I.\T been about the possibility of fri endship b<' lwcen women of 
dirrerel11 classes or about friendships belween mcn and WOIllCII? it is a t 
least passibk, in our a nn :nt CQIl lcxt, to raise thesc q Uc:5lioru. ~ I nt:"""lnin~flll 
po litical and (" Ihi c.: al iSliuc.:s. But is then:, cvcn no"", a baSIS for etillcal 
relations bel ween women? The govt' rning et hic between men a Hd womrll 
is s till primarily cortiuga l in that it tn'at.s women primarily as wi\'("s/ 
Illothers/ s('); ua l panncrs. Perhaps the 1110st import ant insigh l Wl~ have 10 

gain from Wolls tonecran 's novel is lhat politica l a l~d econom ic refor.llIs 
a rc necessary but not sufficien t for womell 's genlllllC aa:ess to SOCIal, . 
political and elhical life. This inevitably re\l.lrns us 10 the " priv~It:" 
a rrallgemcnts made 1~:l wccn men a nd women in Ihe shadow of the CI~'IC 
sphere.sl \VI' necc:l 10 bring thai rdation Ollt of the shadows and t:xallllne 
it. Claims Ihal it is baS(;d on nature, natural d(~ i re or IlL'Ccssary n:produCll\'C 
surv ival have by nuw worn thin, We also need to ask ho w this shad owy 
rdation eflects relations 1:>eII'oet;1I men and women , and W0111cn ami WOTlwn, 
in the public sphere. Perhaps it is time to ret mil, with new insight , to 
\Volls tonccraft 's t'a rly claim that "The most holy band ofsocie lY is friend­
ship. It has been ' ''cl i said , by:t shrewd sat iris t, ' that ra re as ifill' 10\"1' is, 
tru(, friendship is evcn rarcr.' .,l 2 This is an issuc that fcminists sho liid 
resis t reducing to a queslion of sex uality or, a s is nlor~' usual, II( irrOJt:nwlil)'. 

The logically p rior problem is a problem in ethics; the I1lt"aning and val lie 

of frit>ndship. 
(f the lilwral paradigm pos it s Ihal sexual equa lity call only hI; had ;:I t the 

price of scxual nmtralily (mean ing Ihe " Iu'u lt ' rill~" of wum('n , since ml' ll 
a re a lread y " neu tral" ) Iht'n Ihert· is a SI·ri. )US problc:1l1 with till' rdevance 
of this paradigm to wOlllcn 's silU atioll. Pan of the prob1c1ll is that the 
liht 'ral no tion uf "eq ua lit y" has d evd op<.'d his tOl"ieaJl y with a lIlale bias 
lowarrls tl1l" publi t; sphen', As \ 'Yoll stoTlccraft 's writ ings show, this nOlion 
has grc~lt cl inicult}' c'xt('nriing itsd f w issues rdat ing III sc:xua l ~lirr~rc I H"(, . 
All li bera l thL'Ory has IU Urr(T 011 tin: question of scx lJ~11 cquahty IS that 
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women a rc cntitled to IX' t reatc'd " Iikc mcn ," or " as if they wt' re men ." In 
order to pinpo inl wha t is wrong with this rCSponse, we a rc compelled to 
return 10 a morality Iha l takes account of bodily specificity . The delnand 
for polit ical equi'l lit}' thus spills over into tilt" et hica l, beeause the vcry 
tenns in which the dema nd for political equa lity is made misses till' Clhical 
point: to treal a ll bcings as " the sam t·" i~ 10 deny some beinf.,'S the mosl 
basic ethical principle. Ihat is, aeknowk-dgt'ment of its specific bcing.

3j 
It 

is on this point thaI VI'olis tonccr.:lft , and Olher libe ral f(:nlinis t.s, arc at thcir 
\\'('akes!. On thei r pamcii!,,'lll, fili I" ancl l'qua lt rca tlllellt lor wOlllen will only 
ilpply 10 thoso.! activities which simul ate the neu tral subjt:ct, In lila.{' 
aspecls ofhcl" being that bear on her specificity, she will be ofli:rcd li ttk or 
no prOl cction: for example, ra pe, domt:s tic viok-nee, enforced pregnanc}'. 
' nlCSC infringelllent.s on wOlllen's autonolllY sign ifi ean tl)' o\· .. rlap in Ihal 
they represen t Ihe unwi'lntcd usc or abusc of her bod il y capacities. The 
lIl timil tt' irony of ti ll' li beral s tate, in rdil lion to woman, is rc,"ealed, The 
fou nding principle of libcral t lu-o r)" the right and freedom 10 usc o ne s 
bodily c,.pacitics as one sn 's fit, is denied to wOllu;n with regard 10 th(" 
spt'Cific character of thci r budies. 

Ri!!hls if Wonum and .Haria i'lre frui tful texIS 10 s tudy in a tt('mpling 10 
clarify Ihc~e two isslies of cmbodiment and ethics. This problem, in a ll its 
complexit y, can be found there. \ Yollstom:crafi shows, a ll~: il unintention­
all y, Iha t settling Iht.' political question will not st"ttle tht· elhica l olle. 
I'crhaps this should 1101 surprise LI S. ' I'he 1ibo-al Iradition itself was lIslwrn i 
in not simply with a polit ici'l l qucstion but also wi th an tlhical one . Is 
monarchical power It'gitimutt'? \Vhi'l t would COllsli tule an f' thical rda tion 
!x·tweell 1Jl('n? Aspects of \Volis tolll:crali 's work can be rcad as g('Sluring 
toward questions thai still ha\'e nol Ixell sa tisfactori l), addressed . Wha t 
would consullitc an ethical life for womcn qua WOHlcn? \Vha t a re the 
possibi lities forwomcn and men s1141. ring a co-a ulhorcd ethical commun it ),? 
Viewed from Ihe standpoint of present kminisl conccms, lilt'st' ulla ll~wcred 
q uestions art' pt'rha ps thc mosl import allt legacy offl'l;l ry \Volls tOJ1t"cmft 's 
li fe anel work. 

Notl's 

My thanks 10 Mal)' L)'ndofl Shall Icy \\'lIoolTered txu:nsiw· commalls and $l1g­
gCl; lions on an rarlitr (I rfl ft or Ihis essay. 
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On Hegel, Women and Irony 
Seyla Benhabib 

IJas iJrk(l1Inl( iibtrhallpl is/ dl/TUIII, Wlif tS hekml1ll isl, njchl l'Tkannl. 

(The wtll-kllOWIl is ,mk,wlml, prtcistfy huallst il is well-known.) 

c. IV. F. fiegd, Phacnomcnoiogic des Gcistcs 

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

The 1980s have b<:en named " the decade of the humanities" in the USA. 
(n many institutions of higher learning a debate is underway as 1O whal 
cons.itutes the "tradi tion" and thc " canon" in Iitrrary, artistic a nd philo­
~phical works worth transmit ting to future gcncraliolls ill the las t q uartcr 
of the twent ieth ccnt my. At the center of this d ebatc is til("" question : if 
what had hitherto been considered the major works of the Western tradition 
are, a lmost uniformly, the product of a spccilie g roup of individuals, 
namely propcrtit'd , white, Euro p<.:an and Non h American males how . ' 
Universal and rcpresentative is thdr message, how inclusive is their scope, 
anci how unbiased their vision? 

Feminist theory has lx·cn al the forefront of this questioning, a nd under 
the impaci of femi nist scholarship Ill(' surface of Ihe canOll of Western 
"great works" has been forever fractured , it s unity dispersed a nd its 
legi timacy challellged. Once the woman's quest ion is raised , once we ask 
how a thinker conceptualizes the d istinction between male ,Ind female. we 
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cxpcricnn' a Gu lo/l shirl: we begin to sec the g reat thillkf'rs of the past 
with a !lew C)'C, a nd in the words of J oan Kelly Gadol "c;lch t'ye SITS a 
diITcn,' I1[ picture. ,, 1 The vision urre'm inisl thL'Ory is a "douhkrl " (Jlle: Oil!: 
cye scc's what the tradi tion has tra ined it to SCt~, the nlllf'r sl'arches for 
what t ile: trad ition has told IIt:r was nO! c\'cn worth looking for. How is a 
"femi nist reading" of the tradition in fact poss ible? 1\ ( Ihe prc!wm, I sct~ 

two d ominant approaches. each with ('('''lain shoru:omings. 
J describe the first approach as " lilC teaching of 11](' good (,, [ht,r. " 

Main~ tl'l:,11ll Ji lwral feminis t tl ltory t rea ts the t radition 's vic:ws of wollwn 
as a s(' ric:s of unfortu nate, solllclilllt."S cmbarra$ing. bU I ("Sscnl iaJl)' cor­
rigiblt·, misconceptions. T aking their inspi ration frmn the eX<'Imple or a 
progressive thinker like J ohn S tua rt Mill, these theoris ts seck in the 
classic<'l l tex ts for thosc moments of ins ig ht into the equality and dignit y or 
women. T hey arc disappointed when thei r favori te philosopher ullers 
inanitks 011 the sul~('ct , bUI cssentiaU), ho ld tha t tllcre is no incompatibility 
bctwl'en the Enlightl'mnent ideals offrC('rlOIll, eq ua li ty and self- real iza tion 
and women's aspiration s. 

The second vil'w I wou ld cha rae ter;zt' as " the cry of the rebd lious 
daugh ter. " Agn :cing wit h Lacan that language is 111(: symbolic unh't'rsc 
which r r presents the "law of the father," and accepting that a ll language 
has been ;t cod ification of the power of the btlwr, thc:sc' n 'bcllious daughters 
seck for It'mak specch at the margins of tilt' Wcstern logocen tric lI'aditio n. 
If it is impossible to think in tht: Wcstern logocl'llIric t radition wit hout 
bina r), oppositions, then the task of feminist rc:ading IN.'comes the art icu­
lation not of a nl'w set of categories but of tlw transccndC'nce or eategori cal 
discourse a ltogctht' r. One sea rches nOl for a new langua~e but for a 
d iscoll l"SC at the margins of langllage. 

J uxtaposed to these approaches, in this t:ssay I wou ld like to o utline a 
" fcminisl discou rse of em powc:rment." \ Vi th the s('eond vicw, I a/{rt'e that 
the feminis t eha llt'nge to the tradi t ion cannOi lea \'!: it s fimd am ental cate­
gories uClchan~ed . Revca ling ti l(' gend er sublext of the ideals of reason and 
thc Enliglltcnment compromises Ill{' assuffil-d IIni"ersal it}' of thCSt' ideals. 
NOllethcit-ss, they shou ld not b(' thrown as ide <'I!tog-l,ther , Ins tead we can 
ask \,,,.]la t these e<'l tegorics hav(' me.;ant for the actual livcs of WOIlIcn in 
certa in historical periods, a nd how, if WOllll'Il a rc to be though t of as 
su bj('cts a nd not jus t as fu lfi ll t'r1i ofcerta in funct io ns, thc S('malll ic horizon 
of ti ll'S(' catcgories is tra nsformed. O nce we approach the tradition to 

recover from it wOlllt'n's subjec tivi t), .mel their lives ann activi ties, WI' hear 
contradictory voices, rompcl ing cla ims, and sec that so-called "dlOSo'iptin'" 
d i..,ooursc's about the sexes arc bu t " Icgili mizations" of male pm'l'er. Thc 
trad it ional "iew of gcnder dini.' I"{'necs is the discou rse of thosc who hiwc 
won o ut and who have codified history as we know it. But what woulrl the 
his tory of ideas look like' rrom the s tand point of the vict ims? Wh~t ideals, 
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aspira tions and u topias of the past ran into a clcoad-t.'nd? Ca n \\"C' fI ,.;al" ll rt; 
thei r 1l1('Illory from the batt legrou nd of his tor),? 'n lis I"$sa)' a tt empts 1o 
apply such a '"'d iscourse of elll pOWrrlllCl1t" III G . \V. F. Hegel 's Vlr-WS of 
women . 

Hcgrl 's t rea tn1l'tll of women has n'ceivl'ti increased <'I 1I('ntiol1 in ITel'n l 
years und er the impact of the feminist qut'Stion ing of the tradition.'1 This 
ICminis t cha llenge has led us 10 ask, is Hegel 's treatmelll of women merely 
a consequence of his cOllserv(l ti \'c predilec tions? \Vas H egd lIn<'lb1c 10 St'C 

that hl' mad e.; the "cli (l k c tic" SlOp a t woml'n and condelllned thcm to an 
ahistorical modc of I: ~ istence, ou tside til(' realms of struggle, work a nd 
diremption which in his C)'cs (I f(' chit rac\l~risti c of human consciousncss as 
SUCh?3 Is Iht' "woman q ucs tion " in He~d's tho ught U Il!' morc ills tanCt' of 
Hegd 's uncritical rnclorsemcm of the ins t itu tions of his ti m(', o r is th is 
issue- an indica t ion of a flaw in th(' ,"ery s tl'ucture or tI lt' dialectic itsdf? 
Benjamin H.1.rocr. for I'xamp l(', s ieling wi th the second option has r(,locnt ly 
writtcl]: 

What th is paradu~ r("vrals is that lJegd's posit ion 011 "-0111(' 11 is Iwillirr a 
prodU(,1 01" contingrnC)· nor an rff('d of ad hoc prrjudia:. Rather. it is tllr 
lleccs.<;a I'Y consetlurllCC uf his brlid" Ihal the M Prrj udiccs" of his ag(' ar(' in 
fact llrr aClual il)' yirldrd hy hiSIor) ill tl l(" epoet. oflibl"ration . Ilegel d(l("S not 
have to ra lionalizt; Il lt;l11: 1?CC'ausc lIlt,), arr, tl1l")' aH' a ll"l"ad)' rat ional. T Il!;)' 
IIrfll on l), be encompassed and t~p1ainoo b)· philosoph)'. Spirit may gui(le 

.and rlil'N't hislul) . but uh i l11a lrl~. , history a lone- can Iell us when ' spirit 
means it to go. ' 

Judging, howC\'l' r , Wllere " his tory alone' c(ln tell . . , spirit " it Illeans it 10 
go, reqlli rf'S a Illore oomplic.l tcd and contradiclory accoun t of the fam ily 
and \\'om('n '5 posilion a t Ihc (,fld nf till' eightl't'll th and the beginning of the 
ninetecn th ccntury in the German s ta tcs Iha n eithl'r Ba rber or o ther 
commentators who have looked a t this issur so far ha\'e provided us with . 
I suggl's t thaI to jlldge whethcr o r not thr H egel ian dialeelic has stopped 
a l WOlllt'n, we must firs t a ttcmpt to d efine the " d iscurs ive horizon" of 
competing ela ims and vis ions w ithi n which Hegel art iculated his position . 
T o lvalua tc the his to ri cal options concerning gender rela t ions in HI'gel 's 
time, we havc to move I)('),ond tht' methodology of t raditional text a nalysis 
10 thc "douhlcd , ·ision " of fcminist thoor),. In practicing this do ublt'd 
vision \\1(' do nOI remain sat isfied ,'l'itll analY-ling textua l discourses about 
womcn, btll we ask where tlw WOIllI:n thClllseh'cs wl'rt' at a ll )' givcn pt' riod 
ill which a thinker lived, Wi t.h one ryc we sec ",h<'l t s tand s in the tex t, and 
wilh lhe other, \'I'ha t lht' text conccals in fOOtnotes a nd ill the ma rgins, 
What then emerges is a "d iscursht, space" of competing powcr dailllS. 
The discursive ho rizon of He~rs views of wOlllen <'Ind the fa m il), arc 
dcfined on thl' one hand by Ihe reject ion of political patriarchy (wh ich 
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mixcs the filmili,,1 with the political, the private with the public), and 011 
the other by dis<tpprova l of and antagonism toward efforts of carly !emale 
emancipation. 

This essay is divid(.'d irno twO pans: by using the tr .. d itiollal method of 
le"t analysis ill tht' fi rs t part 1 explore tht lo£ic of opfxJsilions acce nl ing to 
which HI.!gcl de\'clops his views of gender relations and of fema le su b­
ord ination. In particula r I focus on the complex relationship between 
reason, na ture, gendl.'r and history. Second. having outlined Hegel's views 
of womell in his political philosophy, I situate his d iscourse within the 
contex t of historical views 0 11 women and the family at the turn of the 
ciglllccnth century . 1 read Hegel against the ~r"" in ; proa:cding from 
ccrtilin footnotes and margi nalia in the texts, I move towa rd recovering 
the history of those which the dialectic leaves behind . 

Women in G. W. F. Hegel's (1770-1831) Political Thoughl 

In many respects HCgel'5 political philosophy heralds the end of the 
tradi tional doctrine of politics, and signals its transformation into socia l 
science. Gtist which emerges from nature, transforms nature into a sttond 
world; Ihis "second nonlife" comprises the human , historical world of 
tradition, institutions, laws, and practices (ohjtktit-er Geist) , as well as the 
self-rellection of knowing and acting su~iccts upon obj cctive spirit , which 
is em bodied in works of art , rel igion, and philosophy (ahsoluttr Gtist ). Gtisl 
is a transindividual princi ple that unfolds in history, a nd whose goa l is 10 

make externality into iL"i " work." Gdsl extcrnaii7.cs itself in hislor)' b)' 
appropriating, changing, and shaping the given such as to make it COI'fCS­
pond to itself, to ma ke it embody its own subjectivity. that is, reason and 
freedom. The tmnsformation of substance into subject is attained when 
freedom and rationality are embodied in the world such that "the rea lm of 
freedom'" is actualized, and " the world of mind (is l brought forth Ollt of 
itself like a second na ture." ' nlC social world is Subslat/ct, that is, it has 
objective existence for a tl to sec and 10 comprehend;~ it is also suhjat, for 
what the social and ethical world is can only be known by undcr.;tanding 
the su t~ectivity of thc individua ls who compose iL l> Wi th Hegel's eonccpt 
of objective spirit, the 011ec1 domain of modern social science, tha t is, 
individuality and society, make their a ppearance. 

Docs his concept of Grist pclm it. Hegel to transa::nd the " naturalistic" 
basis of gender conceptiotl5 in the modern period. such as to place the 
relation bctwt:cll thc sexes in thc social, symbolic, hislOrical, and cultural 
world? Hegel , 0 11 Ihc one hanel , views the developmcnt of subjcctivi ty ami 
individuality within the context of a human community; on the other 
hand, in assignil\g mell and women to their traditional sex roks, hc 
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codifics gender-specific diffi'n ·m;(.'s as aspects of a rational ontology that is 
said to reflect the d('(1> structUl'C of G ist. Womell arc " iewt.-d as representing 
the principlcs of part iculari ty (Btumderllril ), immediacy (UlUllilltlharkril) , 
naturalncss (Natiirliclll.:ril ), and substan tiali ty (Suhslatldaliliil), while men 
stand for universality (AJlgtmLit/htit), mediacy ( Vrrm;ulung ), freedom (Frri­
heit) , and su bjecti"it)· (Suhj tklil!iliil) . Ht'gcl dc"do~ his mtional ontology 
of gender within a logic of oppositions . 

The II/ais of tilt knaturel itltqualip' '' of tlte stXu 

On the basis of Ht.'gel 's observations on the famil y, women, and the 
rearing of children, scattered throughout the u cluus Ql/ tilt Phi/osopl!)' of 
Hiswry, I conclude that he was \"ell aWilre that diOhCllct'S among thcscxf'S 
were culturally, symholicalJy, and socially constituted. For example, in 
the s('Ction on Egypt, Hegel refers 10 Henx lotus' obscrva taliOIlS " that thc 
women urinate standing up, while mcn Sil , tha t the mell wcar Olle dft>Ss, 
and the women ""'0; the women werr engaged in outdoor occupations, 
while the men remaint'Cl at home to weave. In one part of Eg),pt polygamy 
prevailed; in another, monogamy . His genera l judgment on the matter is 
thai the Egyptian.s do the exact opposit e of a ll ot her pt.'Oplcs.,,7 

Hegel's own rcfltttions 0 11 the sig nificance of the family among the 
Chincsc, the grea t respect thlu is shown to womcn in this culture, and his 
com ment on the Chinese practice of concubinage again indicate an acutc 
awarencss Ihat the role of \\lomen is nOI naturally bUI culturally and 
socially defined, H 

These passagcs show a dear awareness of Ihe cultural, historical, a nd 
social variations in famil y and licxual relations. Nevertheless, a lthough 
Hegel njects that differences between " men" and "women" are naturally 
defined, and instead secs them as p4lrl of the spirit of a people ( lloiksgtisl ), 
ht: leavcs 110 doubt that he considers unl)' one set of fami ly relations and 
one particular di\'ision of labo r be tween the S(''X('S as ra tional and norm­
atively right. This is the monogam ic sexua l pract ice of the European 
nuelear fam ily, in which the woman is confi ned to the private sphere and 
the man to the puhlic, To justify this arrangemelll, Hegel explicitly 
imrokt'S the superiority of the male to the female while acknowledging 
their jimctiollal COmplnllttllarity in the modern statc, 

771~ "JUpt, iority" of Iht mn/r. 

The most revealing pa~sagcs in lhis rL'Sp(:CI a rc paragmphs 165 and 166 of 
the Plu'lowphy of Ri.t:ht and the additions to them . In the Lasson editio n of 
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thc RlCIltSphilosop/,;" H~'gel writes that "Thc natura l dctcrminal·il.:s orboth 
SC)(CS aC(luirc through its reasonablcness illklltclual as wd l as ,llliral 
s ignificance . "~ This expl icit rererence to the " na tural dcten ni l\;u;ies of the 
sexes" is gi\len a ll ontologica l sign ifica nce in the next IJa I'agraph: 

Thus one sex is milld ill its sdf-diremptioll into explK:it sd f-suhsistenfC and 
Ille knowledge and volition ul fre.e universalit)" i.e. Ihe self-rollseiC)usl1es..~ of 
cOlleq .>tual thoughl and Ihe volition of the ol~et:livi': linal end. Thc ot her sex 
is mind maiutaiuiug ilsdf in unit )' as knowledge and ,'Olitioli ill Ihe form fif 
concrete indi\'idualil)' and feding. In relal ioll 10 ("'Iernalit)" tlu- boner is 
pow,rf .. 1 and aClive, 11K' laur r passi,·r and subjeclivi':. II follows II I .. t mall 
has his aCHlal SUbslallli"r life in the Slate, ill lc .. ming, and so forth, as well 
as in lah()ur alld s lru~gle wilh tile external world and with himselfso Ihat it 
is onl), out or Ins d irempl;ol) Ihal he figills his wa)' to sdf-subsislem lI uit)' 
""ith Ilimsrolf. In the famil ), he has a trallquil intuition orlbis uni ty. and thell' 
he lives iI suhj t.'Cli \'(" et hical life on tlte plane of reding. Wom.an, on the mher 
hand , hilS her suhsliUI! ;"" <it'S li ny in ti lt: family, and to he imhued with 
family piety is l,eT ethical frame of mind .1o 

For Hegel men's li ves arc concernL'<I with the sta te, scielll:C, and work in 
the external world . Dividing himself (5iclt ,tu.{wrimd ) from the unity or the 
fam ily, man o bjectifies the external world a nd conquers it through activity 
and freedom . The woman 's "su bstantial determination," by Cunlf"ast, isJn 
the ramily, in the unit )' and piety (Pirlal) characteristic of the private 
sphere. Hegel sugges ts tha t woma n arc not itl(li~iduaJs, at least, nOt ill the 
sanw measur(' and to the same ('J(tclll as men arc. They arc inca pable of 
the spiritual Mruggle and diremption (Etll.(:wrilmg) which characterize the 
lives of men. In a passage Ii-om the PhanQmtn%git concCfned wit h the 
tragedy of Antigonc, he indicates that for the woman " it is not liIi.! man, 
no t IIlis child , but 0 mati and childrtn in ge1ltraf' that is significant. II The 
mall by comraSI, individ ua tes his desires , a nd "since he possesses as a 
citi ... .cn the self-collscious power of universa li ty, he thereby acqui res the 
right of desire a nd. a t the same time, preservcs his freedom ill rega rd to 
. "tt >t . 

l\ lost sign ificllnt is the facl that those respects in which He~cI considers 
men and women to be spiri tually dilferent arc precisely those aspects that 
define women as " lesser" human beings . Li1.:e Pla to all(l Aristotle, Ht'gel 
not only assigns particul arity, intuitiveness. passivity to women , a nd 
universalit )" conceptual thought, and " the powlTful and the active" to 
men, but sees in men the characteristics (hat define the species as human . 
Let us remember Ihal Cdsi consti tutes second nature by emerging out of 
its .~ubSUll1tial un it )' into b!fuTCnl;otl ( Etll.{~iunli: ) , where it sets itselr over 
ami ilgaimt the world . Tht' process throug h which nature is huma nized 
anti history constitu ted is this activity c( EIII<.~iung, followed by tXlmwl­
i.{aliotl (EtlliiuJStI'Il.1Igj, namely the objeclijicalicJII ( VtrgtgenslatuJlidlul/g ) of 
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human purposes and i ns t i t ution~ in a world such thatlhe world becomes a 
home for human selr-expression. Women, since they callnot o\'{:fcome 
unity and emerge OUI of the life of the family into til(' world of utlivnsaii/y, 
arc excluded from history-co nstituting acti \li t) . Their activi ties in the 
privale rf'alm, namci} , reproduction, the re-dring of children, and the 
satigactiou of the emotional and scxua l needs of mCII, place them outside 
Ihe world or work. "'his mcans Ihm women ha\,(' no history, and arc 
condemned to repeat the cycles of life. 

The jalll il.)' a1ld political life 

13)' indudin~ the fami ly as the fi l"!! t fi tage of ethical life (Sill/ichkeil) , a long­
side "cilfi l ~ocie ty" and " the stlll!!," Hegel reveals how crucial, in his view, 
this institution is 10 the comtitUliOIl or the modern statc. The ram ily i ~ 

significant in Hegel 's poli ticlil arc hitectonic be 'cause it is the sphere in 
which tht' right orthe Itll)(.krn intlividual lO particularity (BesolUlaltt il) and 
subjectivity (Suhjtklid liil) is reali:l.cd . 13 As Hegel oftcn notes, the recognition 
of the "subjective moment " of the frCt, ind ividual is the chier strength of 
the modern state whell compared to the a ncient polis. In the famil)' the 
right to particula rit ), is cxcrcist:d in lov(' a nd ill lhe choice of spouse, 
where-as th(' rig ht to subjecti .... ity is exercised in the concern for the wdfare 
and moral wdl-ocmg of ot her ramily members. 

The various Addiliolls 10 the section a ll the family, particula rly in lhe 
Grieshcim edition or the Philosophy oj Rig/II, 14 m ·eal that Hegel is conccmed 
with this il1.~ tit u tiun , /lot like Aristotle ill order to discipline women, nor 
li1.:e Rousseau to prepare the truc citizens of the ruture, but primaril), from 
the stalldpoim of the rreedom of tht' male subject in the modern state. 
Already in the Pldlosoph.J oj /1iJlory, Hegel had obscrved that thc confusion 
of familial with poli tical aUlhorit y resulted in palriorc/mliJlIl , and in Chill i\ 
as well as in India this had as consequence the suppression of the rrcctlom 
orthe will through the legal regulation of family life allli ofreiatifl lls within 
it. The decline of political pafria1Cl!} alsu mea ns a strict sqlaration betwl:Cn 
tilt' private and the public, between the moral and intimate spheres, a nd 
the domaill of public law. The lega l system stands atlhc beginning and at 
the end of family ; it circumfil:ribcs it but does not (".Qntrul its intcmal 
rUllctioning or relations. It recognizcs and admi nistcrs, along wilh the 
church, the marriage contracl il,S well <IS lega lly guaranteeing: rights of 
inheritanc(' when the ramily unit is dissolved . In this context, Hegel allows 
women certain significant legal rights. 

He radicaHycritidzcs Kant for including women, child rcn. and domestic 
$(.Tvants under the category of j ura rtalik, perrorwJjo or PffS(J/lo,-Sachnl-
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Ru M.I !'. \Vomen a rc person:;, tha t is, legal-juridical subjects along with 
ml:n. They arc rrcc to choose their SpoUSC;lb they can own properly, 
although once married, the man represents tht· family " a'! the lega l person 
against others." I? Nevertheless, women arc emitled to pl'opel't}' inl'ICli tance 
in the cl:lse of death and even in the ca~e of d ivorce. III HeRei is against all 
Roml:l n a nd feuda l elements or the law lha t would either revert fami ly 
property back 10 the family clan (dieSiPfJr) , or that would place res trictions 
0 11 its full inherita nce a nd alienaLili t}' . I ~ 

The legal issue besides property rights that most concerns Hegel is that 
of d i\'ortt. Divorce prCf>Cnts a particu lar problt.'ffi bI"GIuse, as a phenom­
ellon, it belongs under two ca tegorkos a l once. On the one hand , it is a 
legal m.l.Uer just as the marriage contract i ~; 0 11 the otht:r hand , it is a n 
isslie th ;! t belongs 10 the "ethical" sphere, a nd mort· specifica ll}' 10 the 
subjt."(;tivi ty of the individuals involved. Hegel admits that lx-cau5C the 
Ixxlil y-sensual as well as spiritual anractioll a nd love or two part icular 
indi viduals form the basis of the marriage contract, an alienation between 
them (;an lake place tha t justifies divorce; but this is onl ), to be determintd 
b)' an impersonal third-party authority , for installl;e , a cOurL'ltJ Fi nally, 
H<:gci justifit.-s monogamy as the only fonn of marriage that is truly 
compatible with the itun r;idU1l1ity of personality, a nd the subjt.-Clivity or 
(i ·ding. In an addition 10 this paragra ph in the Criesheim leetllre~ he 
notes that monogamy is the on l), marria.~e rorm trul y eompalible wit h the 
equality of men and women.2• 

Contrary to parroting the prejudices of his time, or olltologh-:illg them, 
as Benjamin Barber suggests, with respect to the right of tlw rrcc choice of 
spouse, womcn's property and divorce righL~, Hegel is a n Enlightenment 
thinker, who upholds the transfonnations in Ihe modem world initia ted 
by the Frcnch Revolution and the spread of the revolutionary Cooe Civil. 
Accordillp; to the l'russian O(J.J .1Ilgm,n,~ u mdrrrhi of 1791, thl: right of the 
frer ehoia of spouse a nd in pa rticular marriagl: among members of the 
\'arious Suit/de - thl: Icudal stratas of medieval society - wa.'! strictly 
rorbidden. It was leMall). stipulated " that male persons rrom ti ll' nobility . . . 
c!luld not I·lltn into Ilmrria!,'C ... with femak pcrsolls ofpca~a ll t stock or the 
l es.~er bouT!.T('oisie (grritlgeretll BiirgerSlal/d ). "2"2 I r such marriagcs nonetheless 
occurn.:d , tlwy wen· declared "null" and thl· judw:-s "were not cmpowcrro 
to accept their l;ontilluation.,,:l:1 To avoid socia l d ill-mmas, the lawgivers 
then distin~u ishe(l between " thl' lesser" and " thl: higher bou rgeoisie." 

Hegel's position on this is~uc, by contrast, follows the rcvolutionary 
proclamations of the French Assembly which, cod ifit.-d as the "Code Civil" 
in 1804 , were also adopted in tho:;e parts or Cenna n), conquered by 
NapolcolI.u Social stra ta differences are irrelevant to the choice or spouse 
and must nOt be legall)' rt.-gu lat cd: the frcc will and conscnt of two llduhs 
(as well as orthcir paren ts), a~ long as the)' arc legally entitled to marriage 
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(that is, have lIot been married before or otherwise have falsified their civi l 
Status), is the only releva nt point or "ie ..... . 

Vet Hl.-gel inserts an interesting detail in considering t hi ~ issue, which is 
\I.'holl}' characteristic of his genera l attitude towards moclernity. Distin­
guishing between the extremes of arranged marriages and the wholly frcc 
choice of spouse, he argues that : "The more ethical way 10 matrimony 
rn.:..y be ta ken to be the tonner c)!trcme or an)' way at all whereby the 
dccisKJIl to marry comes firs t and till" inclination to do so follows, so tha t 
in the actual wedding both dcci.'!;On and ind inmion coalesce. ":l~ Presumably 
this decision can also involve such relevant "ethical" considerations a~ tilt: 
social background alld appropriOitellCss of the spouses involved. Con­
WderatiOIi ohocia l origin a nd wealth arc now no longer legal matters to be 
rqula tt-d, as they were ill leudal ~icty , but personal and et hical criteria 
to Ix- kept in view by modern i l1 dividual~, aware of the significa nce, as the 
Briti~h I-Iegelian Bradley nam(:d it , or"my st<ttion and ils duties." 

While Hegel certainly was aht:ad of the Prussia n legal practi ces or his 
tUnc, and endorst.-d the genera l transronnations bmught about by the 
f~nch Rcvolution<try Code Civil, he was, as a lways. reluctant to follow 
modernity to its ultimate conclusion and vit.'w the choice of SpOllse as a 
wholly individual matter of lovc and inclina tion between two adults. 
Ikgd's views on love and se)!uality , whcn placed within the larger !;OllIe)!1 
cl changes t<tking place at this point in histOl)" in ract reveal him to be a 
CQunttt-Enlightenmenl thinker. Hegel surrepti tiously criticizes and denig­
raIel altempts at early women's emancipation a nd seeks to imprison 
~ once more within the confines orthe monogamous, nuclear rami I}' 
which they thrt!atened to 1c<t\'C. 

'he Qurstioo of Free Love and Sexuality: 'Ibe 1bom in Hegel's Side 

1797-8 " Fragment on I.()\.·e" reflects a mort' romantic conception 

~:';:::'~;"~:;,U;':,'::i~ty tha n the tame and domcsticized vif'w of marriage in 
i ~ . Here love is givcn the dialectic.a l structure of spirit ; i t 

unity and scp.mttcnCS5; identity in identity and difii;rence. In 
.. '''''." arc a " living" as opposed to a "dead" whole; the one aspect or 
, .... ,'" that di srupts the un ity oflove is property. Property separates 

1I"1~~~~~~~k.~;ng: them aware ortheir individuality as well as destroying 
I .. "T~ue union or lovc pl"Opcr CJ>; i s L~ onl)' between living 

arc alike III power and thus in olle another 's C)'I.OS living beings 
... This genui ne- love excludes all oppos itions." :,>6 

the discussion or the famity in the PltilO.fafJlty of Rig/!I is ill general 
CiOruK:rvalive and criticizes the emphasis on free love as leading to 

and prom iscuity. One of the ohjt.-cts of Hegel's g reatest ire is 
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Friedrich von Schlegel's Luri"dt', which Hcgcl llam~'s " Uk romantischr Air 
wCrl ung def Eht''' (" th(' romalltic drnigration 1)1' lu\'('''). U Til dl'ruand fn'f' 
sexuality as proofofTrcrdom a nd " inwardnc'ss" is in 11 (~1o:cI 's C) cs sophist ry, 
serving the exploitation of womcll. 1-il',e;cI, in smug bol.t rg'<..~ )is lash ion, observrs: 

Friedrich Y. Schlegel in his Luriwlf, and a fullower of his ill the 8riif" tinrs 
[jllgrol1al1 /w, have pilI forward tIll' view IIia l II Ie wl'(.ldilig cen:mOIl)' is 
superfluous and a formali lY which might be discarded . Their n':asDn is lha l 
love is, so Ih~. sa)" rht ~ubS l anr.t' of maniagr and Ihal Ihl" celebration 
Iherefon: delraels from ils worlh . Surreudrr to st:l\suaJ impulse is here 
represelllai as Il«000il r)' to p ru\' (" rill' trr:l'Clolli and ill\ .. ~ .. rdll(:Slj of 10\'(" - a n 
a rgument not unknowlI to sedutt~. 

And he continues: 

T t must br notieoo i11l.'OllIltxiofi with sv;.-rdations Il lar a girl in surrendering 
her bod)' loses her 1I01iOllr . Wit h a man, howa·cr. the case is otherwise, 
bec<l llse he has a fidd /i)T ei llical act i~'i l)' oll t ~idc Ill<' fam il}'. A girl is 
drstilll.xl ill es.~ell ce fiJ I' the marriage tie and IIlr lhat ( 111)' ; ;1 is Iherefore 
demanded or IIH tb .. t IH"e sha ll take tht' furm of mllni llge and Ihal Ihe 
differ-ent IllOmt11 ts in love shall a rta in their Irul" r" lioflal relation to each 
ot her.211 

Taking m y cue from this fOOlllote in the lex t, I W3 1l1 to ask what this 
a~ide re\'eals and conceals a t once about Ht-'gel 's true a ttitudes towa rd 
female emancipa tio n in this period. The st:emingly insign ifica nt reference 
to Friedrich Schlegel's l..ucilldt is extremely significa nt in the con text of the 
s truggles for early women's emancipat ion a t this time. 

Remarkingonthe transformations broug ht about by the Enlightenmelll 
and the French Re\'olu lion, Mary Hargrave has \\lI';oe l1: 

The close of the eighu.'t'.:ml l and the bcgimling uf II II' nineteenth centuries 
mark a period ofR e\Mlnlinll fur m .. n and E\'011I11011 for wUlm:n. '11](' ideas of 
the Frendl Ra'Olution, tha t limr of upheaval, of revaluing of \~ .. Iurs, of 
imperious as~niol1 oi' lhe rights of lhe individual. swept o\'er Europe like a 
tl ll ickr:ll ing \~;l1d alld a 'erywherl" there was lalk of Lilltcrt)', Equalit}', r ra­
len,il }" realised (and perhaps onl)' Tealisablr) ill tl lal same ordu uf 
precedence .. . . 

The minds ofillldlectnal women were stirred. the)' became more oollsdous 
ofthemsel\'es, morr pl lik,sophic, more independelll .. . r nUlce producnl a 
wri ter of Ihe calibre or 1\ladamr de Siael, Englalld a Mary Sommerville, a 
.l ane Austell ; alld Gtl'mall}" althbugh tl ,r StrollgllOJd nrtl u~ dome~t ic ideal, 
also Ilad I,er brilliant intellertual womell who, oUiside tlip.ir own country, 
have jltc rhaps 110)\ Iltcoome as widel), kl10wn as Ih .. y drsrrve.:l!l 

In this work devoted 10 Son" German W ON/Of (/111/ flt,ir SaIOIlS, l'vlary 
Hargrave diseus!;C5 Henrie tte H erl ( 1764- 1817) and Rahel Varnhagen 

011 Hef!,tI 139 

( 177 1- 1833), both J ewcs.c;cs, Betti na \ '(IIl AminI ( 1785- 1859), and Caroline 
St:h lcgcl ( 1763- 18(9) , amOl~g o tilC'l's . Of particular imparlance in this 
con text is also Ka rohn.· \'On Cu nderode ( 1780--1806), the m05 t s ignifica m 
woman Cerman poel of the Romantic era, in lo\ 'e with Hegel's hig h­
schuul fri e llll , J-i6Idel'lin. These WOlllrn, thl'Ough their li \'es and friend· 
ships, sa Ions ami "OIHacts, and in somc cast.'S thmugll their leltcrs, publica­
tiolls and translat ions, wen' 1101 only fi n'crul1nel's of the early wumen's 
emam:ipation , bu t a lso represented a new model of gender rela tions , 
aspiring to ('qua lity, fi·C(: love ami reciprocity. 

Definitive for Hegel's own conta ct with thl'lle women a nd their i tleal~, 

was lhe so-called J cn3er Kreis, t h e .J!·nOi ,;ird, ' , of th.· German Romant i c.~, 

Fried rich and AU!(lIst W ilhelm Schlegel . NO\'al is, Schld ennacher, a nd 
Schelling. The j oll rna l Ailltrliiu", ( 1798--1800) was the li tera ry out k t of thill 
cirele, fn:quentecl by Coet ll(' ~ well as Hcgl' l ant·!· his a rriva l in J ena in 
1801. The '~ella circle" had gmwn out of friendship ;uKlliu.:Tluy UlOJx'ration 
am ong men but counted Caroline Schlegel ;UTlong its most inflUl:llt ial 
members . She had extraordinary impact on Ihc Schlt;g el brothcl's, and 
was the inspiration for many or Friedrich Schlegel's litera ry charaClers as 
well as lor his views on women, marriage and frcc· love.:ltJ It is widely IJelic\'ed 
that COiroline Schlegel was the model ror till' heroin(' in t.he novel Lucindr.. 

Born as Ca roline Albert ina 1\1 ichaclis. in COllingcll , as the daughter of 
a professor or O lcl Testament , C itroline was broug ht up in an intellectual 
household.:!! Following tr.tditiona l paItCTllS, in 1784 she married a young 
country d octor Ccorg Bohmer and moved from Cottingen to C lausthal, a 
mining village in Ihe Ha rtz mountains. Although she suffered from the 
narrowness of her new surroundings and from the lack of intellectual 
stimulation, she rema ined here until suddenly her husband died in 1788 . 
Caroline, who wa .. then mother ofthl'ee , lost two of her children after her 
husband's death. \Vith her tl;lughter Augus te BOhmer , she rcturned to the 
p<trental ci ty. AI Cottingen she met August Wilhelm Schlegel, six years 
her junior, whll fell in love with her. In 1792 s ill' lefl \J"{)uingcn ror tl. lainz, 
the home now or her childhood frirnd T eresa Fors ter, born H eym, In 
Decem ber 1792 the ci ty fell to the French under Ceneral C ustine; the 
aristocrats fled lind the republic was proclaimed. Terc.:sa's husoond, Forstt.'f', 
who was a n ardent republica n, was mad e prtosidell t ofthe J acobin C lub , 
His wife, 110 longer ill sympathy with his vil ... vs , Icll him but Caroline 
stayed Oil and workt.'<i with revolutionary cireles. In the spring of the 
followi ng year , 1793, a Germ an army m ustered li·om RJleinisch principal­
it iCli , retook Mllinz . Ca roline was arrested a nrl with her Iiule daughter 
Auguste was im prisoned in a fo n ress. Aftel' some months, her brother 
petitioned for her release, offeri.ng his serviCCli as an army surgcon in 
return , and Augusl Wi lhelm Schlegel exercised what influencc he could to 
Obtain her freed om. 
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Caroline was freed, but was banned from thl' Rhei nisch provinces; even 
Cottingcn. her home lown, dosed its doors to her. Sill' was now pregnant, 
expecting tlw chi ld of a Frencb soldier, and August Wilhelm ammgcd for 
hel" If) be p ul under the protection of his brother, Frit."rl rich, then a young 
student in I ,eip7.ig. A lodging outside the city had to be found lor her; here 
a child was horn, but il did nO! live. In 1796, urg(:d b)' her family a nd 
rcali7.ing !Ill' nt.·t:d for a protector, Caroline agreed to become August 
Schlegel's wife and sculcd with him in J ena. She Iwvcr really Invcd 
Schlc.:gcl, and with the a ppearance of the young Schelling on the scene in 
1798 a new love sla rl l."() in her life. Caroline's daughter, Auguste, died in 

J uly 1800. Schlegel sclI kd in Berlin i ll 1802, and the inCfeasin1; cstran1;C· 
men! betwccn them was n:solved by a divorce in 1803./\ few mon t h.~ later, 
she and Schelling were married by his falher, a pastor, and thC)' livoo in 
.lena until her death in 1809. 

Hl.'gel lived in the same house with Caroline and Schelling from 1801 to 
1803, and l;eTtainly the pn'sl;nce of this remarkable woma n, a n intellectua l 
com panion, a I'evolutionary, a mother, and a lover, prO\'ide[[ Hegel wi ll) a 
fl esh a nd blood exa mple of what mDdernity, the Eli l i~htcnmeJll and the 
Frcnch Rt.'Volulion could me;lIl for women. And Hegel did not like wlmt 
he saw. Upon her death, Ill' writes to Frau KiClha mmer; " I kiss a thousand 
times over the beaut iful hands of the best woman. GlXl may and shall 
preserve her as befits her merit ten times longer than the woman of whosc 
death we recently leal"lll'd here [C<lroli lle & hd lingl , and of who 111 a few 
here have enunciated the hypothesis that til(' Devi l had fetched her."3:l 
A damning and unkind remark , if then' ever was one! 

Whether Hegel should have liked 01" approved of Cam lin 1', who cn"tainly 
exercised a caustic and sharp pown of judKme:nt over peo ple, ma king 
and remaking some reputations in her drde of friends - Schiller's for 
example - is besidf' the' poi11l. T he point is that Caroline's life and person 
provided an example, <lnd a \.·c~' dose one at th<l t, or the' kinds of cha nges 
that were taking place in women's lives a t the time', of the possibili ties 
opening befor<' them, a nd also of thl' transfOflTlation of gellc!!:r rela tions. 
In staunchl)' defending women's place in the family, in argu ing against 
women's educat ion except by wa~' of lcarning the I1cccs.<;ary ~ kill ~ to nm a 
household , Hegel was not j ust " falling pre), to the pnjutlil;cs of his li01l"." 
" His time" was a revolutionary one, and in thl' circles dosest 10 HIW'I, 
that of his Romantic friends, he: encOUlHcrcd bri ll iant , i.lo;omplisht;d a nd 
nonconformist women who certainly imimatt.u to him what true gcmlcr 
equalit y might mean in th t: fUlure. Hegel saw the fu ture, ilnd he did 110t 
like it. His evelllual critique of Romantic conceptions of free love is a lso a 
critique of the carly Romantic;.<;' as pirations 10 gcndrr equa lity or maybe 
som!' fo rm of androgyny. 

Schlegel's novel Ludndt was wrillen as a eulogy to love as a k.ind of 
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union to be enjoyed ooth spiritll<llly and physically. In need of neither 
religious sanction - I.UI;incl.· is .l ewish - nor fo rmal ceremony, such true 
love was reciprocal and (;Omplc le.,13 In the Athaneums- Fragment 34, 
Schlegr.l had defined conventional marriages as "concubinages" to which 
a "marriage a quatre" would be prcferable.34 /..Jldllde is a critical text, 
juxtaposing 10 the subordination of women and the duplicitous sexual 
oonduct of the times a utopian i(lea l of true love a.'I t."Ompletion between 
1""0 independent beings. ~'I ost oommenta tors agrex, however, lhat Lucintft, 
despite ali noble intl:ntiol1s, is not a tex t of femalc l:mancipation: I.ucinde's 
art istic pursuits, once they have demomtrated the equali ty of the lovl-rs, 
cease to be relevant. The letters d ocumem J ulius's development as a man, 
his Lellrja/lre, his movement from sexual desire dissociatt.u from rcspt.'Ct 
and equali ty 10 his attainment of thc ultimatc companionship in a spiritually 
a nd erotically sat isfying relationship. Women a re idealizedjourney-matt.'S, 
accompanying the men on this spiritll<l l highwilY. "$cell on the one hand 
as the complement ary opposit es of men, embodying the qualitil'S thl;ir 
cou nterparts fack, they arc on the other, complete beings ideil lizcd to 
perfcction.',35 Al though in a section of the no\'c1 called " /\ dithyrambic 
filntasy on the loveliest situation ill the world ,,,:Jl; there is a brief moment of 
reversal of roles ill sexual acdvit)' which J ulius st.'"cs as "a wonderlul . 
allegory of the developmell t of m4ile and fema le to fu ll a nd complete 
humanity,,,31 in general in the /..l,cjntk, the spiritual characleristics of the 
two genders are ck-arly dist inguisht.'d. 

In his earl ier essays such as "Ober die " 'ciblichen Charaktere in den 
gricchischell Dichtern" and " Ober die Oiotima" (1793- 4), composed 
aftcr meeting Caroline Schlegel Schelling, and being enoll1lOUsl ~' inAucnced 
by her person, Fried rich Schlegel had developed (h(' (he!>is - to be echoed 
Iatcr by Marx ill (he /811 MalluJcripls- tha t C reek civilization decayed or 
1I0urished in proportion to the degree of l'quality it accordcrl to women. III 
particular, Sch legel emphasized that inequality between men and women, 
and the subordina tion of women, k;d to a bifurcation in the human 
personalit}', whereby men came lO lack " innocence, grace and love," and 
women " independence." As opposed 10 the crudeness of male-female 
n:latiom in Homer, Sophocles in Schlegel 's eyes is the poet who conceives 
his male and female charactcrs accortl ing to the s4ime design and the same 
idea l. It is Antigonc who combines tilt' male lllld female personality into 
an androgynous idea l; ~he "desires only the true Good, and iiccomplisht.'S 
it without strain," in contrast to her sis((!r, Ismene, the more traditional 
fi'mininc, who "suffers in siicnce. "lIl Antigone transccnds tbt.'Se stereo-­
types and reprcsell ts a blending of male and female characteristics; she "is 
the Divine." 

Read against the background of Schlegel's views, Hegel's generally 
celebrated discllssion of Antigone" in the PhmomDlOlogy of Spirit reveals a 
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dillcrcm message. In Hegel 's vcrsion of An tigone, sllC' and C rron respect­
ively stand for " fema le" a nd " male'" virll1l~s . 311(1 forms of (,th 'ca l rea lity. 
An tigone represents the " hea rth,'" the gods orllH' fami ly, ofkinship a nd of 
the " nether world ."3'J Creon siands for the law, for the city, human law 
and the diClatC5 of politics that a rc of " this wo rld ". T heir d ash is a clash 
between equal powe rs ; a lthough through her acknowledgemellt of guilt , 
Antigone prescnts Iha l momell t in the dialectic of action and (;IIC which 
Hegel considers 11(."Ccssary. it ~'i e"entuall y through the decline of the 
fa mily and lhe "nether world" that Spirit will progress to the Roma n 
rea lm of law and finthcr to the public light of Ih(" Enlightt.'tln'IClll. ~piritua lly, 
Antigone is a hight.'1" rtgurP than C n;on, although c\'cnthc most s)m patht~tic 
commcn tators havc to admit tha t what Hegel has accom plished here is 
"a n apo logiil for C rc~O Il . "40 

I roni Gtlly, Hegel's discllssion of the A llt(I{QI/t is ma rc historically accura tc 
in terms uf thc condition of Creek women, their confinCIllCllIto the home, 
all(1 the cnormous dash bc;twl.;en the newly emerging order of the /Xilis ilnd 
the I:I\VS uf the c'x ten{kfl fami ly on which Creek society unli l the sixth a nd 
sl.,'venth c;enturit's had rested than was Schlegd's, ~ ! BUI in his V(!rsion of 
Antigonc, Hegel was not simply being historically more accurate than 
Schlcgel ; ht; was robbing his romantic fri ends of an idea l, of a utopian 
vision. If AmigmH" s grea tness derives precisely from the fa l:1 tha t shc 
rcprcsent.~ the tics of the " hcarth and blood" O\'cr a nd against the pol il, 
not withstanding Iwr grandeur, the dia lectic will sweep Antigone in iu 
onward historica l march, precisely because the Law of the city is public as 
opposc.'t\ to priva te, rational as opposed 10 corporAl, promulgated as 
opposed to intuited, human as opposed 10 divine, Hegel 's na rra tive en­
visages no fut u rc synthesis of these pai rs of opposites as did Schlegel's; 
whether 0 11 a wodd-historical SGllc or on the individual scale, thc fcmalc 
principk must eventually be expelled from public life, for " \Vomallkind ­
the cvcrlasting irony (in the life) of the community - changes b)' in trigue 
the univCfliial end of the govcrnment into a private end. ,,~:.! Spirit may fa ll 
into irony for a brief historical moment, but C\'elltually the serious tra ns-
1);II'CI1CY of reason will discipline women and elimina te iroll)' from pu blic 
life, Alread y in Hegel 's d iscussion of Antigone, that ~train of rt.'s torationist 
tho ught , which will celebratc the revolu tion while condcmning the revolu ­
tionaries for their aelions, is p rc.'Sent. Hegel's Antigone is onc without a 
futu re; her tragedy is also the grave of utopian, revolu tiollaJ'Y thinking 
llbout gender relations. Hcgel , it turns out, i5 womclI'~ gra vedigger, (".on­
fining them 10 a grand but u llimately doomed phase of lhe d ialectic, 
which " befalls mind in its infancy." 

What about thc dialcctic then, that locomotivc of histOry rush i n~ on its 
onwa rd march? There is no way 10 discntangle the march of the dialcctic 
in Hegel's systcm from the bdoy of the victims on which it treads. Historical 
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IK"CCSsit)' ra luires its victims, and women havc always been among the 
numerous vic tims of history. What remains of the d ia lectic is what Hegel 
precisely thought hc could dispc'nsc with: iron)', Ir:l.gcdy and contingency. 
He was onc of the firs t to observc the ironic dia lectic of modernity: 
freedom that eoulll become a bstract legalism or sel fis h pursuit of economic 
satisfaction; wealth that could tunl into its opposite and crea te extremes of 
poverty; moral choice that would e nd in a trivial proj« t of self-aggra ndize­
ment; and all ema ncipated subj ec tivity that could find no fulfill ment in its 
"other." Repea tedly, the Hegelian system cxpunges the irony of the dia­
lectic: the subject posits its opposite and loses itself ill its other, but is 
always restored to sclfhood via the ar~ument tha t thc "ot her" is but an 
extcnsion or an exteriorization of o neself. Spi rit ;s infini tely gencrou~ , j ust 
like a woma n; it gi\'t'S of itself; but unlike women, it has tilt' right to call 
what it has contributed " minc" :Uld take it back into itself. The vision of 
Hegelian reconciliation has long ceased to convince: the otherness of the 
olhcr is that moment of irony, reversal a nd inversion with which we must 
live. What women can do today is to rc~s tore irony to the dialectic, by 
deflating the pompous march of historical nc.'1."C~~ily - a locomotive derailed, 
as Wa lter Ba njamin observcxl - a nd by giving bad ; to the victims of thc 
dialectic likc Caroline Schlegel Sdlelling thdr othcrness , and this means, 
in truc dia lectical f:lsh ion, their ~c10100d . 
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Masculine Marx 

Christine D i Stefano 

We set ouf from unl, active mm, and 011 O,e ba.fu oj /Iudr real-life process we 
demons/Tntt IIr£ development of lIIe idrological refoxes and eellots of (his lift prQCess. 

Man: and Ellgrls . The German Ideology 

A Personal Introduction: Confessions of a Fonner Marxisl 

I walll (0 begin on a personal note, a note of appreciation for the Lill .. 'On st 
schedu led for critica l scru tiny in this cs.<;ay. Like many students who came 
of age in the UnitcO States during the late 1960s and early I 970s, my carly 
attraction to political theory was made. possible by the work ofKarl l'vlarx 
and those teachers and writers who !l"avc him a sympathetic and expanded 
reading. Thanks to 1\'larx, political theory came alive as an intdlcclUaJ 
enterprise thm might contribute to the minimization of oppression and 
human misery, to the creation of an improved and far beller world . Next 
10 Marx, the fi gures of PlalO, Machiavelli, Hobbes and even Rousseau 
paled in comparison. Classroom discussions aoom the poli~ seemed ir­
releva nt; Machiavelli bore a disturbing resemblance 10 Henry Kissinger; 
and Rousseau was sim ply imlXlssiblc to pin down. Marx held out the 
possibi lity of theory that could be simultaneously rigorous, s)'s tematic, 
elegant, passionate, critical, utopian, and rI.."Volutionary. Femini st thl..'Ory 
followed close on the heels, and sometimes direclly in the footprints, of 
academic Marxism. Marx's youthful caU for " a ruthless criticism of every­
thing" was taken to heart by many femini sts ,t.<; they worked to expose the 
historically contingent dimensions of women 's sexually differentiated ex­
pc.:rience .md exploitation. Socialist-feminist theory is a significant testament 
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to Inc intimate, if unstable and ullsenling, alliance between Marxism and 
Western fem inism. 

Texlay, my disillusionment with Marxism , as a theory and as a politics, 
is profound, as this essity wi ll reveal. But the <:oumervailing: strength of my 
indebtedncss 10 Marx COllmot be denied . An important measure of this 
indebtcdness is the fact that Marx himself frequently provides the very 
tools a nd insights of his subsequent and olien immancnt criticism by 
femini sts. I like 10 imagi ne that Marx would be plea~ed with and honorl..'f.i 
by his femini st fat e, althoug-h this fantasy may imbibe the very ontology of 
masculinist tramccndence of which he now stands accused. That is, it 
may demalld a suprahistorical form of cognitivc and empathetic achieve­
ment on the part of an imagined contemporary Marx. On the other hand , 
this fantasy (induding my own complicity in the transcendcnt ontology 
that I will be criticizing, as well as my need to imagine the father's 
approval) wnvenicn tl}' captures the disconcerting sense of relation I have 
tlied to convey here: in a word, ambiv<J.lence. 

Gender Theory and the Crilique of Masculinity 

Feminist ren:adings and criticisms of Marx now abound. These many and 
excellent studies focus attention on the explanatory inadequacies of 
onhodox Marxism. hcre is general agreement among feminist!! that thc 
.)r1anUst cat~C5 of"productiou," ··repnxtuction," "labOr," "exploitation," 
ailli "Class" fail to capture iiflportant Climensions of women's lives. As 
such, orthodox Marxism is also found lacking a<; a s trategic theory of 
social change for women. In this essay , I will take a differcnt approach . 
My interest lies not with the question of d escriptive and explanatory 
rek"vance or adequacy, but rathcr with thc background conditions of this 
now well-<locumemcd failure. An appraisal of thcsc background conditions, 
in turn, underscores and intensifies the judgmcnt Ihat Marxist-feminism 
i.~ a misguided, if not impossible or self-rcfuting, hybrid. For Marx's 
theory, as I will argue, is profoundly embcddl..xl within a masculine 
horimn 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 opposl..'f.i. 

The links between masculinity and misogyny <Ire detailed and explored 
within gender theory, a mntemporary off.~hoo t of psychoanalytic theury.:z 
"Gender" refers to apparent representations of sexual difference and 
identity which itre in fau imposed on human subjects, and social and 
natural phenomena. n::.1ffIJiSCCUflurUj: ~ is ~.ug~ ' n dualistic. 
diChotomous, and hierarchical nlooes which~~privilege..anB 
~dil1,atKH1. Nevertheless, the actual contents of gendered re-
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presentations carry enormous cross-cuh ural varia bility. The implication 
is that gender is simultaneously a ubiquilOus fcatllr(' of culturc, a nd tbat it 
has 110 fixed . transcultural or lralls-hi~torical contents. I n short, it is best 
undcrslOod as a complex convention. Leaving aside the difficult and 
important issue of just how per\'asi\"c gender is in cross-culturdl terms, il 
is now unquestionably the caSt" tha t modern \Vestern culture is a nd has 
been profoundl)' gcndcred. Humanistic pretensions o f the Enlightenment 
and liberal poli tical discourse no twithstanding, modern Western peoples 
inhabit a politicized cult ural universe elabor.ttcly can-"Cd out and appor­
tioned in ICl'ms of presumed meaningful sexua l diffcrcnccs.:J Tlw key 
terms of this difference, which arc partly but also signifiGl.ntly cOI'lSlitutive 
of modern subjtttivities, and currently in a process of socia l change and 
radical il$e5Sment, are " feminini ty" and "mas(;u liniIY. " 

In broad, if not coarse, outline, mntemporary gender theory sugg('Sts 
Ihat identit y formation for males and fem ales is enacted llccording to 
asymmetrical, although sometimes wmplcmcntary, gentler scripts. Th('S(: 
SCripL~ afe rirst played ou t during the early months and years of an 
individual's life ( the pre-ocdipal period) and the central dlaracters arc 
two: mother (or female caretaker) and child. The net eflccI of female 
c:trelilkin~ is that the mother figure wmcs 10 be heavily invested with the 
ambivalent feelings of her charges . As Isaac Balbus describes this: 

she is al onct Iht ht illg with whom tile child is inili311)' indistinguishably 
idcn.ified and the onc who cnrorcc:s the (ne"ff 11lOI'e thall IlMtial) d is!iolutiolL of 
this ic ltl1.ir",-'atmn. Thus il is the moti ler wllo l>ecomes the "t:Cipicl1t of the 
unconscious hostility that accumulatcs ill cl,ildrc.n ofboU, SCIlC$ as the resUlt 
of this ill~St.'apahly pa inrul separ.tI,ion. T l,is moll M'.r who is 10\'00 is also 
neccssaril), thc mothcr who is hatal.t 

In societies where all mOlhers a re fema le and where m ost females face 
likely d estinies as mothers. th" initial ambivalence towards the mOl her is 
easily and subsequently transferrro to ",omen in general . 

Bttt tile ambi valence itself comes to bt- further differentiatro in !,end !'r­
specific terms. In e ffect, it becomes heightcned ror the bo)' ch ild in his 
subs(.'qucnt struggle for a specifically gendercd idcllIity, which is the onl), 
kind of identit y "offt:n-d" to hi m by the culture at large. This is wh(.'r e 
aspet:ts of separation and individuation take on special and d ifferen t 
signiricance for boys a nd girls. Coppc:lia Ka hn sUllunilri:l'.es the dinerellcc, 
explicated most extemivcl), by Nancy Chodorow and Oot'Ot1ly Dinncr:-;Icin, 

thi ~ way: 

rllr thflUgtl I die !,>irll rol1o",s Ihe same sequence or !» 'ml>iolic Ulltllll, sep~ ... ~ti~ 1I 
and indh·id ua.ioll, idcmificalioll, and ohjecllo\'c as the boy, her r(,!lUllIlIJt)' 
arises in relation to a l>erson of the .w."" sex, while his mascu linit), ari SC.'1i ill 
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relation 10 II pel'liOlI or thr fJPf!fJ.Ji" sex. lier remininity is reinforced b)' hcr 
original ~)'mbiotic union with her motlier and iJ)' the identH"icafion "ith her 
that mils. preo:de idemity, while masculinity is Ihreatened h)' thc sa1m': 
union and the sarnr idcntification . While tile bo)"5 sense or slifbegillS ill 
union ,,;th thc feminin~ , his lICttse of In(U(u1ini!J' arises ag3insl ir.!> 

' 111is account suggests thaI the cri t ical threat to masculinity is nOt 
castrdtion, 3..\ onhcxlox ps)'choanal)'si..\ suggests, but rathcr the threat of 
mau .. Tnal rccnguifmCllt. Masculine identity requires a massiv{' repudiation of 
identification with thaI all-sat.is f),il1g/all- terrifying maternal source. The 
basic ambivalence of malc and female child ren towards the mOUter is 
intensified for IXlYs because of the nttd 10 d efine masculinity in amJrfll/ to 

maternal femininity. An important feature of ma~euli ne development, as 
outlined in this psychoanalytic literature, is the negalive a rticulation of 
ma<;culine selfhood ~is a flU tire pre-posited maternal-feminine presellcc. 
(As a boy, I am that whieh is nOI-mother) . Tlw rudimentary building 
blocks of the boy's s truggle 10 underst3nd wllllt il is that makes him a 
"ooy" and a future "man ," a masculille subject and agent in a gender­
differentiated world , consist ofnegiltive countcrfactuals garnerc.."(l through 
comparison with thc all-too-prollimatc mother. This prototypical prou:ss 
of mascu line individuation ilnd identity formation is susccptible to a 
process of "false differentiation" whcrcb), the (rn)other is unrca lisrieally 
objectified in spli t vers ions ra ther than accommoda ted as a mo re complex 
entity. In cffttl, false differentiatio n i.~ implicalf'd in the inabilitylrefusal 
10 tolerate ambivalence and to acknowledge diffcrence.!> Nancy Ch<xlorm.v 
sums up her reconstruction of the origit lS and ramifiGltiolls ofmasculinil }' 
in a manncr that bears di rectly o n these theme!': 

TIIC division of labo!" in child~aring reslilts in an ohjectification or ,,'Omen­
a tTCating of wnmell as Olhen, or OI~CCIS, ,,!.I her than su~eclS, or selves -
thaI cxtf'nds 10 O\Ir culture as a whole. I nfami le dc"elopment or the selr is 
eXlliorcxl in opposition to the mother, as primary C'dfCtaker, who becnITII:s 
dlC othcr. Becausf' boys are of oppositc gender from thei r mothcrs, the)' 
C!;J>Cciali r red a liN'll to d iITcrell tiatc alld rtf fi nd diITerentiation problematic. 
"':he boy comes to dclinc his sdrmore in O1)positioll than through a sellse or 
his ..... I\Ole' lcss or mntil lui ty. He becomrs .IM': st ir and cxpe.riences his mOlher 
iIlI the other. The process also extends to his tl)'ing to domillate lire oti",:r in 
order to ensure his sense ofselr. Such rnHninat ion bcgjll~ wilh mOlhcr as the 
Oijccl, extends to women, and is tl]('11 gelierdli7.c..'{1 .0 ;Ildtxle tbe expel'ieuce 
or a ll Olhel1i a.~ object~ rather limn subjects. Tl l;s StanC(: in which 1>COllle are 
.... ~;lIed and expcrielleed a~ Ihin!.'S , becomes basic 10 male \Vcslern cu lt ure.7 

The li terature o n gender formation anc! acqu is ition suggesls that there 
are wa),s ill which ma\cu[inc cx.perlem:e yields certain cognitive prociivitic..'S, 
kndencies which structure perception.1I Such cognitivc proclivities may 
comprise or contribute to intellectual frameworks implicitly organizc..-d 
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arou nd the ontological a nd epistemological primacy uf till' ma.~l:ulinc 
5ubjcCI, and include several among the following c1cmc!Hs: a cornbl1 livc 
bra"nd of duali~tic thinking, a persistclll and sys tematic amplification of 
the primal Self- Other oppos itional d ynamic; the creation ord ichotorni'l.cd 
polarities hy which to tlcscribe a nd evaluate the events, o~j~·ct s~ and 
pnxesscs of the natural and social worlds; the need for a nd pn vllcglllg of 
singula r identi ty and certai nlY with respect to one's "own" identity and 
thai of other "objects" in tilt' Cll vi ronmCIll; the denial or refusal of related­
ness, 10 fellow huma n beings and to na ture; a fea r a nd rcputliation of 
na tural contingency, induding those limits impos<-'d by the bod )' and the 
natural su rround ; an identification of such oontinge"cy with t.he feminine; 
versions of a solita ry subj ect immersed in a hosti le a nd da ngerous world ; 
detai led exp ressions and descriptions of nulical or heroic individualism; 
preoccupation with themes of frccclom, ilUlOnomy and tra ns<:cndenee; 
accounts of knowled ge-us· opposition and knowkxlge·a.~·s tru~le , based on 
a d istanced relation between the subject and object ofknowledge; a ttitudes 
oflCltr , denigration and hOHility towanls whatr ver is identified as female 
or feminine; idealization and glorifica tio n of the feminine. This last sel of 
seemingly incompatible attit udes would recapilulate Ihe effects of fa lse 
d ifierellliation from the maternal objec: t, the (m)other. 

l\·larx was, of course, a brillia nt and acute analyst oflh(" vel')' objeclif)'ing 
stancc that Nancy Chod orow a nd Olhers have identified as basic to ma le 
\ Vcsterll culture. T o what extent is he exempt from or im plicated in the 
masculill(: wnfiguration of sen~ibility a nd meani ng briefl y detailed a bove? 
I ex plore this ques tion in the remaind er of this l'!lsay, with spt.'Cial referenIT 
10 Marx's style a nd selectt.'tl substa nti ve .m :as of his theory. 

Marx's Style 

StudcnU of Marx arc wcll awa re oflhe intimate relationship between ,he 
substance a nd style of his work. Critics and d isciples of M an.: would agree 
that his characteristic polemical style was illl a~ressi"e one, which involved 
"marking out his own position by eliminating fonnt.T or potential colleagues 
from it.'''J r>. larx 's approach to a n issue wa.~ invaria bly one that proccrocrl 
o\'er the toppled remains of existins, would · be and sometimes fa bricated 
opponents, some of whom began as friends, teachers, and mClllors. " From 
his student days 10 the time of Capilll / ," writes .J errold Seigel, " Marx's 
d mrlH:tcristic mode of defining- himself was by opposition, excl uding 
others from tht" persona l space he occ:upk'd." 'o It \,:ould set:m lhal Marx 
could only c:reatc a di r;<: ursi\'{· space for hilnc;clf by invading a nd r~· 
appropriating the territory of displaced and vanquished otl~Cf5. In thIS 
sense, Ma rx evinces a combative, heroic, ami hence, masculine 5t)' le.

I
' 
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I n speculating on Ihe possible sou rces of this aggressive style, Seigel has 
suggested that Ma rx's mother ma y provide a due. 1·le arg ues that Marx's 
style might havc been a reaction against Henriette Marx 's intrusive and 
dominating nu rture style. This intcrpreta tion is problcmatic 0 11 severa l 
counts, although it contains an im portall t measure of insight. 

Firs t, wc simply do not know enough a bout Henriette Marx or her 
relationship to Karl to characte rize her as an overhearing mother. ' 2 
However, we might well ask, when is ma terna l lIu rtu ra nce v.1thin the 
bourgeois, nucle"r fa mily /lot intrusivc ilnd d ominatin!(? Seigel slides illlo 
the tendency of " bla ming the mo tller," whereas Ihe rcal issue here is a 
more structural one. Thai is, the kind of family in which Ka rl M arx. was 
re-.u-ed is precisely that modern, im clls,-I), afft.'Ct ivc, socially isolated n uclcar 
configuration ill which children a rc likdy 10 pcrceh 'e thei r mothers as 
intrusive beings, rega rdless of the parlic:ula r activities and a lti tudes of 
specific mothers. These perceptiolls, ill turn, are lil:ely 10 be retained in 
wJulthood, oft en in unconscious, c1aOO'· ... 'lxl and/or cl isguisl'd fOlm s. Marx's 
estranged adult relationship wilh his mOl her, coupkxl with his inflated· 
romantic oounship to .J enny VOI I Wcs tphalen, suggest tha t he su ffered 
&-om an unrcwl\'oo am bivalence tOwl-lrd the primal, pre-oed ipal {m)ornt.'f. 
This ambivaknce, as we will see, OIrries ol:er into his analysis of women's 
labor under capitalism. But it has precious lill ie to d o with the actua l 
woman who mot hercrl him. 

A second problem with Seigel 's l-I llalysis of Ma rx. 's aggressive style is 
that it proCt."t.'d s as if this style is simply a n individul-l i 1X:l'sona lity quirk. 
11la1 is, Seigel pays little attention to the imcllectual discursive trad ition 
within which l\.·larx was em bt.1:I(\t.'t1. An adversar;al, aggressive style is a 
.ificant feature of Ihe Weslern philosophical tradit ion; ' :! furthennore. 
this style may have found in dialcct ic.~ a particularly hospitable environ­
-.ent, since Ihe dialectical o lllversational fonn has assumed combativc, as 
1IIWd1 as dialogic, fea tures. Marx's aggressive intellectual style should be 
ft:iCas( in terms which adnowledge a pre-existing legac}' for which he WRS 

lanperamellta lly suitt.-cl , if not gifted . 
l' ino3.lly, we can augment St.>igel's treatment of Marx's style by noting 

.... the aggrcssi,·c, ad versarial m ode pa rtakes of a masculinc cognitive 
llructure. T his style (which Marx shares with other political theorists of 
lIOtah:'e rhetorical skill , slll:h as Hobbes) may be understood, in part, to 
RtalPl1ulate, a t the level of adult intellectual practice, the prior process of 

for a loca tion and identity !)is n "is the pre-ocxlipal {m}other. The 
of this C<irlier slJlJgglc ramify in (Ii.~tinctivc ways on !\'Iarx. 's polemical 

which flourishes in hos tile te rri tory and will brook no contenders. 
..... ';"."".Ih(" rad icalthcorist of s pccics· bt:ing a nd commu nism cm lxxlied 

l~tcllectual stance a nd st)'1e wh ich conlradiclt.'d his social ontology. 14 

Scigcl's analysis is vindicatt.'d, tht.' I, with thc proviso tha i we substitu te 
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the fantasized mother of Marx's primal)' process memol)' and carly cx­
pericncc for his " real" mother, alld that we go on to acknowkdge that 
mothcrs of thc fonner sort lurk within the stylistic I radilion of adversarial 
intelleclual discourse alld have "helped" (as prqjectiolls of the masculiuc 
imagination) to shape the s tyle and subtcxt of that I raditicxl. J ~ 

A Tale of Posl-embeddedness 

At first glallcc, Marx seems to elude, if not overtly contest, thl ~ masculine 
schemc of meaning ou tlilled above and illitially d etected ill ~'l arx's polemical 
s tyle. rvtodem dia lenics, for example, is a methodological allcmpt to 
transcend the dichotomies which Cartesian-inspi red epistemologies pro­
mot.e. Initially, it would seem, dialectics is more d ascly allied with a 
feminilll! epistemological orieillation, moot especially in its relational and 
dialogic orielJlation. The materialist aspect of f..hrx 's method also bears 
some apparent affinity with feminist cri tiques of idealis t or raliOllalist 
presumptions which elevate the (male) brain at the expense of the ~ female ) 
body. Yet, in spite of these pott'lltial affinities betwecn MarXIsm and 
feminism, the actual rt::ndi tioll and deployment of dialectics and materialism 
found in Marx 's work play into and out ofa specifically masculinis t frame 

of referellce and meaning. 
"Marx's p rocedure was in fact to set out from mell's labor and to igllore 

the specificity of women's labor," writes Nancy Hartsock.'1i 'nlis invisibility 
ofwomell's labor i:; implicated in important way:; wi th Marx's accoullt of 
"human" labor. Civen Marx' s ontological alld materialist stress on the 
laboring activities of human beings and the preconditions for certain 
forms of distinctively " human" activi ty, the invisibili ty of women (alld 
espec.ially of women as caretakers alld as mothers) is Ilotably striki ng and 

problematic. 
I n Tile German idrology Marx and Engel s discuss the history of the 

division of labor and locate its firs t primordial inst.ance in the sc.xual 
division of labor in the family. They go 011 to categorize familial rcla tiolls, 
illdud ing t.he sexual division of labor, as " natural" relations. Addillg 
illsult to iujul)', the), d ismiss the significallce of the famili al sexual divisicxl 
oflabor by stating that a " real" division only emerges with the (presumabll~ 
distinct and sll b:;equent) distinction between manual and mell tallabor. 
G iven Marx's insistence t.hat social relations be anaiy"..cd as historically 
dctermined and specific outcomes rather than as etcrnal veri lies , this is 
especially troublesome. What Marx and Engels subscquelltly m~ss in their 
focus on the division bf"lwl:cn " brdill" alld "hand" is what Hilary Rose 

refers to as the " hearl" : 
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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 10 make the nature oft his caring, imimale, emotional I)' demanding 
labor d ear, we shou td usc the ideologically loaded term "love." For without 
love, wi thout dose inltrpcrsonal rel<ltionships, human beings, and it would 
seem especially sm<lll human beings, cannot survive. Tllis emotionally 
demanding labor requires that women give something of themselvcs to the 
d,ild, to the man. The produedon of pcople is thus qualitati\'ely different 
from the producliorl or thin.l\S_ It require!; caring labor- the labor oflovC.'B 

It seems more reasonable to locate the first materialist premise of 
human existence in the phenomellon of birth; to acknowledge that some 
woman has " labored " to bring me illto the world. On this view, the second 
premise is that we will be cared for during our early years ofbiolOJ...>ical and 
emotional vulnerability. And this second premise calts on, but is not 
exhausted by, Marx a nd Engels's fi n;t : the production of the means to 
satisfy our needs for Ilourishmelll, shelter, ;wd protection. To this premisc 
we should also add the h uman neonate's need for social intereuun;e. 

Strangely enough, reproduction emers the scene for Marx and Engels 
as the third premise of hi~tol)' : « men, who daily remake their OWII life, 
begin to make other men, to propagate their kind: the relationship between 
malt and woman, parents and chi ldren, the fa mi ly.,, 19 The sense of his tor­
icaI sequcnce hcre is strangely, but fami liarly, skewed. r or the s tarti ng 
point of their analysis of the premises ofh istOl),-making mell is the already 
bonl and nurl.ured humall beillg. Not ollly do modlers not make an 
apptmulce ull til Ihe third act, hut mothers and fa thers enter the Marxian 
historical scene simultaneously. History and I.·ommon sense sugges t, how­
evcr, that "mothers" predated "fathers." Feminist histol)' a lso suggests 
that fathers have gcxle to extensive lengths to eradicate this threatening 
~Iedge. In this sense, TIlL German Ideology is thoroughly eomplici tous 
wnh patriarchal histol)' and ideology. 
Thi.~ funci rul historical accounl saturates Marx's ecouomic framework 

of ~l':Scription and explanation , ill which women's gender-specific labor 
YllhI5hcs. and we arc left with "a gender-biased account of social production 

all II lcomplete accoull t of tht> life-processes of human bcings.,,21 ' The 
. here is not simply one of nomillal exclusion, which cou ld be rectified 
Including women aJld their labor in the thool)' . Marx's failure \0 

theorize reproductive and caring labor directly influl:nce~ 
.unden;tanding of " human" labor, mast artfully captured in his com­

~""'" or the archi tect and thc bee in ClJPillJ/. While this comparison 
. lhe creative and self-conscious aspects ofhumanlabor, 
In po;tula ting all idealized and over-voluntarist image ofunaliClJatcd 
emancipated from the realm of nccessity: 



154 

In facl, the n:alm of freroom begins only whn-t lnho.- which is drkrmirud by 
1/«'-5_ciryand mWI&U/l:((J1IJidrmlifJI'IJ ,r,1Srs; Ihus ill Ihe vcry nature oflhi ngs it lies 
bq'oll<llhc sphere or aCIua! material production .. . . Freedom in Ihis ficld 
can only runsist in .!;OCiali:r.td mr-n, the a!lsocialed producers, r.uionall y 
regulat in!( their interchange with Nature, bringirrg il undrr tkiT ,l)l7Il7Itm {l)ntroi, 
instead ofbcing rula! by il as the blind forces of Nature; and achieving this 
wit h tM leilSt expend il ureofcnergy and underCOll<lition. .. most favora ble 10, 
and worthy of, their human natul·e. (Empha.~i$ adc-Jed) t ' 

Necessity - that u hi matdy illeradicablt: foc - must be di min ished as 
much as possible for a tru ly " human" history to flouri sh. Nature and 
hu manit y arc th us, in a significalll sense, opposcrl. 0 11 this level, Marx 
shares a simi lar orientalion towards nature with an un likely a lly, J. S. 
Mill.22 This vision offrttdom is intima tely l ied up wit h I\-larx's sense of 
hislory, especially with his sellse of progress a<; a stcadi ly cxpanding 
cOllln>l ove r nature. The material aud tedmological coflditions for such 
comrol arc nttcssary. if not sufficient , guaralllOn. d" human sclC-realizatKxl. 
Marx's youthful an ticipa ted "reconcil iation" of humanity and nature in 
Till: Eamomic and PhiloJophica/ ManuJerip'J thus takes place at the d ialectical 
expense of lIature controlled. 

Isaac Balbus argues that Marx's conccpt of production entails the 
d omination of nalU re because il requires an "instrumcntal rela tionship 
between humans and their surrou lldillg world ,,,n As the substance of 
" necessity," nature is humanity 'S advlTsary in its quest for sclf.creative, 
self·sufficiel11 freedom. \Vhell we a pproach nature on these inst rumental 
tenns. we must assume tha t it " lta.'i no intrinsic wonh, 110 d ignity of its 
own," and 1herefore that it makes 11 0 normati ve d aim5 011 humani ty.~4 
William Petty's analogy - quoted a pprovingly by Marx in Cllpil(l/ - tha t 
" labour is the father of the material \'.-1)rld, t.he ea rth is its mother," 
reinforces the lIotio n that nature provides the inert material su bst ra tum 
for "productive" labor, as it associativel y plays 011 the SQ(isl dcpietion of 
women as passive, natural, and the refore lcss· thall·fil lly human creatures. 
\ Vhilc the young Marx was obviously groping fur somc means ofrc<:on ci li­
aliUII betwccn humanity and \lature, his subsequcnt vision of comm Uilism 
effectively rendcrs the "humal1ization~ of nalUrl" a.<; its sadislic domination 
by human beings: 

Communism . trt:ats all natural pn·miscs a~ the crt:atura of hilherto 
existing men, strips them of thdr nalural charactu and rnbjugaltJ them to the 
power of the tmited individuals ., . Tht"" rea liTy, which commUIli.~m is 
crt:ating, is prel"i~rI )' the truc bas~~ for rendering it impossible that trII)·thirrg 
shmlld lrut i"'~mdrnll.1 ~ inllitidUDls, insofar as rt:alily is tmiy a product of the 
prtteding inu:rcourse ofi mlividuals themselves. (Emphasis added)~ 

The subjugation of na tural prcmises is, in turn, implicated in the act of 
self-affirmat ion and self-cfCation. This agenda for self-crea tion as ti le 
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achievcd solution to and victory o\"e,- the threal of uncolll rolled natuntl 
IOrces parallels the maseul~l,e invcm ion of idclltity againsl the (m)other. 

If Man.: '.ad s topped scnously IU consider the laboroffe male careta ),;crs 
and mothers, he would have been fiJ rced in Olle of two d irections: either to 
characteriz~ such labor as. less thall !Juman because it is bou nd to nature 
and necessity; or to rethlllk his accou nt of labor 10 accommodale _ 

. d . re 
productlVean e l ~')( lonallab()r, which is complexly cOllstitu tC<! by biology 
and messy Ilecess" y, ~ well a~ by culture and hislOry. (I f he had d01le 
this, he would also h.we had to recast his hiStorical narrative which is 'lcs . 
obviously "pr~~rcssive" for women.) Implicitly, the fomler dl~"'.tcteriz~tiOl~ 
~'ai l s il~ his analysis of labor. Explicitly, the laboring mothcr is Con­
w:m?"ltly Tgnor~ . In short , wh<tt we have hcre is a nother case of Ihc 
nulling mot hc r III Western poli tica l theory. 

Mary O ' Brien's comparisoll of the mot hcr a nd the architect introduces 
IOI"rW: of the more s tub born and intCTC"Stillg features of m<t te rnal l<tbor 
which Marx avoided. "n ey are wOrl h considering in somc detail: 

Biological. rep,"?,lu~t iofl . .. ' is not an act of rational will. No one dellies a 
motbt:rly Im;<gma.hon, whl~·h fores.r:a the child ill a ,~ .. rie ty of ways . , . . 
Fanall' 11''p~uetlve COnSCiousness knows Ihal a child wi ll be born, knows 
~t a child IS, and speculates in gC':nCl'llllcrms aboul this child ·~ potentia! 
~ mother and architccc are quitl' diffcrent. 111e woman C""..tllnol realizt: ~ 
~ns, (""" .. nllOt. make them ~rue, by vi rt ue of the reproducti\Y: labor ill which 
~\'(llunta l1l y engages, Ir at all. Unlike the archi lct: t, her will does not 

Ice .the shape at: her product. Unlike the btt, she ),;nows that ha­
~uct, .lIke ~r:self, Will have a his tory. Like Ihe archi tect, she know-s what 

IS domg; IIk t: the btt, she cannot help whal she is doing.:.'6 

here are fuudamemal qucstiu ls conccrning cont rol, the human 
..... "",',." to Il~turc, a~d the characterizat ion of idcnlifiably human 
... lciou,as. eXclus l vel~ ratT?llal and sclf-gelle .... uive. Stressing the planl1OO , 
• Ia and purposn·e dlOlensiOlls of human labor, Marx COunterposes 

bor to the real m f N . (N . o ecesslly ature) and so IS constitutiona lly 
~ sec women's reproductive labor and its d cri \·atives as human 

fa ct that "produ~tive" labor as such wou ld be impossible 

::::':;!;'~~::~:;,: all~ ca nng labor makes this blilldspot all tbe more 
he Marx I ~li!; fa,led.to fulJy specify theprcconditiolls lor "human" 

~efines II . At tillS poin t, we could well as k. 1'!arx a fcmini st­
. v:slOn of ~hc questi~n that he put 10 liberal psychologica l theories 
tgnor d the h istory of IOd ustry and production in their pronounce. 

[ t~ ~ychological Ijfe of " man": " What should one th ink. of a 
~Iarx lsm! wll()Se preconceptions disregarded Ihis large field of 

[SIC! labour fmaten lal labor! and which is not conscious of it, 
... ?""l7 
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r-.'Iarx has essCIJlially dmud and then rtapproprial,d tile labor of II~ 
mother in his historical and labor-based account of self-created mal~ . 
What is wrong with this familiar account of indcpcndcm:e, sclf-crcalJ~n 
a,ill self-sufficiency within which we can disccrn a strong dose ofmoocrlust 

, " I ." sensibility? First , it relics 011 all overly, but only apparcI111y, p aSl l e 

conception of human natu re. That is, plasticit y. is not thc open or ,lIl,l­

encumbered account of humall nature that it danns to be. Secondly. II IS 
arrogal1l and in keeping with problematic Enlightcll,mCIll l1oli~lls COll­
awing thc status orllalufc. Thi rdly, it is implicated IIllhe dCllIa l or the 

m other. 
Marx provided a signific.allt and much-needed cri tique of 1~1f' prf'~lCiai 

illdivid ual monad of liberal theory who is constituted a.s a subJe~t I~n~r to 
the society in which he lives. Howevcr, his substitute notion of the In(hvldual 
as " tl1e cnsemble of social rdatiolL'i" creates a good many problems. 
Robert Heilbroner has bl:l:n especially acute in describing thc hazards ofa 

plastic conccption of human nature: 

Then~ is it severt' price to be paid for" vicw of the human being ~s ~i ~ tlOu t 
any definition other than that created by its social s~uing .. Fo~ the I.ndlvldual 
thereupon bt-comcs the expression of s.ocia~ rclatlo~s bl1ldmg lum or her 
together with olliff individuals who arc hkewlse ll?thmg but. tI,e. crealures of 
their social exis tences . \,Ve then ha\'~ a web 01. sOCIal de.lI~r~matlOns tha t has 
no points of anchorage o ther than III our alllmal Ixxltr:s. 

And OUl"' animal bodies, within the framc ofMar,, 's allt inaturalist analysis, 
can' t tell us very much about ou~;"'es. DelHlis \Vrong's identification ofa 
theoretical partnership betwccn an IIversocializcd vicw of mall. and. ~n 
over-integrated view of society is substantiated in the fatc o~ JXllt tlCS 
withi ll Marx's theory and the political history of successful MarXIst move­
ments.30 r..-larx 's collapsed vision of a complementary and trouble-frCC 
relationship between the individual and communist society is too sea~l~s 
to admit polit ical struggle aud dialogue over society 's means, end.s, b.m~ts , 
and possibilities. That the tbcorisl par txalltnct of struggll' and cOlltradl~u~l 
shou ld end up with this kind ofstali~ vision is rather incr~ib.le .. Of .IS. II? 
Perhaps Marx himself embodit:s a human-all-loo-human hmtl .Ior hVI~lg 
with perpetual conflict. Intcn.se, dichotomously framed. do-or-dlc confhct 

engenders its opposite: pure, yet false, reconci.liatiol.l: . . 
An exaggerated. emphasis OIl mail'S self-crcatlVe abilttlcs IS also a~aIlt. 

It denies ou r natural embcddl..-dness and promotCS resentmell t agamsl a 
naturc that (likc a mothcr) has Ilot made us godlike. It pits Ihe. "hurnall" 
esscuce against the " natural" backdrop of limitations. A~d It actually 
anticipates a stalc of "post-embeddedll~s,." .where accordmg to Jerem~ 
Shapiro'S !avorable commentary: " the IIldlvldual has ceased to becom 
!lIe object ofulleolltrolled forces and is il1stead entirely self-created , cease-
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lessly going beyond i t.s own limits by mean.s of its creativity, and eOIl­
tillUously participating in the movement of iLS own becoming."" 

post-cmbeddedness is a dallgcrous and arn:.gant fiction . I t is also ma..'1cu­
linist alld misogynous. It is dangerous because it elicits lhe revoll of 
natuTC. It is masculin{' because it issues out of a configuration of perceptions 
and nccds roolcd in a gendercd identity fashioned out cf opposi tion to the 
malemal world. It is misogynous bct:ausc it perpetuates a fear of and 
consequcnt need to dominate 11alUrali;r.oo, alld hence, "dangerous" women. 
Thc domination of nature issues in a longillg to return to it. This retuOl, 
as Silvia BovenschCIl argues, is negoti ated through the female: "The 
biological-natural moments of human existencc only appea r to have been 
fuJly expunged from masculine everyday life: that relationship to inner 
[and outerJ nature which has not yet been mastered i.s projected onto 
women, so tha t womcn must pay for the d ysfunctiollality of man's Ilatufal 
drivCS."32 

f!.tarx 's systematic and rela ted failu res to accommooate nature and 
womCIl with in his grand scheme of explanation may help to explain a 
c:ertlm l tension at the heart of his theory, that betwCCll humanistic volulI­
tarism ("man makes himself") and sociostructura1 determinism (" life is 
bOt detcrmincd by consciousness, but consciousncss by life" ). For while 
!'isu:nsion may be artfully combined, as wc find in Tilt E(t;htttntll Brumaiu, 
it also threatens tocrupt ill onesidcd formulatioll~ . H umanity's domination 
~ nature promises a human omnipotence which is clemally threatcned. 
Notice that the capitalist version o f this threat , analyzed by Marx under 

rubrics of "accumulation" and "rcproductioll," takes on vitalistic, 
lemale capacities, illciudingdYllamically rege nerative 

In c~ect, the mother banished from the realms ofhi.slOry and labor 
~:!:.~~II Marx 's portrayal of a fecund capitalism that reproduces and 
~ I\sclf, while his own intcllet:tual efforts arc Cmi t as tbe contri­
"' .. " ,01 a midwife helpillg to shorten the birth pallgs of all evcntual or 

revolution.33 

~. ''''~'l!!,''a<,cd,,,,,pha,; ,; an self-creation del1ies that we were oorn and 
denies thc biosocial basis for species-contillUity all.d prqjecls 

on 10 the a rClla of " labor." And it promotes a view of 
as severing " the umbilical cord [!l of the illdividual;s natural 

with the species.,,304 These themes help us to ponder Mary 
. i .. "underlyillg the do.clrilll' that man makes history 

ullc:hseussed reahty of why he must."~'" 
we deny our first biosocial relationship we deny our own natural 

"dd<dn,,, as physical, vulnerable, animal cn~atures . We also deny 

:~~:,:~~grOUnd of our sociabili ty as a species. Philosophers such as 
to articulate and promote this important aspect of human 

rcfercl1ce to maternal or parelltallabor arc forced 10 ground it 
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in activities which postdate (by a IOllg shot) ou r firs t CX pcriCIlC(" of soci­
a bilit y. SmaH wonder that the theory comes ou t sou nding " utopia,, " and 
unrealistic. When we dellY maternal Jabor alld womcn's labors of cari ng 
love, wh ich IClld to be more aware of a noninslru mclltaJ , cooperative and 
also difficu lt relationship wilh nature, wt': construct a rlcficicl\l vicw of 
"specifically human 101oor" and of "species lifc.,,3I) Wi thout some ret ro­
spective appra ia lioll for ou r biosociaJ origins, we are all the more likcl), to 
join Marx il l viewing the past as a mere and disgusting pile of "muck." 

T his dellial of thc mother in f...f.arx 's theory - which is also cen tral to the 
social acqu isit ion, defini tion, and defense of masculinity - helps to main­
tain the domina tion of wornell a nd the domi nation of nature. Helice, 
Marxist social theory may be perpetuating problems - some of which it 
would like to solve, others of which it is unaware - that involve rIO' only 
half of the human species, but our literal survival as a species. 

Yet there arc inti mations in Marx ( ~"Spcci al l y the yOUllg Marx) of 
yearning for a gcnuine, mutually reci procal rela tionship between humanity 
alld nature, men and womcn.37 A more gellerous reading than I have 
offered here would locate him in the tension between the recognition or 
nature and its domination, wi thin the complex C(l llt ranness of his thinkillg.38 
Sueh a read ing would take issue with Isaac Balbus's a rgument thai Marx 
is unredeemable because his conceplion of production is " the ultimate 
possible expression of " the .. ' hubris of domillaliOIl.' nJ!1 It would be morc in 
keeping with Nancy Ha rtsock's suggestioll tha t Marx needs 10 be (a nd 
can be) transpla nted ' .0 a ncw epistemological terrain, one that is gender­
scllsi tivc, incl usive ofa larger subject ofhislOlY, and explicitly feminist. 

Is 1'\'larx's theory Ihe .. ultimate" in rnexien list, Enlight enment-inspi red 
a ttcmpts to dominate nature? This is a difficu lt q uestion, one that I am 
inclined to answcr negat ively because of Marx 's lal ent intimations of an 
alterna tive dialectical interplay bctwCCIi humanit y and na ture. If wI': take 
~I arx 's failure to consist of " his ina bilit y to I maintain a nd] extend his 
splendid i ll s i~ht int o the epislemologicaJ validity of sensuous experiencc 
a nd the scn.'mousncss of tile 'man/ na ture' rdatinnsh ip expressed ill labor,,>40 
then the terms of his failure , a t least, are prdcnlblc to thooe ofothers. 

On the other haud , we had bellcr think twiet: be fore we a tt cmpt to 
transplan t r\'l arx to new epistemo logical ground, as Nallcy Hartsock sug­
gests. Fo r Marx's theoretjeal universe is bound up with a n OIl tologicai 
habi tat that is profoundly masculine. And the klluwlcdgt': which issues out 
or and is produced by this framework is l imited and damaging, no t simply 
in its inability 10 "scc" aspects of gender-differen tiated I':xpericllce and 
knowledgc, but also in the very action and substance of its interpretive 
horizon. r ... larx 's epistemological comm itment to the a rena of " producliOll" 
commi ts him to an ontological reali ty which is detcclably mascu line, 1101 
mercly male. As such, it lacks a reflexivl': appreciation of its OWII material 
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and Kicol?S'ca l ~oots whi~h., wi thin the Marxian view, is the prercquisite 
or a genUInely n gorous cnueal theory. T o it great extenl, the "root" lhat 
Marx unwittingly grasped was gender-specific modern man . 

Conclusion 

Marx's "real COIllICCtious" to his social world reflecl, in significam mC'<!.Surc 
Ihe int rojected COllnections ofa masculine subjcct. We filld masculi nity a; 
work ill Marx 's need to clear the ground fol' his intellectual and polemi .. 'al 
I'S ldeavors. But morc significantly , Marx has "successfully" banis hed the 
mother from his ovcrall account ofsociaJ rela tiolls. ( In th is respect he is 
noc so differelll from the majori ty of modem political theorist s.)' This 
enables a number of crucial and d istinctive tums in his theory: a view of 
hillo,·y as forward-moving progress; a dichotomous accou nt of a ntagonistic 
class relations; a cataclysmic theory of historical change; and a view of 
human labor as u ltra"olunlarist. The missi ng mother underwri tes the 
Marxian account of labor by hclpillg to subsume nOllvolulltariSl dimensions 
of human "Iboring practices. The voluntarist aCCount of labor in turn i~ 

k ' , ~ 
• ty compolI~nt of Ma rx 's objectifica tion orna ture, for it conveniently 
promotes a "lew of na ture as the (feminized) passi \'f" su bstratum of 
(hU)~l l~ active eOo rts. The inverse relationship between freedom and 
ntassuy mforms and issues ou t of the volun tarist conCeptiOlI of labor, and 
It paralJ~ls the antagonistic rela tionship 1x: twcell SOli aud (m)oth cr, 
(hu)m.:ullty and nature. Post-cm bcddl'<lncss is Ihe inevita bly " ulOpian" 
~~lIIt of sucll a scheme. Wha t it recapi tulates at the level of social a nd 
poIlt ~CaJ t~co~)' is a.ycarnillg and fan tasy embt.-dded in lht' deep psychology 
llima.'iculrne Idcntlt y: dean and ultimat.e rclca~e from the (m)othel". 

::.!'""C~':""", ". no"". crit icisms, and a1ilo .. i all1r~l p. I would likr to Il lank Susan 
Mary !:ihanley, Kali lcrille Tcglll500nian. and Diane Wolf. 

h WOUld be imTV""iblc t , ", .. h· ,. . iIftuw . r--:- . o(o .u JUSIICC to tls 1I00aturellla ~inglcnolc . \Vha t 
Ch . ~ IS a SCIOCIIVC hst dcnvffl primarily l1"Om Ihl': socialiM-femin iu genre 

nShllC i)(olphy, CloSt' 11.1 Jlonu: A MflltrinliJI Al'1a(yJi.s Qf lI'cmtn 's OpprtJll . 
~I: University of Mas.Q.chu...rns l)rr.!I.~, 1!.IR1)· Zillah E~n5tdn ed

fm 

...."ltllll.ft P, I ' 1... <uuJ I C fi ' . ., Itcvicw ' II flllf(.~ lit lIM cr Soriali!t Ftmitli.fm (K("w Yo .. k ~ r-.Iomll1y 
Fnu.r I ress, 1979); Nancy C. M Hartsock, MOIIL)' , &ox muJ P(JWIr ' Toward II 

J UI Jli.s/cricai MfIIfflnlism (New York and llmdOI\: Lo~"lllan 1983)· AI· IIR8_F " pr o .... , , ,!;On 
1983. ' mun~1 0 lho oN! IllmIlUI. ' .... atll't (TOIOW.!., NJ : kowUJan and Alianhcld, 
.,. , Sw;sex: i11c Ilanre$lC'r Press, 1983); ~ fary O 'Brien, nil Politics W Rtpro­

ton (Boslon ancll..o llclon: kout lcdge and Keg'.!.n I'aul, 1981 );J ulicl :\1ilehdl, 
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' ~QmIl"S Eslnk' (New York: Random 1-10 1.15<:, 1973); Ll,d i .. Sargent, ed., Ifomrn 

ami Rtl.obJ.ticn (BasIon: South End Press, 1981); Hilda Sam, OM.) Socinli.m[ 
Li/gralt II Omm? (Boston: Ikaoon p~. 1974); El i urCI~k )', Capikl{um, tlu 
Family, and J>USOlllri Ufl. n:viscd and expalklt:d ('tIn (New York: Harpt:r and 
Ruw, 1986). An exctlh:nl recent contribu tion w the debate concerning the 
relationship lx: tw(Cn femini sm and f'.larxism, which extends into PCJSlmoo;lrrn 
,hcorelicat u:rriwI"Y, is 'ht" collect ion of CS~)ll'i l:dilC(\ ami introduced by &yla 
Iknhabiband OrucitlaCorndl, HminiJm IIs Critiqu' (Cambridge: I'otil y; f..linnc­
apolis: Univl:Tsil y of f\lin llC:sota I'res!;, 1987). 

2 Again, il is impouiblc to do j ust ice to this 'il tralurc in om:: null':. A helpful 
review and summary of object rela tions theory, which au'"n prO\~dcs the 
Ihl':Oft:fical .starfing point lOr An~rirau rtminiSI gelKk,' Ihrory, is j ay R, Grttn­
bag and Sfephell 11., Mifchell , Obj fCl Rdllriotu in PsyhMoo/;-tic 71110T} (Gam-­

bridge, Mau" ami Lolldon: Harvard Uni\'o sity Prc:ss, 1983), I nnucnlial 
worh in Ihis reminis t object rdalions gel11"1': ;,lI'e: Nancy Chodorow, 77u Rrpm­
dlulion ~ Motlwmll (lkrkdt:y: Uni\'cl'Sity ofCalirl)'rnia Prl':$S, 1978) and DoroI:hy 
Dinm:rstein, Th, Mmooidmui 1111 ,\Iirwlaur (New Vork: Harpc:r and Row, 1976), 
The more o rthodox c/erellsc ami utilization of P'l)'l:hoanalyt it: theory lor reminist 
analysis is exemplified in .I01icI Mitchell , 'PS)'clu!lI1l(1lp u and Fnn/num (New 
Vork : Random House. 1975) and ul mroduclion I," to j ulie t Mitchell and 
Jaquelint: R~, cds, Ftminint &xlIlIlily: j ncqu/J /...amn and 1111 Ecok FrrudinIIU 
(Ncw Vork: NOHOII, 1982). FOI'" an influential rcminist t:ril icism or p~yl:ho­
analytil: gender theory, s~ Lucr: Irig-d rdY , nu s'x lI'hkh ' 1 /','r1I ON. tran~ . 
Calherin.- l'orttt ( Ithal:a; Cornell Univcrsi ly p~$. 1985) ami SfJt(Uilllll (Jf I~ 
OthT 11'_11, trans. Gillian C . Gill (Ithaca: Cornell Unh'cnilY Press , 198!.). 
For an in fluClllial application orChodorow and Oillnerslein to rTIO(lr:ls ofmoral 
d.~"elopmcnt, $tt Cal'ol G i1tiK",n, In a lJif/trtllt l'oiCt' (Cambridge, fI.-fass. , and 
London: Harvard UnivcailY Prcu, 198'2). A simila rt)' infillClllial applicat ion 
of objcci I'e lations theor)' 10 the history ami pl,i losophy nr scicntt is Evelyll 
Keller, RtjkctiallJ 011 G",dtr tmd ScitrlCt (Ncw York mIll London: Yale Univcrs ity 
Press, 1965). 

3 For impel'lalli contemporary diSl:lIuions of the theorelkal and polilieal slatw! 
of gender difTerencn, sec: the IOlIo .... illg cditcd anthologiMl: Seyla Iknhabib and 
Orucilla Cornell , l':(,b , FtminiJm as Criliqur, H"tcr Eisellslcin and Alicc.l ardine, 
oos, nit Fllillft tif DifftrrllU (Boston: G. K . Hall , 1980); Alil:e J ardine and I'all l 
Smith, ats, Mill ill FnnirllJlll (New York a nd London: Melhllcn, 1987); Ijnda 
Nicholson, ed., Fnnirrism/Pmllll~ (Nn v Y'H's.: alld London: ROllt l~. 1990). 

4 Isaac Balbt~ " Disciplining Women: t. lichd f lJll(;allh and 1Ix: Powu of Feminist 
Disa)urse," ill Benhabib and Cornell , OOl, Ftmilli.rm as Criliqllt, pp. 11 0-27, 
MlJX<iall)" p . 112. 

5 Coppelia Kahn, MI'm 's 1:.$lolt; i\fa,culint Idrolity in SlwkUf!ru" (Berkeley: Uni­
\'t:rsit), of California !'ress, 198 1) , p. 10. 

6 Set: J essica Bf"njalllin, "The BoIKls or Love; Ralional Violence and Erode 
Dominalion," Ffminisl Studit.r, 6, spring 1980, pp. 144-74. 

7 InJudith Lorber, Rose LaubCoser, Alitt S. RO!i~i and Nancy Chooorow, "On 
1M Rrpr/NbJ(lirm ,j Mothnmg: A ~ledKXlologica l Debate," Sigru: jOll111t11 4 
Il'omm ill OI/lurt aruJ &dtO', 6, spring 1981 , pp. 482-5 13, especial ly pp. 50'2-3. 

On Marx 161 

8 It may also I~ said Ihat fem inine expr:rima: yiclds distinct oognilivc proclivit1c-s . 
HO'oO'C".'C'r, frmimnc Oipcrit:nt:e has not, until \ '0)' ~fly, bCl::n systematically 
aTtiOllalc;d in lifualC form, nor gcncrillizoo inlO univcrsa lizing stalemr:ms and 
Ihc:ories about humani t)" , sOc1el)" and social inquiry. Gi \'C'n lhe: contemporary 
instabilil )' of gender in conceptual as well as phenomenological tcrms, il is 
lInlikdy thai u rt.mininil)'~ - or femi n ism, rOT' Iha t ma lt",r - will ever imitatc or 
appropria lt: m,lscu lin ity's hegemonic achicvcmem. 

9 Jerrold Seigel. MlIrK's Fait: Tilt SIWM of a 1Jiff (I' I'int:cton: Princeton Univer$ity 
Prns, 19711 ). 

10 Ibid. , p. 18'2. 
li On the linb betwa'u heroi~m and masculinity, M:C tlK"' following : CllI'istinc Di 

Stefano, " Masculinily as Idrology in Ilolit ical Theory: Hobbesian !l.bn Con­
sidcred," J~amm s Studit! IrIln7llJli{JllJ1l FUTfIffl , 6, 1983, pp. 633-44 ; Ha Tlsock, 
MINI.t.J, Sn and Pou."r. I:h. 8; Mari na Warner, J OOIl tif An": 1M 'magt of Ftmtllt 
Ihroum (t'cw Vm k: RaJloom House, 1981). 

12 The lillk cvidencc thai wc do ha\'e orHcnriellc fl.l a rx's lc lalionship to her SOil 

is one !cHer (reproduu :d in Seigel, Mttn: '$ Fatt , p. 49) wherein ~he is solidwus 
aher son's heah l1 aud well-being. Wc also know tllal shc slI l)!;eCjuenily becamc 
erhical or his inabililY 10 suppurl hirn~t' lr and his family. The reUJni also 
StJg~,'C'!;IS Ihal I\hrx $howcd liu lc affection ror her during his aduh years ami 
that he visiled her inru:quem ly, and then primarily to request money. 

IS Stt j anice Mouholl. "A Pa radigm of Philosophy: Thc Ad\'C'TSary MClhod," in 
Sandr1t Hanling and I\If'ITiII B. Himikka, f'rl~. D;'llO!:.t1i"R Rta/ily (Oon/rerhl: 
D. Rridel , 1983), pp. 119-64 , 

14 For hdpful discllliSions of ~Ia",'s ontology, see Ihc rollowing: Norman Ct:Tas, 
MIJn:tmD f/UmmI Naill"; H.rfolatitJlI tifo '~md (London: New Left Books, 1983); 
Carol C . GOIJ/d, MarK S &rial On.talUf.J: IndilidlJ(Jliry mvI C()mmunily ill MarK '.r 
77Imry ~f Social Rtalily (Cambridge, r-.l ass., and L.omlon: fl. flT Press, 1978); 
Ikrtcll Oilman, Alitrllltion: MarK 's C~naptU)ll <if Mlln ill Capillltist Socitty (Cam­
bridg~: Cambridgc University Press, 1971). 

15 FOI'" all original ami ht:lplul clisClls~ion or mal.-rn .. 1 suhrexls, SIT Coppilia 
Kahn, " Excavating 'Those Dim MinOilll Regions': Matcrnal Subtexts in Palri­
archa/ Ulcraturc," Dwcrit ia: A Rn:itw ~f Comtnl/XKtny Criticism, 12, 198'2, 
pp. 32-41. 
HartSOCk, M 01Ity , s'x, and "own', p. 146. 
Kasl Mal")! an.1 Frroerick Engds, Tht Crrmnn IdroiO/ll', pari 1, 00. C . J . Arlhur 
~cw York: Intcrnalional Publishers, 1970), pp. 43-4 , 51-2. 
Hilary Rose, ~ Hand , Brain, and Htart : A Feminist Epis tcmology ror the 
lII.tural Sc:icllca," SigllS: j QIJ.rlllll of il (.JOlf"II ill Cuilurt aPld Socitfy, 9, autumn 1983, 
lIP· 73-90, "pecialiy p. 75. 
M..,. and Engcls, 77u CfTman Idwlogy, p. 57. 
Ha rtsock, MOPllJ, &x and POWfr, p. 148. 
CspiI4J, vol. III (N~ York: Inlcmarionat l'ublisht:Ts, 1967), p. 820. ;c j . ~. Mill, "Nature," in Marshall Cohen, ed., Tht I'hilasopl!J of Jolm SllUlrl 

III: £Ilium, l'alitiU/l and Rtlif!lfiU.J (New York : Random House, 196 IJ. 
baac Sa/bus, Marxilm allJ/ IJ6rniMtian, ( I'rinttI011 : Princeton Univer.sity Press 
1982), p. 269. ' 
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24 Ibid., p . 271. 
25 ~Iiln( and Engd li , w,num IdnJIogy.86. 
26 Q ' Brito, P{}/.iti(.J oj Rrproduclior!, pp. 31-8. 
27 Ka rl r-.lllO: , EcOlWmic aM PhilllJr>phic MarlWC1iplJ , in Karl M(lnt : &uctttI II'rilillls, 

ed. David fo.·[cLc llall (O xlord : Oxford Univers ity I' I1:SS, 1977), p . 93. 
28 Consicler the following passages from the EcDnomic and P/tifOJophic A!tmu5(Tipl$ : 

" For socialist mall what is c;.1tcd world history is not hing but the creation of 
man by human ( ~ic) Jaoor a lxi tht: development of nature for man ... " 
"Soda ti ~ t man ... has the obscrvablr:: and irrefutable: proofofh is stlr·crea tion 
and the process or his origin." "A bring only counts il$df ill; independent whm 
it stands on its own 1,,'0 ftt l and it stands 011 iu OWn IWO ref'1 a..~ long as it owes 
its exestOleC' to itself." Ihid ., pp. 91, 93. 

29 Robel"( Hcitl»'oncr, Marxism: F" r and A,f;ilifl.lt (New York and L()udon: O xford 
Univcnily Press, 1980), p. 163. 

30 Dennis Wrong, "The Ovcrsociotlizoo Conttplion of " ,Ian in lI, lodem Sociology," 
A mmaln 5oci(}/cgi(a/ Rnin ll, 26, April 1961. pp. 183-93. 

31 J eremy Shapil'O, "The Sli me of History: EmbaJdet!m:ss in Nature and Critical 
Theory," in On Critical Tlrtmy, ed. J ohn O ' Neill (New York: Seabury Press, 
1976) , pp. 145- 63, especially p. 149. 

32 Silvia Bovenschell , "The Comcmporary Witch, lhe Historical WilCh, alKI the 
WilCh " ", yth ," II'tW CmTILD'I Critiqut, 15, fait 1978, pp. 83- 11 9, npcUally p. 11 7. 
The " revolt of na ture" was theot"ized by ·n u:Qdor Adorno and !l.Iax Horkhcimer 
in /)i(l/.rctic tif Enliglltnunnlt. h has subsequent I)' bccn rcin\lOked and exlended 
by fcminiSIS seeking (0 ;Uliculate a crilical theory o f feminis t ccofogy. Wha t 
Adorno and HOI'kheimer saw in th(' trajrclory of Ellli)o: llIcnmenl t hou~hl and 
prol.ctice wa$ a $teady "progress" in the domination of intem a l and uternal 
nature tha t was nccer;sal'i ly accompanir:d by weia l and affcclive regression. 
Thcy were also alluned to the gcndcral dimrn.~ion~ ofth i~ dialectic. ' ''omen, 
as Adorno argued in another essay. were "not yel in t he grasp of !;()Ciety" (Iha l 
is , 110t in a posit ion of power ). Furthermore, they ..... ere implicated in Ihe 
d ia lectic as beings thoughl to be more "na lural" Ihan men; and "when: the 
mastery of nalUre is the !rue goal, biofogical inferioril Y remai ns a g la"ing 
stigma, the .... eaknns imprinted by nature a.~ a key stimu lus to aggr~sion." In 
other ',!o nis, ~ uncivili 1.ed " aggression is unlcashed by "civili:GC<.I" men ag-oI.ios t 
"na lurali1.cd" ..... omen, na ture, a nd othtt "othen." I-torkehirner and Adorno, 
Dia/uti. tif En/ightmnKR/ (New York: Se.abury J)ress, 1912), p. 248. 

33 For o:plorol.liollS of the male a ppropriat ion or fcmaic reproducti\'e powcn, see 
the fo llow!lIg: A7.i7.ah a l-Hibri , " R.cproduelion, MOlhcring and Ihe Ori~us of 
Patriarc hy," in Mo/l~riR!!: Efstrys ill Fnllinut 17!tvry. ed .J o)·tt Trcbikol (T Olowa, 
NJ : ROWnlan and Allan hdd, 1983), pp. 8 1- 93; Eva Faler Killay, "Womb 
Envy: An Expla nalory Conttpt," in the same collection, pp. ~128; O ' Brien, 
Politics af R,prnd~dhm. 

34 Marx, Capital, q uoted in Shapiro. "Slime of His tory," p. 14K 
35 O ' Brien, PoIiti(.S cf R,p,oduclicn, p. 53. 
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ship to man, a nd hi~ relationship 10 man is immediately his relationship 10 
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31:1 I want to Ihank Sara Lennox for Ihis sUggc5tion, e"en though J do nO! punue 
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9 

Marita l Slavery and Fri endship: 
J ohn Stuart Mill 's The Subjection of 

Women 
Mary Lyndon Shanley 

J ohn S tuart Mi ll 's cs~ay TM Subjtclion tif Womtrl was one of th,' ll illClccu th 

ccutury's strongest picas for opening to women oppOri uni ties for suffrage, 
ed ucation. alld employment. A't hough hai ted by women's rights activists 
in its OWII day, i l was rarely trea ted wit h much seriousness by Mill 
schola rs and poli tical theorists um it feminis ts, beginning in [he 1970s. 
dcmonstr,l, tcd the cent rality ofilS themes for icminiSI t hl-'Ory and political 
thought. Many feminists have, however, Ix:cll ambivalent about the legacy 
of The SUbjlctiun of Ii'Omtrl, seeing ill it a brief for "equal rights," and 
questioning the efficacy of merely striking down legal barriers agai lls t 
womell as the way to establish equalit y belwcCl1 the sexcs. 1\'lill 's fa ilure to 
ex tend his cri tique of illeq uil lity to the divisioll of labor in th,' household , 
and his confi dence that mOSt women would choose marriage as a "carccr," 
in this view, su bverted his otherwiS<" egalita rian impulses. I 

While fully acknowledging the limitations or"equal rights feminism," I 
a rgue in this essay that n~ SUbjtCfion of 1V0mtn was not solely about eq ual 
op portunity for wome n. It was also, and more fundamentally, abou t the 
corruption of malc- femak rcla tiom;hips and thl! hope of esta blishing 
friendship ill marriage. Such friendship was lIot only dcsirabll' lor emotional 
satisfaction, it was crucial i f marri~e wcn' to become, as t..l ill desired , a 
"schonl of gClluil'c moral sClllimCIII."2 Tht' fu ndamental assertion of The 
Subjtcfion of Womtn was not tha t equal opp0l1unity would t;nsu rc the 
liberat iOIl of women, but that male- fema le equali ty, however adlie\'ed, 
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WdS essential to marita l friendship a nd to the progression or human 
society. 

Mill 's VIS 10 11 of ma rriage as a locus of sym pathy a nd understa nding 
betwccn autonomous ad ults 110t only reforms our unders tanding of his 
ft;min ism, bu t a lso draws a ttention to an often submerged or igllored 
aspect of lilxroll political thought. LiberaJ individualism is attacked by 
)'o.·larxists and neo-conservativcs alike as wrougly encour..gillg the dis­
imcgratioll ofaffcctive bonds a nd replacing them wi th merely self-interested 
C(:onomic ilnd colltractual lies . Mill 's essay. however. emphasizes the 
wJue of Ilo ninstrumental rd a liollsllips ill human life. His depictions of 
both corrupt and well-ordered marriage traces ti ll" n'lal ioliship of fami ly 
order to right political order. His vision of marriage as a locus of mutual 
sympathy and understand ing between au tOllQmous aduhs sta nds as an 
unrealized goal for those who believe tha t the libera tion ofwomen requires 
not ollly formal equali ty of opportunity but measures which will enable 
couples to live in gelluine equality, mutuality, and reciprocity. 

The Perver-sion of Marriage by Ihe Masler-Slave Relationship 

Mill 's reconstruction of marriage 011 the basis of friendship was preceded 
by ont; of tht; most devasta ting crit iques of mal t; dominatioll in marriage in 
the history of WC!l tern philosophy. In Tht SubjtcfUm W IVomm M.il1 repeated I}' 
used the la llguage of "master a lld slave" or "master a lld servan t" to 
describe the rela tionshi p betwccn husb.and a nd wife. I II the fi rs t pages of 
Ihe book, Mill Called the dependence of \\'omen on men " the primiti\'e 
sta te of sla\'ery lasting 0 11 . .. 3 Lttcr he said that despite the suppost.-d 
ad" anet;:S of Christian civili 7.atiOll, " the wife is the actual bond-servant of 
her husband: no less so, as fa r as legal obligat ion goes, than slaves 
commonly so callcd. ,,4 Still la ter he asserted that " there remain no legal 
slaves. CJ(eept the mistress of every house."~ The theme of women 's 
&etVit ude was /lot confined to 77/1. Subjtclion of IVomtn . III his speech 0 11 the 
Rcfonn Bill of 1867. Millt.alkcd of that "obscure feeli ng" which memlx:rs 
ofparliament were "ashamed to express openly" that women had no right 
10 care about anything except " how they may be the most useful and 
d t \"oted servants of some man." '; To 1\ ugustt; Comft; he wrote comparing 
women to "domestic slaves" and lioted fhat wOlllen's capacities wt;re 
Spent " see king happi lless no t in their own life , but exclusively in tht favor 
and aIfcctioll of the ot her sex, which is only given to them on the COlldilioll 
of their dependence.'" 

But what did Mill mean by den ouncing the "slavery" or mamed women? 
How strongly d id he .... -ish to insist on the a nalogy betwccn married 
WUneu and ehaud sJaves? While midd le-class Vioaian wi\'CS were dearly 
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not su bject to the suffering of chattel slaves, Mill chose the image quite 
deliberately to rcmilld his readers that by marriage a husba nd assumed 
legal control orhis wife's p roperly and her body.s The social and economic 
system gave womCl1 little a lternative except to marry; once married, ,he 
legal personality of the woman was subsumed in that of her husband; and 
tl lc a buses of human digni ty - including rape- permi tted by custom and 
law within marriage wcre egregious. 

In r-,'Iill's eyes, wornel] were in a double bind : they were not free within 
marriage, and they were nul truly frC(' IIot 10 marry.9 \Vhat could a n 
unmarried woman do? Even if she were of the middle or upper classes, she 
could not atlclld ally of the English universities, a nd th us she was barred 
from a systematic higher L'(\ucatioll. If somehow she acquired a proressional 
ed ucalioll , Ihe pTUfessioflal associatiolls usually baTred her from practi cing 
her trade. "No sooner do womCl1 show themselves capable of competing 
with men in any career, Ihan that carccr, ifil he luuative or honorable, is 
closed to them." IO Mill 's depiction of the plight llf Elinor Carrc:tt , sislcr or 
1\·l illicCn! Carrett Fawcett , the suffrage leader, is tel ling: 

A young lady, Miss Garren , . studied the medical profession. Having 
duly qualified , she . .. knocked successively at <ltt the door!i through which, 
by law, <lCCCSS is obt ai11 e<1 inlO the medical profession. Having found all 
mher doors fast shu l, she fort unalcty discovered one which had accidenta lly 
been left ajar. The Societ y of Apot hecaries, it seems, had forgotten to simt 
out those who they never thought ..... ould an empt 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 womCI1 should he the 
medical altenda11ls ~'en of women, that the nanow wicket througll which 
Miss Garrett entered has been ctosai after her.1I 

Working~class women were even worse off. Tn the Principles of Political 
Erorwmy, Mill a rgued that thcir low wages were due to the " prejudice" of 
society which " making a lmos t every woman, socially speaking, an a ppend­
age of some mall, enables men 10 take systematically the lion 's shan: of 
whatever belongs 10 both. " A second cause oflow wages for womcn was 
the surplus of fem ale labor fo r ul1skilk-d jobs. Law and euslOm ordained 
Iha t a woman has "'scareely a llY means open to her of gaining a liveli hood, 
except as a wife and mother. " I:.> Marriage was, as Mill pUi it, a "Hobson's 
choice" for women, " Ihat or none.,,1 3 

\Yorse Ihan thc socia l and economic pressure to marry, however, was 
women's status within marriage. Mill thoroughly under.>tood the stipulations 
of the English common law which deprived a married woman of a legal 
per.>onali ty independenl of tha i of her husband. The doctrine of coverture 
or spousal uni ty, as il was called , was based on the Biblica l notion Ihat "a 
mall {sha lilleavc his fa ther and his mother, a nd shall clcave to his wife , 
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and they shall bc one flesh" (Gencsis 2:24) . If "one (lcsh," theil, as 
Blackstone put it , "by marria,l(c , the h usband and wife are olle person in 
law." And tha t " perscJll " was represellted by the husband . Again Black­
slOne was most succinct : "The vCl'y being or legal existence of the woman 
is suspended during the marriage, or at least is incorporated and consolo 
idated into that of the husband. »14 Olle of tnc most commonly felt il~usticcs 
of the doctriue of spousal uni ty was the married womatl's lack of owner­
ship of Iler own earnings. As the matrimonial coup le was " OtiC person ," 
the wile 's eamings d uritlg marriage were owned and co nt rolled by her 
husband. l ~ During his term as a member ofparliamellt, Mill support,ed a 
Married Women's Property Bill , sayillg that its oppollellls were metl who 
thought i t impossihle f()f "socie ty 10 exist on a ha rmonious rooting betwccn 
tWO persolls unless one of them has absolute power over the other," and 
insis ting tha t England has moved bL)'OIld such a "savage s tage. " 16 In The 
Subjtctirm ofWomm Mi ll a rgued tha t the "wife's position under the common 
law o f Engla nd [with rcspec t to property] is worse than tha t of s laves in 
the laws of many CUUl1triL'S: by til(" Roman law, for example, a slave might 
have his peculium, which to a Certaill cx tellt the law guara.n teed to him for 
Ilis cxclusive use. ,,(1 Sim ila rly, M il! regarded Ihe husband's exclusive 
guardianship over the m arried couple's children as a sign of the woman's 
dependence 0 11 her husband's will.l s She was, in his eyes, dcnk-d any role 
ill life except Iha t of bei ng " thc p ersonal body-servant ofa despot.,,1 9 

TIle most egregious aspects of bo tll common a tld statute law, however, 
were those which sanctioned domestic violence. Duritlg the parliamentary 
debates on th e ReprescllIatiOlI of the People Bill in 1867, ['vlill argued that 
women needed suffrage to enahle them to lobby for legisla tion which 
would punish domestic assault : 

1 shou ld like 10 have <l Return laid bcfore this Hou~e of the number of 
womell who are annually beaten 10 death, or trampled to death by their 
male protl:l"lOrs; and, in an opposi te column, the amOUIll of sentence passnl . 
... I should also like to have, in a third column, the amount of properly, the 
wrongful tak ing of which was . . . thought worthy of the same punishment. 
We should then have an arithmetical value set by a male Iq,";~ lature and 
male tribulla is on the murder of a woman.l!O 

Bul the two legal stipulatio l1s which to Mill most demonstrated " the 
!"imilalion orlhe wife to the slave" were her inability to refuse her masler 

thc last famili ari ty" a nd her inability 10 obtain a legal scparation from 
he~ husband unless he added desertion or ex treme cruelty to his adultery. 
Mdl was appalled by the 1l0tiOll that no mattc r how brutal a tyram a 
hushall.d might be, and no matter how a woman might loathe him, " he 
ca~ c1atm rrom her and enforcc the lowesl degradation ofa human being," 
wtuch was to be mad e the instrumen t uf"an animal fUllction contrary 10 
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her inciinalioll .""l l A mall and wife being one body, rape was by definition 
a crime which a married man could flot commit agains t his own wife. By 
law a wife co uld not leave her husballd 011 account of lhis offensc without 
being guilt y of dc-scrtiOll, nor could she prosecute him. The most vicious 
form of male domination of woml:1l according to Mill was rape within 
marriage; it was particularly vicious because il was leg-"d . MiJllhus talked 
not of individual masters and wives as aberrations, but of a legally 
sallcliollCd system of domestic slavery which shaped the character of 
marriage in his day. :.!2 

,."l i1l '5 depiction of marriage departed radi cally from the majority of 
Victo rian portrayals of home and hearth . J ohl1 Ruskin's praise or the 
home in StJamt and LiUts reflected the feelings and aspirations of many: 
" This is the true nature of home - it is the placc of Peace: the shelter, not 
only from all inj ury, but from all terrOl", do ubt, and di\' i5ion. . . It is a 
sacred place, a vestal tempie, a temple of the hearth watcJll."d over by 
Houschold Cod5.,,23 Walter Houghtou remarkcd thai the: title of Covcmry 
Patmore's poem, Tht Angd in fIlL Houst, ca ptured "t he essen tial chal·acter 
ofVictonan love," and reflected " the exahation offamily lif(: a nd femini ne 
character" characterist ic of the mid-ninetttlllh cefltury .:14 James Fitzjamcs 
Stephen, who wrote that he disagreed with Tht. SII~;tclio1l nj Womtn "from 
the first scntence to the las t," found nOI only Mill 's id eas but his very 
effort to d iscuss the dynamics of marriage highly distasteful. "There is 
somethillg _ I hard ly know what to call it ; indecent is t(X) st rollg a word , 
but I may say unpleasant ill the direction of indecorum - in prolonged and 
m inute discussions about the relations between men a nd women, and the 
character of women as such."z!> 

The SuNeclion oj Women challenged much more than Victorian dcwrum, 
however; it was a radical challellge to olle of the most fundamt:Tltal and 
preciously held assumptions about marri age in the modern ent, which is 
that it was a rela tionship groundexl. on the consent of the partncrs to join 
their lives . M ill argued lO the contrary that the presumed conselll of 
women to marry was not , ill any real SCIISC, a frec promise, but one 
socia lly coerced by the lack of mcallingful options. Further, the laws of 
marriage deprived a womall of many of thc normal powers of a utonolnous 
adul ts, from con trolling her eamings, to entering contracts, to defending 
her bodily au tonomy by resis ting U1lwanted sexual relations. Indeed, the 
whole notion of a woman " consenting" to the marriage "offer" of a man 
implied from the outSCI a hierarchical rela tionship. Such a one-way offcr 
d id not reflect {he relationship which shou ld exis t between those who were 
truly equal, amOllg beings who should be able to creatc together by free 
d iscussion alld mutual agrecmellt an ass<x:iatioll to govern their lives 

toget her. 
In addition, rvlill's view of marriage as slavery suggested a significantly 
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morc complicated and skeptical view of what constituted a " free choicc" 
in society than did either his own earlier works or I.hosc of his liberal 
predecessors. Ho bbes, for example, regarded mcn as acting " frcely" even 
when moved by fear for their li vcs. Lockc d isagreed , but he in turn talked 
about the individual's free cboicc to remain a cil.i7.l:ll of his fathe r 's 
coun try, as if emigration wen: a readily avai la ble option for a ll . I n other of 
his works Mi ll hi mself seemed overly Sllllguil le abou t tht· amount of real 
choice enjoyed , for example, by wage laborers ill entcrillg a trade. Yet 
Mill's allalysis of marriage demOilstraled the grea t com plexil y of establish­
ing tha t any presumed agreement was th e rcsult of free volition, and the 
fatuouslJ(~s ofprcsumillg that il li tial consent could create perpetual obliga­
tion. By implicatiulI, thl·legitimacy of many other relationships, including 
supposedly fn:c wage and I ~bor agrccmeill s alld the political obligation of 
enfranchised and unenfranchised al ikc, was thrown into questi on. TIlL 
Subjtclion c!fll'omm exposed the inherent fragility of traditional concep tual­
izations of free choice, autonomy , and self-determination so imponan t to 
libcrdls, showi ng that eco nomic afld social s t ructures werc bound to li mit 
alld might coerce any person's choice of compallions, employment, or 
citizcnship. 

Mill did nOl despair of the possibi li ty that marriages based on true 
{"()!1sent would be possiblc. He bel in 'cd that some individuals even in his 
own d ay established such associations of reciprocity and mutual suppon . 
(He count ed his own relationship with Harrie t Taylor M ill as an example 
ofa marriage betwccn equals. )"26 Bm there were systematic impediments 
10 marita l equality . T o create conditions conducive to a marriage of 
"Juals rather tha n one of master and slave, marriage law itsclfwou ld have 
to be a ltered, womell wou ld have to be provided equal educational and 
cmploymellt opportunity, and both mcn and womell would have to become 
capable of sustaining genuinely equal and reciprocal relationships within 
marriage. The last oft hcse, in Mill 's eyes , posed the greatest challenge. 

The Fear of Equality 

Est.a~li shing legal eq uality in marriage alld equality of opport unity would 
I"ttIUlrc, said Mill , that men sacrifice Ihose political lN7al alld economic ad ' -~ , 

vantages they enjoyed "simply by being born male." l\·lill therefore 
SUPPOrted sueh measu res as women's suffrage, the Married ,",,'omen's 
~pcrty Rills, the Divorcc Act of 1857, the repeal of the COllt agious 
Diseases Acts, arid the open ing of higher educatiOIl and the professions to 
"'cruel!. Sufff""dge, Mill comended, would both develop womell 's faculties 
through participation in civic dccisiollS and ella blc married womell to 

Jlrulect themselves from male-imposed il~ ustices such as lack of rights to 
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child cuslOdy a nd 10 control or their income. Access III educa tion and jllbs 
\\IOO ld give women ahcmalivcs [0 marriage. It would also provide a 
woman Wh05(: marri age turned oU I_badly some meallS o r sclr·support ir 
scpar.ucd oc divorced . The Divorce Act cI 1857, which cstablished Ellgland's 
fi rs t civil d ivorcl': cou rts, would cnablr: women alld men to CSCilpe rrom 
into lerable circumstances (although ~<fiI1 rightly protcsted the sex ual 
doublc sta ndard ensconced in the Act by whieb mcn might d ivorce their 
wivcs ror adullery, but womCII had lO prm'c thei r husbands " 'ere guihy of 
inccst , bigamy or cruelty as well as ad uhery). And ror those rew women 
wilh an income or their own, a Married Women's Property An wou ld 
recognize tllI'i r indcpcndcllI personalities and enable them 10 meet their 
husbands more nearly as equals. 

However, Mill 's analysis WCIII furthcr. Hc il lsistcd thatl hc subjection of 
women could not be cnded by law alonc, but only by law a nd the 
reformation of education, of opinion, of social inculcation , of habit s, and 
finall y of t.hc conduct of family lifc itself. This was so because thc I'OOt of 
much of mcn's resistance to womcll's cmancip'ltoll was lIot simply their 
rc\uctance to give up their position of matcrial advant agc, but many 
men's fear of living willi all equal. I t was to retain marriage as "a law of 
despotism" that men shut all other occupations to womell, r\'lil1 colltellded.~7 
Men who " have a real a mipathy to the e<lual freedom of women" were at 
bottom afraid " lest lwomen] should insiSI that marriage be on equal 
conditions. ,,:m One of 1-1i 11 's central asscrtions in TIlt SIlN«tion oj II-imltn 
was tha t "[womell 's] disabilities [in law] arc only d ung to in order to 
maintain their subordination in domestic life: btCafUt Iht gtntrality oj Iht malt 
sa (annot yel to/tTf/le Ihe idea of lit;ing with an if/uar' (emphasis added).:.!<J '!lle 
public d iscrimination against women was a manifestation of a disorder 
rOOted in fa mily relationshi ps. 

Mill did nOI orrcr a ny single cxplatlation or account of Ihe origin of 
men's fear of female eq uality. Elsewhere, he attribu ted the general human 
resistance to equality to the fca.r of the loss of privilege, a nd 10 apprc\lellsions 
concerning the effect of levelling on political onlcr. JO BUI these pa..,sagn on 
Ihe fear of spousal equali lY bring to a twentieth-century mind the psycho--
3nal),tic works abou l human neuroses and the male fear ofwomen caused 
by the inhwt boy's relationship 10 the seemitlgly a ll-powerful mother, 
source of both nur turance and love and of deprivation a nd punishmenl.31 

Mi ll 's own accounl of the lear of equality was Ilot psychoanalytic. He did, 
howevcr, undertake to depict the consequences of marital inC<luali ty both 
for the individ ual psyche and lor social just ice. The rhctorical purpose of 
71/t Subjectiol! oj IVomtn was not oilly to COil vince men tha t I heir Ireatment 
of womell in law was UI~us t . but also tha t their treatmelll of women in the 
home was self-defeating, even self-des tructive. 

Women were those most obviously a nocted by the denial of assoc.iation 

On .\fill 17 1 

with mcn 0 11 equal foot ing. \Vomcn's confinement to domestic concerns 
was a wrongful " forced repression."32 Mill shnred Aristotle's view that 
participatioll in civic life was an enriching lUld ennobling activity, but 
Mill saw that for a woman, no public-spi riled dimension 10 her life .... ·as 
possible. There was no impetus 10 consider wilh o thers the principles 
which weu 10 govern thci r common life, no incentive to confonn to 

principles which defined their mutual aClivity for Ihe common good , no 
possibilit y for the sclf-devdopmetlt which comes from citizen activity." 
The cost to women was ob\·ious; they were dull or pclty, or unprincipled.:H 
The Cllst 10 men was less a pparen t but no less real; in seeki ng a renection 
«ithemseh >es in the collSc)owmess oflhcsc st Unted women, men deceived, 
deluded, and Iimitcd themseh'cs. 

Mill was convinced that men were corrupted by their dominance over 
women. T he mml corrupting clement of male domination of women was 
rltat men lea m ed 10 "worship the ir own will as such a gnl.l1d tbing that il is 
actually t,be law for another ra tional bei llg."3~ Such sclf~worship arises at 
• very tender agc, and blots ou t a boy's natural understa nding of himself 
and his relatiOilship to olhcrs. 

A boy may be " the man fri volous a nd empty or the most igllorant and 
ttolid of mankind," bu t "by the mere [act of being born a maJe" he is 
encouraged to think tha t "he is by right the superior of all a nd every one of 
an emire half cf the human race: including probably some wbose real 
tupcriorit)' he has daily or hou rl y occaslon to fecl .":W By contrast, women 
were laught "to live for olhers" and M tO ha\'e no lile but in Iheir affectiolls," 
and then further to confille their aITcctiOlls 10 " the men with whom they 
aR connected, or to the child rell who constitute an additional indefeasible 
tie betwecn them and a man."37 T he result of Ihis upbringing was that 
'Whal women .... ·ou ld tcll men was 00( , could nOi be, wholly true; women's 
.ensibiLi tics were systematically warped by thei r subjection. Th us the 

. were no t accurate an d men were deprived of seU: kllowledge. 
The picture whidl emerged was sirikingly similar to Iha t which Hlltcl 

idoOKri"bod in his passages on th e" relationship between master and slave in 
'nt Phmomtnology oj Mind.'lfJ TIle lord who sees himself solely as master, 
"''''<I'<ocl, callnot obtain an indeJ>f:ndent self-consciouslless. The master 

he · autonomous, but in fact he relies totally upon his slaves, not 
. 10 fu lfi ll his needs and desires, uut a lso for his idemi lY: "Without 

he is 110 master." The maSter cou ld nOi acquirc Ihe fu llest self· 

~;;::~~;:'~~~: when the "ot her" in whom he viewed himself was ill the 
I' human conditiOIl of slavery: to be mmly a master was to fall short 

self-consciousness, a lld to define hi mselr in terms of the " thillg" he 
So fOr Mill, mell who have propagated the belief Ihat a ll men a rc 

. all women have filtall y affected Ihe dialectic involved in knoo...-ing 
through the consciousness others have of one. Thc prcscn t 
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relationship between Ihe sexes produced in men thll l "sclf-wors hip" which 
"a ll pnvikgcd pt:rsons, a nd all privilegt.-d classes" have had . That dislonion 
deceivcs men a nd other pri\i lcg(:d groups as to both their d 13rJ. Ct CT a nd 
their self-worth. 

No philosopher prior to 1'\'lill had dc\'d opctl suc h a sustain!,."!1 argument 
about the corrupting elTects on men of their social superiority over and 
separation from women. Previous philosophers had argued either that Ihe 
authority of men over women \ .... as natuF.!1 {Aristotle. Grotius}, or thiH 

while then: wa s 110 !la lur-tll dominance of men over women prior (0 the 
establishmen t of filln ilics, in a ny civil society such preeminence was noccs­
sary to seulc the dispute o\~r who should govern the household (Locke) , 
or the result of wOlllcn's consent in relurn for prol(:ction (Hobbes), or the 
consequence of lhe den:lopment of the sentiments of nurtur.tnce and lovt: 
(Rousscau) .39 None had suggcsted thai domestic arrdngemems might 
d iminish a man's a bil ity to colllribule to public debales in lhe o.l!,om or to 
the rational governing ofa democratic republic. Yet Mi ll was dele rmined 
to show Iha l the development o f the species was held in ch(.'Ck by lhllt 
domestic slavery produced by the f{'a r of equality, by spomal hierarchy, 
and by a lack of the reciprocity and mutuality of true friendship. 

The Hope of Friendship 

Mill's remedy for th~ ~vi l s gencrated b), the fear of t.-q uality was his nolion 
of marital frie ndo; hip. The lo pic of the rather visionary fou rth chapter of 
Tilt Subjtction oj Womtn was friendshi p, " the ideal of marriage. "40 That 
idC'dl was, accordi ng to Mill , "a union ofthou~hls a nd illc1 inaliOlL'!" which 
created a " foundalio n of solid fri endship" bctwel:1I husband a mi wife. 11 

M ill's praise of marital friendship was almost lyrica l, and struck rL"SOn­
ances \"ilh Aristotle 's, Cicero's, a nd Montaiglle's simi larexl"lltations of the 
pleasu rcs as well as the mornl enrichment of this fonn of human imimaC)'. 
Mill wrote: 

\Vha! each of lWO poI:rS(III$, instead ofbeing a nolhing, is a somedung; when 
Ihey are attacht:d to om: anothcr, and an: not too much unlike to beginwithj 
the eOlls tant pal·taking of the samc thiJ1gs, assisted by their s)'mpadl)", draws 
out ti le latelll capaci ties of tach ror being interested in the things ... by a 
real enriching of the Iwo natun:s, each acquiring ti le ta$ICS alld eapacit i~ of 
Ihe oth~r in additioll to its own. ~2 

This cxpansio n of hu ma n capacitiL~ did not, howeve r, exha ust the benefitS 
of friend hsip. Most impOrtan tl y, friendship d cvdopt.'d what (\'Iontaigne 
prdised as the aholil ioll of selfishness, tht· capacity 10 rt.'garu another 
human being as full ), as worth), as uncsclf. Therefore friendship o f the 
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highest order oou kl o nly exist between those t.'qua l in e"ceJlence.43 And for 
precisely Ihis rCllSOII, philosopl1t:rs from ArislOtlt- to Hegel had consistentl ), 
argued that \,'omell could no t be men's friends, for women lacked Ihe 
1Il0rai capaci ty for the: hig hest fom ls offriendship. Imkcd , it was common 
to distinguish the ma rital ho nd from friendship lIot solely on the basis of 
sexual and procrea tivl· activit)', but also bL'"Causl: WOIl1I·n could not 1)(: pMt 
of the school of morll t virtu,· which was found in fril:l1d ship at its bc:sl. 

Mill therefore mllde II most significa nt brel1 k wit h till: past in adopting 
the language offriendship in his discussion of marriage. For Mill, no k ss 
man for an) of his predect.'Ssors. " the true virlUe of human Ix.-ings is the 
6tncss to live together as L'quals." Such equalit), n:quirL-d that indi \iduals 
-(claiml nothing for themselves but what they as frL"t:I)' CQnQ"tle to c\·er)' 
one else," that thL)' regard command of an)' kind as " an exceptional 
ncressity," and that the)' pn:fer whenever possible " 'he society of Ihose 
wilh whom lC"dding lind following can be altl~ rnalc a nd rt."Ciprocal. " .J4, This 
picture ofrcciproci ty, of the shifting oflel"ldership acconl ing to need, was a 
ttmarkablc cha r-tlc terilation of family life. Virtua lly a ll of Mill 's liberal 
ronlemporaries acct:pt t.'tl the no tion of the natural and inevitable com­
plimentarincss of ma le and femaJe personli lities and rolcs. ""1ill, howe"cr, 
.e-drlyas 1833 had expressed his bdiefthal " the highcst masculi ne and 
Ibe highcst feminine" char-dcters were without a ny rea l distinction.4 !> That 
view of the androgynous personal it)' lent support to Mill's brief for equality 
within lhe fa mily. 

Mill repea tL"tll y insisted Ihat his society had no general eXp'=rience o f 
-&he marriagl' rela tionship as it would CJ( ist betwL"Cn eq uals," and that 
aach marriages would be impossi ble until men rid themselvcs of the fea r of 
equality a nd the will to domination.l6 The liherd tion of women, in o ther 
words, required 1I0 t JUNt lcgal reform but a n:t:dUC"o1tion of the passiolls. 

~::;~~~:,wert' to be n:g-d nled as equals 1l0( only to ful fi ll the demand for 
Ii I rights and in o rder that they could survive in Ihe public world 

work, but a lso in order thai wome n and men could form ethical 

~~:':: of the highest order. Men and women a like had to " learn 10 
~ their stronges t s)'mpath)' with an t."<j ual in ri~hts and in cu lti"a­

Mill st rugglctl, nOt a lways with lo lal success, 10 talk about the 
of such associa tion. For example, in On I.Jbtrty. M ill explicitl y 
von Humboh 's char-dClerization of marriage as a contractual 

~'bO'~I,;pwhich cou ld be ended by " the decla red will o f dther pany to 
il." That kind of dissolution was appropriate when Ihe benefits of 

~:::::~:;;,could be rt..'dUCLxI to tnonetary u:nns. But ma rri age involved a 
Itt expL"Ctations lor the fulfillment of a "plan of life," l"lnd crt.-ated "a 

Serics o f moral obliga tions ... toward d UIt person, whicb may 
he overru led , but cannot be ignored!·4ti Mill was convinced that 
though it might be 10 shape the law 10 Tt.'"Cognize the mardi 
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impcralivcs of such a relationship. there were ethic.; ] oomm unitil:8 which 
tnmsccndcd and were 110 1 H.-ducible to their individ ual components. 

At this juncturc, howevu , the critical force of Mi ll 's essay \\'cakcllcd , 
and a tension dc\·dopt.'d between his ideal and his prescriptions for his 
ow n society. For a ll his insight into the dynamics ofdomestic domina tion 
a nd subordina tion, the a ni)' specific 1llt:3ns Mi ll in fact PUI forward for the 
fostering of this society of equals was providing eq ual opportunity 10 

womcn in a reas OU I5id(" the family. Indt."Cd , in On Libtrty Iw wrote that 
"no thing morc is nct.-de<! fo r the complete removal oflthf a lmost despotic 
power o f husbands o\'er wivl:s l tha n that wi vcs should have Ihe sa me 
rights and should receive the same p rotoctio n oflaw in the same manner, 
as a ll other persons ."49 In the same \'ein, M.ill st."Cmcd to suggest that 
nothing more was needed fo r women to achie\"C equali ty tlUIIl tha t " the 
prescnt duties and protective bounties in favou r of men shou ld be n.oUed.":,o 
Mort.'Over , tl.IilJ did not a ttack the tradit ional assumption about men's and 
..... omen 's different responsibili tics in an ongoing household, although he 
was usua ll y careful to say that womcn "chosc" their role or that it was the 
most "expediem " arrangement, not that it was theirs by " nature." 

Mill by and la rge accepted the nolion that ollCe they ma rry, women 
shou ld be soldy responsible for the care of the household and children, 
men for providing the fa mily income: "When the support of the fiuni ly 
depends . , . on earnings, the common a rrangement, by which till' mall 
ca rns the income and thc wifc superintends the domestic expenditufC, 
seems to me in gcncral the most sui tabk division of labou r between the 
two pc::rsons,"~ 1 He did not reg-.ud it as "a dcsira bk custom, that the wife 
sho uld contribu te by h~:r labour 10 the income of the fami ly.,,):l Mi ll 
indicated that women a lone would care ror any children ofl he marriage; 
repeatedly he ca lled it the "care which , . , nobody else takt.'S," the o ne 
vocalion in which thcre is " nobody to compete with them," a nd the 
OCcupa tion which "cannot be rulfilled by othcrs ."~3 f urther, Mill st."t.:rTl(.'d 
to shut the door on combini ng household dmies and a public li fe : " like a 
man when Ill' chooses a profession, so, when a woman marril'"5, it TIlay be 
in general undersu)(KI tha t she makes a choice of the manageml'nt of a 
household . and the bringing up of a family, as Ihe first ca ll upon her 
exertions ... and chat she renounces .. . a ll [o the r occupations J which are 
not consistenl with Ihe rcquirement~ ofthi s.n!H 

]'\'1 ill's acc~:ptance of the traditiona l ge nder-based d ivision ofl abor in the 
f:l!lli ly has led some critics to fault Mill for su pposing tha i legal equa lity of 
opportunity would solve the problem or women's su bj~:ction ) e\'en while 
leaving the sexual division ofl abor in the household intact. For example, 
.J ulia Annas, after praising Mill 's theoretical argument.~ in support of 
I:CJuality, complains that Mill 's suggestions for actual net.'(led changes in 
s~: x roles arc " timid and reformist al best. He assumes that m~t women 
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will in fact want o nly to be wives and mothers .";';' Lt.~ l i e Goldstein agr~:es 
that "the; restraints , .. hich Mill belicvc:d should he Imposed on m~rnt.'(l 
",-omen constitute a major exception to his argument for equality of 
individua l liber1)' be lwt.'Cn the Se~L'"5 - a n exce~~n so cnonnous thai it 
h~tenS 10 swallow up the enure argument. But such arguments, 
~hile correctly identifying the limi tations of a ntidiscrimination statutcs as 
instruments for socia l change, incoITt.'C ti )' identify Mill's argument for 
equal opponunity as the conclusion of his ~is~uss ion of male-~em.alc 
equal ity. ;'1 O n the contr.try, M ill 's final preSCnptlO~l 10 t.'ll~ the subJcctlon 
ofwomen was no t equal opportunity but spousa l fnendshlp; cqual oppor­
tunity W'd.S a meam whcrcby such friendshi~ cou ld be en.cou.raged . 

Thc tht.'Orctical force of Mill 's condemnatIon of domest iC hIerarchy has 
not yet been suflicicn t! ), apprecia tL-d. Mill's commitment to equality in 
marriage was of a diffe!1;nt tlll . ."o relica l order than his acceptance of a 
oontinUl.:d sexual division of la bor. On the o ne hand, Mill's belief in the 
ncccssilyofequalil), as a prl'condilion 10 marita l friendship was a profound 
theoreticd.l tenet. I t rcstt.x:I on the nonnati\l; assumption tha t human 
relationships betwt:l;n equa Is were of a higher, more enriching order than 
those between ullequais. Mill's belief that t.-q uality was more su itable 10 
I'riendship than inequa lity waS as unalterable as his ~nviction that dcr~c: 
craey ...... <l.S a ben er system of gQ\'crnment thall (\t.'Spollsm; the human splnt 
rould not dcvelop its fulk'St pOlential when living in a l~U(e subordination 
10 another human hl;il1g or to govemmel1t.~ On t he o ther hand, Mill 's 
bdief that fricndship coukl be attaincd and sustaint.'(\ ,,,hile .... ·omcn bore 
ne-.trly exclusi\'e responsibili ty fo r the home was a statemcnt wh~ch might 
be Inodified or ~:\'t:1 1 abandoned if experiencc proved it to be wrong. In this 
:K:llse it was like r.,·l ill's view that the question of ..... hether socia lism \V""tlS 
pn:fcrd.ble to c<l.pi la lisJll could not be sctt led by verbal argumen t alone but 
must "worK itself ou t 011 an experimenlal scale, by actual trial. ,,!J9 Mi ll 
bt::IK:\"ed tha t marital equali ty was a moral impcrntiv('; his view that such 
equality might exist where marrit.'(1 men and wo men moved in different 
sphercs of activi ty was a p roposi tion subject to demonstration. Had Mi ll 
discovered that mallagillg thr household to the exclusion or mOSI other 
activity e!1;'.ttetl an impt:dimcnt to Ihe frie ndship of married women and 
men, Tile Subjtction of Women suggests Ihat he would han a ltered his view 
of pr.tetieab lt: tlorm:stic arrd. ngt:nll;nts, bUI not his commitment 10 the 
desirability of mak- fema le friendship in marriage. 

The most illlercsling shortcomings of Mi ll 's analysis arc thus nOt found 
in his bdit:fin the efficac), or t.-qua l opporlunity, but ralher in his blindness 
10 what other condi tions mig ht hinder or promote mari lal friends hip. In 
his discussion of fa mil y life, for example, Mill socmed to forgel his own 
warning tha i WOHlcn could be imprisoned nOt only "by actual law" hut 
also "by custom t.'quiv.t lent to law."oo Similarl)', he overlooked his own 
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C'd utiona ry observation tha t in any household " then: will naturall y be 
more potenti al voice on Ihe side, whichever il is, that brings Ihe 1I)I;311S 0( 

suppon . .,fJ · And ahhougt. he had brillia ntly dcpicl(;d the na rrowllC;'Ss a nd 
pe ny concerns of contemporary womclI wl10 weft' tota lly cxciudc:d from 
poli tical participation. he implied that the mistresses of n )051 households 
might COlllcnt themselvcs simply wi lh exercising lhe s ufTrdgc (were it to be 
granted), a vicw ha rdly consis tent with his argurnc nL~ in Of ht:r works for 
maxim iz ing Ihe level of politiC-AI discussion and pa rt icip<it ion whcl'w..·vcr 
possible. filion: sign ifica ntly, howe\''Cr. ~'Iill ignon:d Ihe poten tial ba rrier 
bctw(:cn husband and wife which such d ifTcrclll aduh life experiences 
migh t create, and Ihe contribution of shart."CI I:xpl:riencc to building a 
common sensibi lity a nd strcngthening the bo nds of friendship . 

Mill abo never considered that men mig ht takl: a ny role in the family 
ot her than providing the economic mc-ans of support. Perhaps Mill's 
greatest oversight in his paean of marital t.-q uality was his failure to 
entertain the possibilities that nurt uring a nd caring lor children might 
provide men with useful knowledge and t:xpcrience. a nd that shart.'!1 
parenting would contribute to the friendship between spouses which he so 
arden tly d esired . Simill1rly, Mill had virtu ally nothi ng to Sl1y about the 
positive roh' which sex might play in marriage. Tlw sharp la nguage with 
which he condem ned undesired St:K U<l1 rd ations as the ext."Cu lion of "an 
animal function" was nowhere supp1t:melHt.'C1 by an apprecia tion of lhe 
possible enha~l~ment which st:xualit y might add 10 marital friend ship. 
One oflhc:: slnkmg features of MOlilaiglle's Iyri (".t l prd.isc: offriendship \"'as 
that it was devoid of sensualit y. for Montaigne a bhorrt.'(1 " tht' Grecian 
license," and he was ad aman t that women wert' inc-.tpablc of the hig ht.'S t 
fom ls or rriendship. l\'lill 's notion of spousal rriendship suggctiled the 
possibility ofa fri end ship which partook of bot h a true un ion of mi nds a nd 
of ~ p~ysica l expression of thl: ddig ht in one's companion. a friend ship 
which 111\"01\'00 all of the human faculties. It W".ts an opportunit). which 
(undoubt t."CI ly to the relief oft hosc such as J ames Fitzj ames Stephen ) Mill 
himself was not disposed to usc, but which was nonetheless implicit in his 
praise of spousal fril:ndship.62 

O ne cannOt ask M ill or a ny o ther theorist 10 "jum p Over Rhodes" a nd 
address issues 110t put forwa rd by conditions and concerns of his own 
SOC1<: ty.1i3 I\'c:vt:rt hcless. even leavi ng aside- an analysis of the opprt.'Ssion 
inht;n ;nt in the class s tructure (an omission which would have to be 
n;cti fic :d ill a fu ll a nalysis orliberation), time has mach: it d ear tlmt M ill's 
pn:scri plions i1 lone will not destroy the master- slave rela tionshi p which 
he so cIt;tcstt.'!:!. Women 's aspimtiolls for equalit y will not be met by 
illsuri ng t.-q ual civic rights and eq ua l access to jobs outsid e the home. T o 
accom plish that end would rt.-q uire a transformation of e<.:onomic and 
public structures which would allow wives alld husbarHl~ to !>hare those 
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domestic tasks which Mill assig ned c)(dusivciy to women. In their absence 
it is as fool ish to ta lk about cou ples choosing the tradition;!1 d ivision of 
labor in marriage as it was in Mill 's day 10 talk about women choosi ng 
marriage: both arc Ho bson 's choict:s, there arc no s uitable ailemativcs 
sa\'(" at enormous costs to the individuals involvcd . 

Mill's fem inist vision. however. transcends his own immcdia tr prcscrip-­
tions for reform. 1kSubj tdion oj Womtn is no t only one oflibcr.tlism's most 
incisi\'c arguments for equal opport uni ty. but it embodies as wdl a belief 
in the importance of fricnds hip fo r human d evelopment a nd progress. The 
recognition of indi\<id ual rights is important ill M ill 's \,!t.·w because it 
provides part ofthc ground work for more important human relationships 
ohrust, mut uality and rt:ciprocily. J\'liII 's p lea for an end to the subjectio n 
ofwomcn is not made, as critics such as Gertrude Himmdfarb asser t, in 
the namc or "the a bsolute primacy or the individual." but ill thc !lame or 
the need of both men and womf:n for com munity. Mill 's essay is valuable 
both for its devastat ing critique: of Ihe corruption or ma rital ineq ualit y. 
anel ror its argumem. however incompkte. that one of the aims ofa li bcr'<l l 
polity should be to promOte the condit ions which will allow friendship , in 
marriage and dsewhen~. to take root and flouris h . 
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John Rawls: Justice as Fairness 
For Whom? 

Susan Moller Okin 

Theories of justice are centra ll y concerned with whether, how, amI why 
perwns should be tre-.Jted d ifferently from each ot he r. Which ini tial or 
acquiTl:d characteris t.ics or positions in societ)', they ask, legitimize differ· 
mtial treatment of persons by social inst itutions , laws and cuslOms? Tn 
panicular, how should begin nings affect outcomes? Sinc(' we live in a 
IOcicty in whose past the innate characteristic of sex has heen rega rded as 
one of the d earcst legitimizers o f diffcrcnt rights and n:st r ictions, bot h 
tOnnal a nd informal, the division of humanity into twO sexes wou ld s{~em 
to provide an obvious subject for such inquirics. But the deeply e lUrenchcd 
lOcial inst itutionalization of sexual difference, which I wi ll refer to as "the 
gttKier system" or simply "gender," has rarely becn subjected to the tests 
flfjustice . When we turn to the g rea t tradit ion of Western politica l thought 
witll q uestions about thc justice of gender in mind, it is to little avail. I 
Except fo r rare exceptions, such as J ohn S tuart Mill, those who hold 

:::~;::::.:;,~,,~;.,~ the tradition a lmost ncver questioned thejustia~ of the 
I of womell. '''hen \>/e turn to contern por.ary tht-"O ries of 
however, we might expect to find more illuminat ing and positive 

""",,'bu,;;o,,, to the subjcCl of gcnder and justice. In this cssay, I turn to 

Rawls's extremely inHucllt ial A Theory of jusliet, to see not only what 
says explicitly on the subject but also wha l undeveloped potential it has 

t ry to answer the qucstion " How just is gendcr?,,2 
1lx:re is li ttle indication t hroughout 1Il0~t or A TlJOJry fir justia that the 

liheral society to whidl the principles ofju~ ti c(: are to be applied is 
and pervasivdy gender structun:d. 'nlUS an ambiguity runs through-
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ou t the work , which is continua lly noticeable to a nyone reading it from a 
feminist perspective. On the one ha nd, as I shall argue below, a consistent 
a nd wholehearted application of Rawls 's liberal principles of justice Can 
lead us to challenge fundamelltall y the gend er 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 m05t 
of the argument, it is assumed (as throughout a lmost the entire li beral 
tradition) that the appropriate subjects of political theories arc nOt all 
ad ult ind ividuals, but heads of fam ilies. As a result. although Rawls 
indicates 011 severdl occasions thaI a person 's sex is a mora ll y arbitrary 
and contingent cha racteristic. and although he states init iall y that thr.­
famil y itself is onc of those basic social institutions to which the principles 
of justice: must aprl}', his thcory of justice develops nei ther of thcse 
convictions. 

Rawls, lik!: almost a ll poli tica lt hcorists until very recent years, employs 
in A Theory cif justice supposedly generic male terms of refercnce.3 "Mcn," 
"mankind," "he" and " his" arc interspersed wi th gender-neutral teons of 
reference such as "ind ividual" and " mora l person." Examples of inter­
generational concern are worded in terms of "fathers" and "sons," and the 
diffcrence principle is said to correspond to "the principle of fratern ity."· 
This linguistic usage would pcrhaps bc Jess significant if it were not for the 
fact that Rawls is self-consciously a member of a long tradition of mordl 
and polit ical philosophy tha t has used in its arguments either such sup­
jXlsedly generic male terms, or cvcn more inclusive terms o f referena: 
("human heings," "persons," "all rational bci ngs as such"), only to excludc 
women from the scope ofthc conclusions n;aclwd. Kant is a ckar exampl e.~ 
But when Rawls refers to the generality and universality of Kant 's ethics, 
and when he compares the pri nciples chosen in his own original position 
to those regulative of Kant's kingdom of ends, "acting from Iwhich] 
exprcsst-'S our nature as free and equal rational persons,'"' he docs nol 
mention the fact that women were flOt includcd in that ca tegory of "free 
and equal rationa l persons" to whic,h Kant meant his moral theory to 
apply. Again, ill a brief discussion of Freud's account of moral dt-vdop­
men t, Rawls presents Freud's thl-'Ory of the formation of the male super­
ego in la rgely gender-neu tral terms, without mentioning the fa ct that 
Freud considered women's moral development 10 be sadly d eficient, on 
account o f their incomplele resolu tion of the Oedipus complcx. 7 Thus 
there is a certain blindness to the sexism of the tradit ion in which Rawls is 
a pa rticipam, which lends 10 rendn his It rms of rcrcrcllce even more 
ambig uous than they might othc:rwise be. A reminist reader finds it 
difficult not to keep asking: "Does thili the:ory of justice apply to women, or 
not?" 

This question is not answered in the important passages listi ng tne 
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char<1(;tcristics tha t persons in the Original posi tion arc not to know abou t 
themselves in ordn tu formll ia tc impartial principles of justice. In a 
.ubsequent article:, Rawls has madt: it clear that sex is one ofthose morally 
irrdevant contingencies tha t arc hidden by the veil or ignorance.1I But 
throughout A Thevry oj jus/ice, while the list of thi ngs unknown by a person 
in the original posi tion includcs " hi li plan" in society, his class jXlsition or 
tll)cial statuS . .. his fortune in the di stribution of natura l assets and 
abilitit;s, his intelligence and strength, and the like ... his conception of 
the good, the particula rs of his rational plan of life, rand I even the special 
btun:s of his psychology . . . ,,'1 " his" sex is not mentioned. Since the 
partics a lso " know the general racts about human society,,,10 presumably 
induding thf fact tha t i t is gender structured both by custom and still in 
aome respects by law, one might thi nk that whether or not they knew their 
leX might matter enough 10 be mentioned. Perhaps Rawls means to cover 
if; by his phrase "and the like," b ut it is a lso possible that he did not 
unsider it s ignificant. 

The ambiguity is exacerbated by the statement that those free and 
moral persons in the origimd position who formulate thc principles 

to bc thought of not as "single individuals," but as " heads of 
or " representatives of famil ies.·>1 I Rawls says that it is not 
to think of the parties as heads of families, but that he will 

do so. The rc-.tson hc docs this, he explains, is to ensure that each 
in the original position cares about the well-being of some persons 

the next gener-dtion. These " tics of sentiment" betwecn genemtions. 
Rawls reg-ard s as important in the establishment of his just savings 

would otherwise constitute a problem , becausc of the gcneral 
that the parties in the original position are mutually dis­
In spite of the tics of sentiment within families, then, " as 

families thcir interests arc opjXIsed as the circumsta nces 
,~_ •• _ imply.,,1 3 

nl>e h,,,d of a lamil)' need nOt necessarily, of course, be a man . Certai nly 
US, at least, there has been a striking growth in the proportion of 

. households" during thc last several decades. But tbe very 
that, in common usage, thc term "female-headed household " is used 
in reference to households withom resident adult males implies the 

":~:~:~ that any present male takes pn,,'(:cd cnce over a female as the 
a or family head. Rawls d ocs nothing 10 contest this impression 

he say~ of those in the origina l JXlsi tion that " imagining themselves 
falherN, say, Ihey arc to ascertain how much they should set aside for 

by noting what they would bel ieve themselve:s cntitled to claim 
~;'- lr"h,,,."14 Although the "head~ offami lit-'S" assumption is made in 

• to address the: issue of intcrgenerdtional justice, and is presumably 
Intended to be sexist, Rawls is dfcctively trapped by it into the 
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traditional mode of thin king that lift: within the famil), a nd rda tions 
oc,,,,'ccn the sexes arc nOI properl)' to be rcgMdc.:d as part of the subject 
matter of a theory of social j ust ice. 

Before I go on to a rgue this, I must first point QU I that Rawls, for good 
reason, sta les a t the out~c l of his tllt:o ry Ihal the family is part of the 
su bject mailer of a theory of social jus lice. "For us," he says, " lhe primary 
su bjcci ofjuSlicc: is t he basic Sl rUClUfC of sociI:!)' . . . thc political cons titu­
tion a nd thc principle economic a nd social l1rra ngcmcnts," These arc 
basic because " taken together as one scheme, l.hey ] define men's rights 
a nd duties a nd innucncc their life prospects, wha t they can eXpCct to be 
and how wdl they can hope to do. The basic structure is the primary 
subject of justice I)(:cause its effects are so profound and present from the 
Slart,"U Rawls specifics " the ffiOllOg-.tmous fami ly" as an exampl e of such 
major social inst itutions, together with the poli tiC-d l constitution, the legal 
protL-ction of CSSI:ntial freedoms, competitive markets, and private prop::rty. 
This initial inclu sion of the fa mil y as a basic socia l inSliwtion to which Ihe 
principles of justice should appl)' , allhough a brea k with earlier liberal 
thought, st:ems unavoid,lble given the sta led criteria fo r indusion in the 
ba..'! ic struCWre. Oiflc rcllt la mil y structu res, and different distributions of 
rights and duties within fa milies, clearl y affl:i:t men's " Ii li: prospects, what 
they ca n expect to be and how wel l they call hope 10 do," and even mOl"e 
dearly affect the life prospt.-cts o f women. Then: is no douhl, Ihen, tha t in 
Rawls's initia l definition of lhc sphere of social justice, the fam ily is 
included. However, it is to a large ex ten t ignored, though assu mL'd, in the 
res t of the theory. 16 

The two principles of j ustice that arc derived and defefl(.kd in part I -
the principle of equal basic liberty, and thl: diffen:ncc principle oombined 
wi th the requ irement of fair equality of opportunity - arc intended to 
apply to the basic structure of society. They are " to go\'crn thc ass ignmc~t 
of rights and duties and 10 regulate the d istribution of social and economic 
advamagtS.,,11 Whenever i.n these basic insliwtions Ihere arc differences 
in aut hority, in responsibility, in the distribution of resources such as 
wea lth o r leisure, these diffcrenet::> must be both to the greatcst ocnefil of 
the ICls! advantaged , a nd attached to JXlSitions accessible 10 all under 
conditions of fair equality of opportunity. 

r n part 2, Rav,lls discusS(.'S a t some length lht' appliC'.tlion of his pri .nci~ 
of justiCt' to almost all of the major social institulions lislL'd at tht' oc~nnlln.g 
of the book. Thl' legal protection of li berty of thought and conSClencc IS 

defended, as a rc dWlocra lic constitutional instit utions a nd procedures; 
competitive markets reature prominently in the discussion of the just 
dis tribution of income; the issue of the priV'.t te o r public oWllership of t~ 
meallS of product iol ' is explicitly len open, since Rawls argues that IllS 
principlts of j ustice might be compatible \"ith certa in versions of either. 

On Rawls 'B' 
But throughou t a ll these d iscussions, he ne\'cr miscs the question of 
whether the monogamous fami ly, in ei ther its tmditional or any ot her 
form, is JUSt. When he an nounces tha t "the sketch of the system of 
institutions tha i sa tisfy the two prillciplL'S of just icc i.s noweomplete,,,18 
Rawls has still paid no attention a t a ll to the interna l j ust icc o f the family. 
In fact, apart from passing refere nces, the fami ly appears in A 771uJry t?f 
jlJ..rtict in only three contexts: a s the link between gCIlI:ratio lls necessary for 
the j ust savings principl e: as an Obstacle to la ir equality of opportunity ­
on account of the inequa lities among families; and ,lS the firs l school of 
moral development. [I is in the third of these contexts tha t Rawls lirst 
spt:cifica lly melllions the fami ly as a ju:;t instit ution. He mentions it, 
however, not to tonrider whether the fam ily "in some form " is just, but to 
tJ.UUtne 11. 19 

Clearly, however, by Rawls's own reasoning abou t tht' social justict· of 
major social institutions. thi s assumption is unwarrant ed , and this has 
serious significance for the theory as a whole. The een trd l tenet of the 
lhcory, after a ll , is that justice as r.'limL'Ss eha r<1cu;riz(;s institutions whose 
members could hypothetica lly hav('" agreed to their structure and rule5 
&0111 a position in which they did not know which plflce in lhe Slructure 
they were to occupy. The argument cf thc book is designL'ti to show that 
Ihc two principles of just itt are those that individuals in such a hypothetical 
llituation ",Iould agrt:1O 10. But since those in the original posilKln are only 
the: heads or representativcs of famil ies, they arc not in a potitio" to dtltrmilll 
pation.f cifju.rtirt withinfomiliu."ZO As far as children arc concerned, Ra\\'ls 
makes a convincing a rgumelH from paternalism for their temporary in· 
equality. Hut wivcs (or whiehevrr adult mcmberl5] of a fam il y arc not its 
-head") go eompktdy unn;prcscnted in the original position. Irfamilies 
an: just, as is assum(;d, then they must bcoomej ust in some differcnI way 
(UnspccifiL'rl by Rawls ) than other institutions, for it is imJXISsi ble 10 sec 
how the viewpoint of lheir less advantaged members ever gets to be heard . 

There arc two ocC'.tsions when Rawls seems either to depart from his 
-.umption tha t those in the original position a rc " fa mil)' heads," or to 

that a "head or a famil y" is equally likely 10 oc a woman as a man. 
Ihe assignment of the basic rights of ci tizenshi p, he arguL'S, favoring 

women is "justified by the d ifference pri nciple ... only if it is to 
advantage ofwomell and acceptable from their stand point.,,21 Later, 

to imply tha t the injustice and irrationa lity of racis t doctrines arc 
Characteristic of sC)t:ist onL'S. 'l"1 But in spi t(; o f these passages, which 

"""'''0 chalkogc lonnal sex discrimination, the d iscussions or institutions 
pari 2 implicitly rdy, in a number of respt.'CIS, on the assumption tha t 

form ula ting just institutions arc (male) heads of (fairl), tradi. 
families, and arc therefore: not concefllL'CI with issues of JUSt dis. 

1ib"1;"" wi thin the family o r betwccn the 5CXes. Thus the "heads of 
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families" assumption, far from being neutral or inIlOCt.'tlI, has the effoct 
ofbanishillg a large sphere of human life - and a particularly large sphere 
of most women's lives - from the scope of the Ihc..'Ory. 

One r:xamplc of this occurs during the (Iiscussioll of the distribu tion of 
wealth. Here R,t\"'ls Sf;t!m s to assume tha t a ll the parties in Ihe original 
posi ti on expect, ona : the vc:il of ignorance is rcmovt:d, 10 be participants in 
the paid labor market . DislribUli\'c sha res an; discussed in tc m lS of 
household income, but rdi:rcnct: to " individuals" is intcrspcrst-d into this 
discussion as if then: \'Ic..:n : no difference between the advantage or welfare 
of a househokl and Ihal of an individual.23 This confusion obscures the 
fact thai \ ....... ges a re paid 10 cmployt:tl Ifi(:mocrs of thc'" labor force, but tha t 
in societies charactcrizc.:d by gelxler (all current societies) a much larger 
proportion of womcn 's than men's labor is un pa id, and is often not even 
acknowledged to be labor . It o bscures the fact tha i thl: resu lting disparities 
in the earn ings of ml:n and women, il nd tin: I'conomic dependence of 
women on men, arc likely to a ffect power rdations wi tll in the household, 
as well as access to leisure, prestigc, politiOi I power, ami so on , among its 
adult nwmhcrs. Any discussion of justice within 1111: family would have to 
address these issUl:s. 

Later, too, ill hi s discussion of the oblig-d lions of citizClls, Rawls's 
assu mption tha t justice is agrt:cd on by ht."'ad s of fam ilies in the original 
positio n seems to pre"ent him from consideri ng a n issue of crucial im­
ponance to ,",,'Omen - their exemption from the dr-dlt. HI: concl udes that 
mili tary conscription is just ifia ble in the case of dl:fellsc ag-dinst all unjust 
a ttack on li berty, so long as instit utio ns "lTy 10 make: sure that the risks of 
su ffering from these imposed misfortullcs arc mon: or k"l'iS evenly sharc.:d 
by all memocrs of society over the course of thcir li fe, a nd that there is no 
avoidable cla.u bias in selecting those who arc CA lled fo r dut y ."14 HoweVer. 
the issue of the compltte exemption of \\'omel1 from this major interference 
with the basic liberties of t.'qual cilizenshi p is not L'Ven mentioned . 

I n spite of two explicit rcjt."<:tions d ille justice offonnal sex tliscrimination 
in part I, theil, Rawls seems in pan 2 to be so heavily influenCt:rl by his 
" family heads" assumpt ion that he fai ls to consider as pilrt of the basic 
structure of society the greater economic dependence of women and the 
sexual division of labor within the typical family, or an)' of the broader 
social ramifications of thi s basic gender structure. l\'lort.'O\,er, in part 3, 
where he aJ"Jumu the justice of the fami ly " in some form" as a given, he 
does nOI di scuss any alternative forms , but sounds very much as thoug h 
he is thinking in t(:rms oftratiitiollal, gendered famil y structure and rolts, 
The fami ly, he says, is "a small association, normally ch,1fllCterized by a 
defin ite hierarchy, in which each member has certain rights ami duties." 
The family's role as moral teacher is achieved pa rtl )' through parental 
expectatMmS of " the virtues ofa good son o r a good daughter.":.1~ In the 
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family and in other associa tions such as schools, neighbo rhoods, and peer 
groups, Rawls continues, one learns various morAl vinut."S and ideals, 
leading to those adopted in the various statuses, occupa tions, and famil y 
pOSitions of later life: "The content ofthest, ideals is given by the various 
conceptions of a good wile and husband, a good friend a lld citizen, and so 
on.,,2{, Gi\'en these unusua l departures from the suppost.-dl), generic male 
terms ofreferellce ust:d throughout the rest of the book, it ~eems likely that 
Rawls means to imply that the goodness of daughters is distinct from the 
goodness of sons, and that of wives from tha i of husbands. A fairly 
traditiona l gender system seems to be assumt.-d. 

However, dt.'Spitc this, 1I0t only docs Rawls "assume tha t the basic 
structu re of a " 'ell-ordered societ y includt.-s the fami l)' in some form"; he 
adds to this the comment that " in a brooder inquiry the institution of the 
famil), migh t be q uest ioned . a nd other a rrangements might indeed prove 
to hc preferahlc.'>27 But why should it requ ire a broader inquiry than the 
colossal task engagl:d in A 'l71t()ry ()f JUSliet to raise qUC5tions a bout the 
institutioll a nd the form of the family? Surdy Rawl s is right at the ou tset 
whell he names it as o lle oflhose basic social institutions that most affects 
thc life chances of individuals. The family is nOt a priva le association like 
a church or a universit),. which vary considerably in type a nd in dt."grce of 
rommitment expected , and which one CAn join a nd leave volun tari ly. For 
although one has some choice (a lhei t a hig hly constrained one) a bout 
marrying into a gender-structured fami ly, Oil(' has no choice: at all about 
whethcr to be born into o ne. Given this, Rawls's lai lure to subject the 
structure of the famil)' to his principles of justice is pa rticu la rly serious in 
the light of his bel ief that a theory of justice must take accou nt of " how 
[individuals] get to be what they are" a nd "oumQt take their final a ims 
and interests, their att itudes to th(;msdves and thdr life, as given."28 For 
thcgendered family, and female pa.renting in particu la r, are clearl y crucial 
rleterminants in the di fferent socialization of the two sexes - in how men 
and women "get to be what t hey an:." 

I f Rawls were to assume throug hout the COllstruction of his theory tha t 
~IJ human ad ults ,ITt'! participants in wha t goes on behind lhe veil of 
tgn~.l.nCt:, he woukl have no option but to require that the family, as a 
majOr social institution affecting the li fe ehanCt."l'i of indivKl.uals, be con­
StrUCted in accorda nce wi th the two principit.-s of justice. I shall dc\'dop 
this positive potentia l of Rawls's thcory in the final section of this t."Ssay. 
But first I shalltuTll 10 a major problem for the tht.'O'), tha t result s from its 
~ilure to address Ihe iss ue or justice within the fa mil y - its placing in 
jeopardy 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 Juslic:e 

Apart from Ix:ing bricA), mentioned as the link between gt:ncr<l tions IlL"Ct:S­

sary for Rawls's "savings principle," and as a n obstacle to fair L'q uality of 
opportunity, the fami ly a ppears in Rawls' tht:o ry in only one context -
a lbeit Olle of considerable importance - as the earl iest school of moral 
development. Rawls a rgues, in a much ncglcclt:d section of pa rt 3 of A 
'I1ItOry of J ustire, that a j ust, wcll-c>rdcrcd society wi ll be stable onl )' if its 
members contin ue to dcvdop a sense of justice - "a strong a nd norma lly 
effective desire to aCI as the principles ofjusticf' n.:quirc. ,,29 He spt."Cifically 
tUfns his attention to the qut.-stioll of childhood moral develupmcm , aiming 
to ilxlicatc the major steps by which a sense of j ustice is acquired . 

It is in the come~t o f ea rly moral devd opment, in which families play a 
fundamental role. that Rawls ill.W11IM tha t they are just. In these suppa;t.-dly 
just fam ilies, the love of parents for their childn.:n. coming to be rocipl"OC'dtt:d 
in turn by the ch ild, is importum in the development of a scnse of self­
\'Iorth . By loving the child a nd being "wo rthy obj c<:: ts of his admira tion ... 
thcy arouse in him a scnse of his own .... alue a nd the desire to Ix:come the 
sort of person that they are.,,30 !\cxt, Rawls argues tha t hc-dhhy mOfal 
development in early life depends on love, trust, affection, example and 

guida nce.3 1 

Later in mordl develo pment, al the stage he calls " the morality of 
a ssocia tion," Rawls pe rceives the famil y. which he describes in ~enden~d 
and hierarchical terms, as the first of lIlany associatio ns in which, by 
moving through a sequenCe of roles a nd positions, our moral undt.TS t 'iIld~ng 
increases. The crucial aspect of the sense o f fu irness that is Icarnt.-d dunng 
this sLage is the capacit y to take up the points of vicw of Olhers and to st:e 
th ings from their perspectives. We learn to perceive from wha t they say 
and d o what other I)(:ople's ends, plans a nd motives arc. W itho ut this 
expt:rienct:, Rawls says, "we cannot pu t o urselves into another's place a nd 
(illd out what we would do in his position ," which we ne(:d to be able to do 
in ordt:r " to regu late ou r own conduct in an appropriate way by reference 
to it."l2 Participation in dirferent roles in the various associations of 
society leads to the development of a person's "capacity for fello ..... ft.'C ling" 
and to " ties of friendship and mutual trus t ,"'] IQwls says lhat,jusl as in 
Ihe fi rs t s tage cert ain natural aui tudt:s develo p towards the pa rents, " so 
hert: ties of frit~ J\{lship alld confidenct' grow up among associat es. In each 
CilSC certain naLural attitudes underlie the corresponding mo ml ft:elin.';!: a 

f 1 . 1 ",. lack of these ft:dil1~ would manifest the a bsence 0 tlese attllUl es. 
This whole accoun t of moral development is strikingly unlike tha t of 

Ka nt, whose ideal' are so inRuentia l in other res}X"<-"ts on Rawls's thinking 
about justice. for Kant, any fc:.-ciings that d id nOllOllow from indc:."J'Cnde ntly 
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c:.-sta blisllt:d 1I\0rai principles were lnor<llly suspc<::t.3S But Rawl.~ clearl y 
ackllowledgt;s the importance offc clings, firs t nurturc:.-d within supposedly 
just fami lie:s, in the development of lhe (",dpacity for mo ml thinking. III 
accoun ting fo r his Ihird a nd fina l stage o f moral development , where 
persons a rc supposed to become a ttached to the p ri ncipks of j ustice 
themsehrcs , Ra wls says that " the SeIlSI.' of justia' is con ti nuous with thl' 
Jo\'C ofmankind .,,3fi AI the same Lime, he a llm..·s for the fact that \,'C havt' 
particula rly strong ft.·dings about those to whom we arc closely attacht.'<i, 
and says thai this is rightl y reflected in our moral judgement s: even 
though "our momi sentiments display an independence from the accidental 
circums ta nct.'S of our world ... our nat ural attachments to particular 
persons a nd g ro ups still have an a pp ropria te place ... 37 He indicates clea rly 
that empathy, or imagi ning ollcsclf into the place of others, plays a major 
role in mora l (kvclopment, a nd hl'" turns from Ka nt to ot her philosophers 
_ such as Ada m Smith a nd Elizalx:th Ansoomlx: - who have paid mOf(: 
attention to such aspt-"<-"ts of moral learning, in deVeloping his ideas about 
the moml emotions or sentimellls.3t! 

Rawls believes that three psycho logical laws ormora l devdopment help 
account fOf" the development of a sense of justice. The th rt.'C la\\'s, Ra wls 
sal'S, arc: " not merely principles o f ~ssocia tion or of rcinfOf"ccment ... 
Ibut J assert tha t the active sentime nts of love and fri endship, a nd even the 
sense of justice, a rise from thr man ift."S t intention of other persoliS to act for 
our gOCll.! . Because WI!" n.~ni7.1: tha t they wish us well , WI' C~t re for thd r 
wcll-Ix~illg in return . .. ,,39 Each o f the: laws of moral devd opmelll, as set 
Qut by Rawls, dept.:n{b on the one Ix:fon: it, a l}(I the (irNt assumption oCtile 
first la w is: "given that family instiWlions an: j us!. . . " Thus Rawls frank ly 
admits that the whole of moral dt . .'vc!opment rests at base on the loving 
ministrations of those who raise s mall child ren frum thc ea rliest stages, 
and on the moral character - in particular the jUJti(t -of the environment 
in which this takes place. At the foundation of the development of the: 
ICnse of j ustice, then , arc an activity and a sphere of ]if I.' that - thou,gh by 
no means nca-ssari ly so - ha \'l' th roughout histo ry Ix:e n prct.lominantly 
Ihr activity and the sphl:rt: of women. 

Ra\"ls docs 1I0t explain the basis of his assumption tlmt family institutions 
lilt: just. If gendl:red family institutions are not just, bUI are, rathe r, a rdic 
of caste' or feudal socil: tics ill whic h role1l, responsibi litirs a nd rcsourtts 
an: distributed nOI in accordance with the two principles of j ustice, but in 
attordancc with innate differences that a rl: imbued with enormous social 
significance, then Rawls's whole structure ofmoraltl!!vclopmcnt seems to 
be built on uncerta in ground . Unit.'Ss the hous~holds in which children are 
6nt nunurcd a nd sec their fi rs t e){arnpit-s of human in teraction arc based 
on equality and reci procity rd. ther than on dependence a nd domination , 
hmv can whatever love they rcet:ivc from their parents makc up for the 
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injustice they sec berafe thei r cyl:S in the rela tionshi p oct ween Ihl:st~ same 
pMcnts? How, in hicrarchiml families in which sex roles arc rigidly 
assigned. an; we: 10 learn 10 " pu t ourselvcs iJl(o anuther's place and find 
o ul what we wou ld do in his position"? Unless Ihey an.: parented eqlla ll y 
by adults ofooth sexes . how will children of both SCX(''S corne to develop a 
sufficiently similar lind well-rounded mora l psychology to enable them to 
cngagt" in the kind ofddibcralion abou t justice that is exemplified in the 
origina l position? Rawls's neglect of justice within the fami ly is dead>' in 
tensio n willi his own thc.."Ory of mortl l development, whicll "'1uirts tha t 
fam ilies be just. 

What Can Rawls 's Theory of Justic::e Contribute to Feminism? 

The significance of Rawls's cen tral, brillianl idea, the origi na l position, is 
that it forces one to question ilnd t:Omider tr'<lditions, customs, a nd insti · 
tutions from all poin ts of vit."W, and ensures thai the principles of justice 
arc acccptable to cveryone, regardless ofwhal position " hc" ends up in. 
The critica l force of thl: original posilion is eleH r from the faClthat some of 
the most crea tivc cri tiqUl:s of Rawls's tht."Ory han' resulted from others 
illlerpreti ng the o riginal posi tion more radicall y or broadly than Iw did.oW 

For femini st readt,rs, tlte problem of the theory as stated by Rawls himself 
is encapsulalt.'d in d1at a mbiguous " he." Whi le- Ra\"ls briefly rules out 
fonnal , legal discrimination on the grounds of sex, he fai ls enti rely to 
add ress the justice of thc gender system, which, with its roots in the scx 
rok'S of the fami ly, is one of tht' funda mental struclurt.'S of our society. If, 
howcvcr, WI' read Rawls in such a way as to take seriously both the notion 
that those behind thc \·f·il of ignortlnce arc sexless persons, a nd Ihe 
requirement tha t the fami l)' aud the gendc r systcm, as basic social institu­
tio ns, al1;: to be subject to scru tiny, then constructive feminist criticism of 
these contemporary institutions follows. So <llso, howe"er, do hidden 
d ifficu lties for the appl ica tion of a Rawlsian th t."Ory ofjuslicc in a gendercd 
society. 

Bot h the Critical perspecti vl' ami the incipi ent problems of a femi nist 
reading of Rawls C'"tl ll Ix- ill um ina ted by a description ofa cartoon I saw a 
few yea rs ago. Three elderly, robed male justices arc depicted looking 
d own wi th a.<;ton islunent at their vcr}' pre.linill11 bell ies. Gill' says 10 the 
others, ~~thout furtlwr elaboration; " Perhaps we'd beller rcconsider thai 
dccision." This ill ustr<l tion points to sl;veral things. first, it graphically 
demonstflltes the imporlance, in thinking about justice, ofa concept li ke 
Rawls's original position, wh ich makes us adopt the posi tKms of others -
especially positions that we oursel ves could never be in. Second , it sugge.<; ts 
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that thoS("· thinking in such a way might well conclude that more than 
formallclfdl equality of the sexes is rt'quired ifjustici' is fO 1)(" done. I\s WI: 

have seen in recen t )'C""<lfS , it is quite possible 10 illSl itut ionali7.c tIll' forma l 
legal equal ify of Ihe sexes <t nd at the same lime 10 enact laws concer ning 
pn..-gnancy, aborlion, maternity lc<tve, and so Oil , tha t in cfft.'Cl discriminate 
ag-dinst women , nOt as WOlllen per j·e, but all " pregnant persons. ,,41 Gne of 
the virtut.'ll o f the cartoon is its sug,q-esrio l1 that one's thinking on such 
matters is likel y to be affected by the knO\..,.[edgt· th at Olll! migh t become "a 
pregnant person." Finall)'. however, Ih(' illustration suggesL~ Ihe limits 01" 
our abi li til.'S to thin k ourselvcs into the original position as long as we live 
in a gender~structured SOCiety. While the elderly ma le justices rnJ), in a 
sense, imagine lJumsdt~· pregnant , what i.~ much more difficult is whe ther 
in constructing principles o f jusl icc, they can imagine themselves womm: 
·Illis ra ises Ihe quest ion whl:ther, in a society structured by gender, sex is a 
lnorally irrele"ant and conti ngent cha racterist ic. 

Le t Ull first assume that sex is contingent in this W""ay , though I shall 
later question this assumption. L(:t us suppose that it is possible, as Rawls 
dearly considers that il is, to hypothesize the moral thinking of reprcs~ 
elllative human beings who are ignoran t of their sex. Although Rawls docs 
not do so, we must consistl:lltl y take the rckvant positions of both sexes 
into account in formula ting and applying principles of justice. In particular, 
those in the origina l position must ta kc spl.'Cial aaoun t of the perspective 
of women, ll ince their knowledge of uthe general facts abou t human 
8OCtcty" must include the knowledge' that wOlllen have been and continue 
10 be tI~e ~ess .ad~anlagcd sex in a grea t number of rcspl.'Cts. I n considering 
the baSIC IIISl1 tuUons o f society. th ey a re more likely to pay special atten tion 
10 ~he family than vin uall y 10 ignore it, sincc its customary ullt.-qual 
assignment of responsibi li ties and privileges to the two sexes and its 
.xializalion of chi ldren into sex roles make it, in its cum:n. form, a 
auci~1 insti tution for the pt:rpetu ation of sex inequality. 

In Innumerable ways, the principles ofj usticc that Rawls arrives a t arc 
inC(m~islClll with a gender-structurt.-d society and with tradit ional finni ly 
~. fhe critical impact ofa feminist applica tion ofKawls's Ihl.'Or)' comes 
~Icfly from his second principle, which requ irt.'S thltt inequalities Ix· both 

to the g reatl.'ll t henefit of the least adva ntaged" and "atlacht.xl to offices 
and positions open to all ."42 This means that if a ny roles or posi tions 
~Iogous to our cu rrent sex roles, including those of husba nd and wile 
_.", I,· ' 

r ane ather, were to surV1VC the demamb of the firs t rt.,<!uirclllelH 
the second requirement wQuld prohibi t any linkage Uctwt.'t!n these role; 
~ sex . Cendcr, wilh it!; ascripti\"c designa tion of positions and expt.'Cta­
lions orbcha\'ior ill accordance with the inborn cilaracteris ticofscx, cou ld 
no ~nger rorm a leglti mat(· part of Ihe social structu re, whether inside o r 
OUtside the fami l),. Three illUSlr.ttions will help 10 link this conclusion with 
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spt'Cific: major requirements tha t Rawls makes of a just or well-ordered 
society. 

Firs t. aft er the basic political libertie;, one of the most esscn lial libcrlics 
is " ' he importa nt liocrl), o f free cho ice of occupalion."H T his liberty is 
obviously oompromi. ..... -d by thr customary opecla lion, (;cn lmi to our gender 
system , tha i women lake fa r greater responsibility fo r houscwork and 
childca rc. whether or Ilot they also work for wages o uts ide the home. III 
fac l, both the assignment of the;c responsibili ties to \~'omCIl - rt'Sull ing in 
their economic dependence on men - and also till' rcla le<1 respollsibility of 
hus b<lnds to support their wives, compromise the liberty o f choice of 
occupa tion of both sexes. Bul the c urrent roles of the Iwo sexes in hibit 
wOlllen's choices over the courses of a lifetimc far more severely than thOSt; 
o f me II ; it is much easier to switch from being a wagcworker to a domestic 
role ,l lall to do the reverse. Whi le Rawls has no objection to some aspects 
of il le divisio ll of labor, he asserts tha t in a well-ordered society, "110 olle 
rrccrl be servilely dependent on ot hers a nd made to choose betw<.'C1l mono­
tr lJlIJUS alld routirre occupations which art: deadcnin g to hrrman thought 
alld sensibilit y"; wo rk carr and should be "meani ngful for all. "11 These 
m rrditions arc far lIlo re likely to be met in a society tha i does IrOt assign 
family l1.."SIXlllsibililies in a way that makes womell into a marginal sector 
of the paid worHorcc and renders likely their econom ic dependence on 
men. 

Scccmd , the aboli tion of gender scems essentia l for the fuUilimen t of 
Rawls's criterioll fo r political justice. For he argues that not oill y .... ·ould 
<''(Iua l fo rma l IXilitiGlI liberties be csJXluscd by tho:;(': in the original position, 
but tlr<i t <iny irK'lluali [ics in the WOTln of these libert ies (for example, the 
effects on them offactors like poverty alrd ignomnce) must bejustificd by 
[lw differellce p rincip le. I ndeed, " the oonstilut ional process should pre­
SCNe the filual reprc.sent<i tioll of the original position to the degree that 
[his is pnH:ticdhie.,,4!'> Wlrile Rawls discusses this requiremcnt in the 
conlext of dQJS d iffe rences, s tatillg llrat those who devote themsclvcs to 
politics should be "drawn more or less <'''qually from aU S(.'Ctors ofsocicty,- it 
is JUSt as d early a nd impurtantly applicable to se1< difTcl'ellces. The equal 
poli tical rep« :scrrtation of wunrcn alld mcn, especia ll y if they art' parents, 
is d e<ldy inConsistent with our gender systcnr:t7 

Finally, Rawls argues tlrat the rational moml persm rs ill lhe original 
POSilio li would place <l great deal of emphasis 0 11 the securing of sclf~ 
respect or self-eSltcm. They "would wish Lo avoid a t a lmost a ll Y cost the 
soda l COllditions that undermine sclf~ respccl , " which is " perhaps fllc most 
important " of a ll the primary goodS.4B In Ihe in[erestli of tl lis prim<iry 
value, iflhose in the original position did not know whether Ilwy were to 
be mcn or women, they would surely be concerrrl'lilu l"StalJlislr a Ihorough­
going social and cconomic <'"quality !Jctwe<.'fl Ihe SCXL"S Ihal would pr<.'!;c rvc 
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either from the nc<.-d 10 pandcr to or servilcly provide for the plea sur<."S of 
the other . They wI,mld be highly motivated, for r.xample, to find a mcans 
of regula ting pontogmphy tha t d id 110t scrioulily compromise freedom of 
speech, a nd would be IlIr Ji kely to tolemte basic social insti tutions that 
asymmetrically either fo rced or g-a"'e strong incentives to members of one 
sex to selVe as sex objl'Cts for the o ther. 

There is, then, implicit in R:lwls's th<.'Ory of j us tice a potential cri tique 
ofgcndcr-strucw red social institutions which call be developed by taking 
scriou.s!y the fa ct that those formulating the p rincip les of justice do not 
know their sex. AI the Ix:g in ning of my brief account o f this feminist 
crit ique, Irowever, I made an assumption that I said would later be 
questioned - that a Ix:rsoll's sex is, as Rawls at times ind icates, a oontingen[ 
and morally irrek van t character istic, such that human beings really can 
tJypothesize ignomnce of this fa ct aboll t them. First, J shall explailr why, 
uulc:ss this assumption is a reasonable one, there are likely to be further 
femini st ramitiC'ations for a Rawlsian thL'Or)' ofjllstice in addition to those 
I have just sketched ou\. I shall then argue that the assumption is very 
probably no t pla us ible: in any society tha t is s tnJctrr r<.'(\ a long the lines of 
gender. The conclusioll I reach is [hat not o nly is gender incompatible 
with the <ittaillmen[ of social j ustice, in prdctice, for members of both 
sexes, bUI that the disappearance of b'Cnder is a prcr<."quisite for the romP/tit 
development of a nonsexist, fu ll)' humall fJuo,y of justice. 

Althoug h Rawls is cle<irly aware of the effects on individuals of [heir 
different places in the social s)'s tem , he regards it as possible to hypothesize 
ITre and rdlional moral persons ill the o riginal position who, temporarily 
fi-ced from the contingencies of actu<l l characteristics and social circum­
stances, will adopt the viewpoil1l of the "reprC5(;utative huma n being." He 
is U1Kier no illusions <ibou[ the dilficuhy o f this task, which requires a greaL 
shift in perspective from the .... 'ay we think about fairness in <.veryday life. 
BUI \o\'; th the help of the veil of igno rance, he believcs that we can " take up 
a point of viC1.v that eveT)'one can adopt on an eq ual footing," SO tha t " we 
share a common standpoint along wi th others and do IlOt make our 
judgments from a personal sla nt ... ot~ The result of th is mtional impartia lity 
or obj<.'CtiviIY, Rawls a rgues, is tha t - all being convim.:cd by the same 
arguments - agrctmcn t about the baliic principles of justice will be unan­
ilTlous.!IO He docs 110t ~lea rr that those in the orig inal posi tioll will ag ree 
about all moral Dr social issues - "ethieal differen ccs a rc bound to remain" 
- but tha t complete ag reemcnt will be reached on a ll basic pri nciples, or 
"~!elltial unde rstandings. ,,51 Ho wcver, it is iI crucial a,sliumptioll of this 
argumellt fo r unanimity that a ll the pa rties havc similar motivatiolls <ind 
PllYdloiogics (for example, he assumes mulually dili interested mtionality 
and an absence of en vy), a nd tha t they have e1<perienc<.'li similar patLcnlS 
ofmoral development, and arc thus presumed capable ofa sha red sense of 
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justice. Rawls rega rds these assumptions as the kind of " wC'ak stipulations" 
011 which a general Iht.."Of)' cil n safely be founded .~:l 

Thc oohcrcllcc of Rawl.~ ·s hYPOIhctic-.d origina l position, with its 
una nimity of rcprcsenlalivc human iJcings, however, is placed ill dou bt if 
thc kinds of hu man bei ngs v.'C actually become in society nOI only diffe r in 
n.-Spccl of inlcrcsls, superficia l opi nions, prejudices. and points of vicw 
that we can dir.ca rd for the purpose of fo rmulating principles of justice, 
but a lso differ in Ollf basic ps),chologit.'S, conceptiolls of t he sel f in relation 
10 o lhers, and ex pe riences of moral develupment. /\ number of feminist 
theorists have argued in f(."Ccnl years that in a gClldcr-Slructurcd society 
the different life experiences of females a nd males from tht: slar! in fact 
affect Llleir respective psychologi(;s, modes of thinking, and pallems of 
moral dcvd opmcnt in significan t ways . ~3 Special attcntion has occn paid 
to thc effects on the psycho logical and moml developmcnt of ooth st.'Xcs of 
tl lc fa ct tha t chi ldren of both sexcs a rc primari ly reared by women. I t has 
becn a rg ued that the experience of individuation - of separating oneself 
frulll the nu rturer with whom one is originally psychologicall y fused - is a 
vcry d iffercn t experience fo r girls than for boys, leaving the members of 
each sex with a d ifferent J>cn:cption of thcm .. '>Clvcs and of their relations 
with otbers. In addi tion, it has been a rgued that the (:xpcricnce of brillg 
primary lI urturers (a nd of growing u p with this cxpectation) a lso a ffccts 
the psychologica l and mordl pe rspecti ve of womcn, as docs thc eXjXricnce 
of growing up in a society in which mcmbe rs of one's sex arc in many ways 
subordinate to thc other. Feminist th(.'Orists ' scrutiny a nd anal)'sis of the 
different experiences tha t wc encountcr as we devd op, from our actual 
lived lives to our absorp tion of thcir idculug:ical underpinnings, have in 
valuable ways fi ll (.'({ oul de Bcauvoir's cla im that "one :is not bom , but 
ra thcr becomes, a woman . "~ 

W ha t is a lread y clea rly indicated by these studies, despi tc the ir ill­
completencss so fa r, is tha t ill a gellder-Jlnl£lured sotiery the re is such a th ing 
as the distillet sta ndpoint o f womcn, a nd that this standpoint ca llnot be 
ad(.'(juatcly ta kell in to accouut by ma le philosophers doing the th(:orctica l 
equiv.tlcnt o f the elderl y nlale justices in the C"drtoon. Tile very early 
fOl'lfllllivc inRuel u.:e Oil childrcu of fcma lt:: parenting, I;spcd a lly, seems 10 
suggest Ihal sex d ifferen t in it gendclul society is more likely to affect onc's 
thinking about jus tice than, for example. rdcial d iffe rence in a society in 
which mce has socia l significance, ur class d iffe rence in a class society. 
The not iOil of thc standpoin t of wulTl(.'T 1 (wi Ii Ie not without its own problems) 
suggCStS, fim, that it full y human mOrdl or political lilm !'y can be dtvclop<.-d 
ouly witb the full pa rticipa tion of both sex(.os. At the very Icast, tbis will 
require that womell lake their placc with mell ill the (Iialogue in approxi­
mately (.'qual n umbers and in pusi tiOlIS of com pa rable influence. In a 
society struct ured a long the lines of gcnder, this cannot happen. 
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In itself, moreover, this is insutlkicnt for the complete (il:VcJOPIllCllt ora 
fully human theory of justice. Fo r if principles of justice arc to be adopl (.'(1 
una ni mously by rellrCSCntative human beings igno rant of their particula r 
characteris tics a nd positions in societ y, they must be persons whose psy­
chological alld mordl (\t:vcJopm('1tt is in all cssentials iden ticll!' This means 
Ihat the social factors infl uencing the d ifferences presen tly found bet""'ecll 
the sexes - from female parent ing to a ll the manifcstadons of female 
subord inat ion and dependence - would have to be rcpla(.'(.'({ by genderk'Ss 
insti tutions and customs. O nly when mcn participa te equally in whii t 
ha,'e been prindpally women 's realms o f mccting thc da ily material and 
ps)'chologicalnc:cds of c1u)Se dose to them, and when womcn partici pa te 
{.'qually i,l wha t have been principally men's fCillms of la'l,'Cr sCille pro­
ductioll , governmclIl , aud intclieClual and crea tive lifc, will mcmbers or 
both sexes be able to cl l'vclop a mo re complcte I/Unum personality than has 
hi therto bt'cn possible. Whereas Ra ... 'ls and most other philosophers havc 
assum(.'({ that human l)Sychology, rationality, moroll development a nd so 
011 arc completely reprcscllt(.'({ by th~ males of the species, this iissumpt ion 
itsdf has now been eX I)().~( ·d as I><l rt of the male-dominated ideology of our 
gcndercd society. 

lt is not feasibl~ to considl'r here at a ny length what elfeet the consider­
ation of women's sta nd po int might have on Rawls's theory of justice. I 
"'Quid suggest, however, that it might place in doubt some assomptions 
a nd concl usions, while rci nforciug others. Fo r example, thc discussion of 
rduOI1al plans of life a nd primary goods might be focussed morc 011 

rclil tionshi ps and i<.'SS excl usively on complex activities if it were to en­
compass the tf'dditionally mon' female parts of life. 55 On the o ther ha nd, 
Ihose aspects of Rawls's th(''tJry, such as the diffcrenec principle, that 
require a far greater C"dpacity to identify wi th others tha n is normall y 
eharacteristic ofl ibcral theory mighl well be strellgthencd by reference to 
conceptions of relations be tween self alld o thers tha t scem in gendcf(.'({ 
society to be more predominantly f('111a lc, but that would in a gender-free 
sodcty be morc or les.~ evenly s hared by me mbers of both sexes.56 

The arguments of this essay, while critical of some aspects of Rawls's 
theory o f justice, suggest the po tential usefulnC's.. .. of the theory from a 
'-'tninist viewpoin t. Rawls himself ncglects gender and, despite his initial 
inclusion of the fam il y in the bask structure, he docs not consider issucs 
having to do with justice wilbill the fami ly. In 1·(.'Cen t work, moreover, lIe 
suggests tha t thc family belongs with those " private" and therefore non~ 
poli tical as...acialions fo r whieh the pri nciples of j ustice arc not appropriate. 
He docs this, moreover, despitc the fa cl tha t his own theory of moml 
developmen t rcsts centFdlly on the early experience of pcrsons within a 
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fami ly environment that is both loving and just. Thus the 11i<:ury as it 
stands COtllains an in lcmal paradox. Because of his assumptiolls allow 
gender, he has no t applied tbe principles Ofju Slir.C 10 the realm of human 
Illlrtur.UlCC which is so crucia l for the adlil:vcmclI l a Hd Ihe maintenance of 
justice. 

0" lhe ocher hand, J have argun:! that the feminist /JoIn/lint of Rawls's 
method of thin ki ng and his conclusions is colisidc rAblc. 111c original 
position. with the veil of ignonulcc hiding from ils partici pan ts their scx as 
well as their other parLicular d laral:tc n s Li I:s. their (ak-ms, <.;rcumslanccs 
and aims, is a po\\crflll un1Cep' fur cha llengi ng the gender structure. In 
parlicular - 1101 wilhsl3miing the difficulties for those socia li~(:d in a gCII­

dcrcd suciety uflb inking in the origina l posi tion - it p rovides <t vicwpoim 
from wl1ich wc can think abuut how to ad1ievejus tice within the family. 
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Simone de Beauvoir and Women: 
Just Who Does She Think "We" Is? 

Elizabeth V. Spelman 

Tht critics qften rrptat in rlew CQrltU /J umions of lire old assumptions they stt Qut /v 
amu51. 

Martha Minow 

In The Stamd Sex, Simone de Beauvoi r explores the many ways in which 
mCll have depicted women as ruled by rorces in human lIature that men 
can neither rully acceplnor fully deny. l The SeWltd Sex is a landma rk work 
in con temporary feminist tho ught (evell though for many ),ears de &duvoir 
apparently resisted being identified as a femin ist). :'! She attempted to give 
an account of the Situa tion of womell in generdl and to include proposals 
'" the conditions Iha l would hav(' to chaflge if women were to become 
&t.'C. Although not all feminis ts subsequen t to de Beauvoir referred 10 her 
lWJr~' . or <."Ven necessarily knew aoout it, there is hard ly an)' issue that 
ftrTllntSIs have come to deal with that she did not address. Indeed, she 

.~:·~~~,Oll issues such as a ltitudes towards lesbianism that somc la ter 
~ didn' t dare to think aboUl. l 

Dc BC"duvoir cxplicitly recognized that we live in a world in wh ich there 
a number or forms of oppression, and she tried to loealc sexism in that 

In her work, we havc all thc cssential ingrcdienL<; ofa feminis t 
~"''''t 01 "women's lives" that would nol conRat.t: "woman" wilh a sma ll 

of women - namely, white middk· .. dass h(:terosexuai C hrist ian 
in Western countries. Yel de Bcauvoir ends up producing an 
which docsjusl that. Here I sltall <."X plore how both de BC"dlJ'..'oir's 

lleo""",,,,.1 perspective and her empirical observa tions IClld t.hemselvcs to 
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a far richer accoun t of "women's nature" than she herself ends up giving. 
( I am nol going to argue about Ihe strengths or weaknesses of her theory 
or the accuracy of her observations, but ra ther raise some questions abom 
why she look them to lead in olle direction rather than another.) Then I 
want 10 suggest reasons for the serious discrepancy between the pOIf'lllia l 
broad scope of her views and tile aClualnarrow focus of her lX)Sitioll. De 
Bcauvo ir is a thinker o f great perspicacity, so to explain lht" discrepancy 
simply in temlS of a kind orr-aCC and class privilege that makes it casy for 
her to think of her own experience as represen ta tive of the experience of 
Olhers is not ellough. 'We nccd to ask what it might be in the language or 
methodology o r theory employed by de Beauvoi r tha i enables her to 
d isguise rrom herself the assertion of privilegc she so keenly saw in women 
of her OWTI position. 

I 

Human beings aren 't satisfied merely to Li .. 'e, de Beauvoir insists: we 
aspire to a mean ingful existcnce.4 Bm much alxmt ou r constitution con­
spires against the possibility of such al l existem;e: our being creatur(:s of 
t he flesh elltails the ever-presen t JXlSsibi li ty tha t OUi' grdnd projects will oc 
mocked. It is not only the racts of our birth and dc-dth tha t give thl' lie to 
our being pure, ullembodied, immortal spirit. Our bodies need tending to 
each day, and there is nothing meaningfu l in the many activities involved 
in this tending. The feeding and cleaning of bodies, the maintenance of 
shelter agaiustthe powerful vagaries of the natural world, arc necessary if 
we arc to live. But ir that is all we did. or all we thought we could do, we 
wouldn ' t fintl anything valuable about human life. As de Beauvoir says, 
unless we Cd rl engage in activities that " lrdnsccnd lo url an imal nature," 
we might as well be brute animals: "On the bioLogical level a species ,is 
maintai ned oll ly by crea ting itself anew; bu t this cre'ltion results only In 

repea ting the same Life ill more individuals. But man assures the repetition 
of Life while transcending Life through Existence; by this trdnscendence 
he crea tes values that deprive pure repetition of a ll valuc. "~ 

" Existing," as opposed to merely "living ," is ocst expressed in those 
aspects of life that a re the function of "the loftilos t human altitudes: 
heroism, re"olt , disin terestedncss, imagi nation, crcation.'lfi Only "cxi~t­
ing" gives any reason for li fe; mere living :'docs nOl ca rry ~itl~in i ts~!f lts 
reasons ror being, reasons ,hat a rc more ImfXlrtant than life Itsclf. To 
exist is to be a creative subject, not a passive object of the forces of nature; 
it is to be molding a new futu re throug h the power of one's intelligence, 
rather than being a t the play ur the repetitive rhythms of one's animaJ 
na ture. Ex isting is as d iffcrc rlt from living as cons<:iousncss is rrom 
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malter, will from passivi ty, tmTlSCelldence from immanence, spirit from 
Hcsh. 8 

But life is necessary for existence, and we must preserve life even while 
.... 'C struggle against its demands. Descen t into life is JX>Ssible because of 
the never full y erddica ted allure of dum hness and unfrecdom, the ever­
present possibility of forgoing (or seeming to forgo) the reslxlIlsibilitics. 
unccrtainties, and risks of in telligence and Ireedom. Men , de Beauvoir 
says, make women the reJX>Sitory of the multiform threats to a life of 
transcendence, agency, freedom, spirit; woman remains " in bondage to 
life's mysterious processes," "'doomed to inll11anencc."9 Her life " is not 
direcu:d towards ends: she is absorbed in producing or l-aring for things 
that are never more than means, such as food , clothing, and shelter. These 
things all.' inessential intermediaries between animal life a nd free exist­
l'llCC .. , 10 Though woman is no less capable or real "existenCt:" than mall, it 
is in her corporeal ity rather than his own that man sees palpable and 
undeniable reminders of his own all imaJ nat ure, of his own deepLy regret­
table and undignified contingency. Desirous of seeing no part of him sci fin 
her, he regards her as thoroughly O ther, or as thoroughly O ther as Ire Can, 
given that he nevertheless needs her a~ a companion who is neither merely 
an animal nor merely a thing: "Man knows that to satisfy his desires, to 
perpetuate his race, woman i'l indispensable." 11 

Although women are cons titutionally no less desirous or capable than 
men of "cxisting" ra ther than mercly " living," historically most women 
have not resisted men 's definition or them as emlxxlying mysterious, 
dumb forces or nature. They have done litt le to try to Ullderlnille the 
economic, social , and political institutions that reinrorce and arc rc infiJl'Q1L 
by such atti tudes. In this. de Beauvoir says, women arc unlike o tht:r 
oppressed groups - for example, Blacks, J ews, workers. 

' n lCrt: arc two reasons for this. First, women arc spread lhruuglHlll t tilt: 
~ulation, across rdcial, class. e thnic, national, and religious Jines, and 
thIS prCSCnts huge obstacles to their working togetller politically. They 
da!'t share the same economic and social position, 1101' do they have a 
aharcd COnsciousness. Moreover, "lhe division of the sexes is a biological 

no t a n evenl in human history." It In a ll other cases uf oppression, she 
~ a."", . both the oppressors and the oppressed have taken their relative 
»0.";00" to be the result of h istorical events or social change and hence in 
",;n";plo capable ofaltef"dtion: "A l'Olldition broug lll about a t a certain 

can Ix: abolished a t some o ther time, as the Negroes of H aiti and 
have proved." Similarly, "'proleta rians have flot always existed, 

"I"",., there have a lways 1)(:(:11 women." 13 
Beauvoir's point here presumably is lIot that whilcs never have 
rdcial d iflcrenccs to be biological; rather she seCillS to be poiming 

that the idea that biological differences entitle whites to dom inate 
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Blacks has bt:en undermined in theory (10 the extent Iha l diffcrcllC« 
OCIW(:CJl Black and white arc held 10 be less significant Iball thl:ir similarities 
as hurnau beings) and nullified in po litical struggles (through which 
Blacks make clear their cdpacily to reg-"un lhl'mscivcs as "subjects" and 
whilCS as ··others"). H De Bcauvoir seems to be saying herr Illal uwing 10 a 
dt."Cp and apparently unbridgeable biological divide, women w nstitu lc rOr 
me n the Other, whereas Blacks or the prole tariat , ror O:<l II1I>1.c, h,-I\'l' not 
a lways constituted lin Otbe r for those by wllOlTI Ih(.")' may be d ominated. 

At the same Lime, dcspjtc these d iffcrcm:cs among women and between 
women a nt! other oppressed groups, womcn do share somet hing in common 
_ but what they share pamdoxically works against any possible solida rity. 
They " idcntiry with C'4ch other" bill do not communicate, as I11cn do, 
" th rough ideas and projects or rx:r;;onal interest," and a rc on ly. "bound 
together by a kind or immanent complicity." I ~ By this de l}eauvOlr means 
tlllI t women arc aware or inhabiting a sJX:cial domain separ41C rrom men­
itl which Ihey d iscuss recipes, rrigidity, chi ldren, clo thillg - but neverthe­
less they regard each other as rivals ror the allcnti~n or the mas~ulill.e 
wOl"ld . They arc capable or ceasing to be Othcr. Despltc what meli find It 
convenient to belicvc, the dillcrencc betwcen men and \\'omell is no more a 
biological given and historica l neccssity than the difference bctweell bour­
geoisic and proletariat. There is, however, ~ differ~n~e betw~'C1I the bio­
logical w rldition or being remale a rid the s~al ~ondltJOII u:belllg wo~n.an. 
So despite the differenccs among women, their d ifferent SOCial and political 
locations, Iht.~ could join in resisting the domina tion or men. But they 
ha\,en'I.16 

And wit} haven' t they? Sometimes de BC-4uvoir sUSl,"Csts that it is 
becausc being a " true woman" is inscparable rrom being the Othe~, so 
thai il is logically impossible both to be a rcal woman a nd to be a subJe<:I, 
while there is 110 definitional problem, whate\'e r other problems there an':, 
ill being a Black, or a worker, or a Jew, and also a subject. But this dOt1i 
not expla in wh)' women don' t rcru!\C to be " true ,",'O l11en." And indt.oOO 
sometimes de )kauvDir suggests that women simply ehoose to lake the 1.CS5 
arduous ))' llh : "ND dDubt it is mDre romrDrtablc to submit to a bind 
ensla\'emeiH Ihan tD work rDr libenltiDn"; 10 "decline to be the Other, to 
reruse 10 be a party to tIle deal- this wDuld be rDr women to n:nOUrlCC ~U 
the advantages conrerred upon them by their alli ance with Ihe supenor 
caste." 17 

Hcnce sometimes when she says that econDmic indepcndence is tilt 
necessary condition of women 's Iibcrdtioll, lhere is lhe suggestion that 
only ir women arc iorn :d by circumstance to provi.de ror t~le~nsclves 
they embrace their tr-4nscendeIH;e mther wan rail mto theu unmancnCC, 
fK'C themselves as su bjccls rather than o~ects, as &Ir mther than Other, 
\Vomcn recogn ize the impomlHx and value or tmnsccndencc, but onl)' 
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enough to search ror men whose c reative a nd productive fl ights will rub off 
on d lcm, metaphysically speaking. WDmen want what men havc, but Dnl y 
in wanting the men whD hllve iI . What we nC4!d , de Beauvoir is saying, is a 
world in which ir \'o'Omen arc to get it at all, they must do it on their own . 

In snort, de Bcauvoir argues tha t there arc a t least three things that 
help \0 explain thc raCI or women 's domination by men: 

I Men's having the att it udes they do towa rd women; 
2 the cx i stenc(~ of eronomic, social, and politiC41 institutions through 

which such atlitudes arc expressed, enrorced and perpetuated; 
3 women 's railure to resist such auitudL'S and institutions. 

II 

DifftrtllCu among WOntt" 

A. ... nDtcd ahove, de Beauvoir more thall ollce rcmarks on class, rdcial, ami 
nalional differences amollg womell aucl how such differenccs bear on the 
C'rollomic, social, and po litical positions or womcn thus vdriously sit uated . 
Her comments on the lack ora sense of shared concerns among women arc 
quitc a rresting: " If[ women I belong to the hourgeoisic, they red solidarit y 
\l>ith men orthat class, not wi th proletarian womcl1; irtltcy arc whilC, thcir 
aUcgiancc is to white men, not 10 Negro women." '!! The house""ire is 
hosti le toward her "servant I a lllllOwarrl] thc teachcrs, gO\'CrI1esscs, nUrS('·8 
axl. nursemaids who attelld to her children." I ') " Frt.'f.:d rrom the male, L the 
middle-class woman] would have to work rora li\,ing; she rdtllosolidarity 
with workingwomen, and she believed tl la l Ille emancipation ofbtmrgl.-ois 
women would mcal! the ruin oC her class. ""lO Tlc &411\'Oir, Ihell, is sayillg 
ahat the womcn least p repa red to have Ihei r status changed have been 
white middle-class WHlllell, wilu arc willing to kl.'Cp the sexual status quo 
in return for the privik'gC'i or tl lcir d as:; and r4ce. 

In all such examples, she cite:; the ullwillingness oi"women with race or 
class privileges 10 givc them up as Ihe main obstacle to women's all doing 
torncthing togellwr to resist t.hc domination or lI1en. Tlml is, what prt:\-·enIS 
• white middle-class wOll1an rrom a uacking .sexism is her awareness that ir 
Ihe undermillC'i sexisill she will thereby undermine her race and class 

. This ties ill wilh de BC-<luvoir 's point about Ihe difference class 
II:'takcs to privilege based on sex . She a rg llCS tha t the less class privilege 
Ihcn and WOIllCII CI~Oy , the !Loss sexual privilege mell or that class have; Ihe 

ex lreme class opprcssioll is, lite less ex1n:me sex oppression is. So 
~rdillg 10 dc Bcauvolr sexism a nd classism arc dcrply intcrtwined . An 
imPOrtant way in whidl class dis tinctions can be madc is in terms or 
-Ie- rcmale relationships: we can ' t describe the sexism womell arc subject 
IDwl tboul specirying their clas.<;; nor ca n we understand how sexism works 
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witho ul looking a t its relation to class privilege. Wha t makcs midd le-cl a.~ 

women dependent o n l11ell u f their class is tile same as what d ist inguisht.'S 
them from working-dass WlJlIlen.

2 1 

But de Bcau\'oir docs nut h!.-"ccl her own insighu here. On the contnlry, 
she almost ah,mys dt.'Seri ix"S rrla tions lx: twt."C1l men a nd women as if the 
class or r.1ce o r Cthll ic identi ty of the mell a lld women made no difference 
to the truth ofstatelllen ts aboll! "men and women ." This JX>st."S some very 
serious difficulties for her attempt tt) give a gcncr,d accoun t of"womaTl." 
O n her own tcrms it oug ht to be misleading to say, as she docs, Iha l we 
live "in a world Iha t belongs to mt."fl,,,Tl as if a ll difrerences behn ."Cn 
princes and paupers, masters and slavcs. 1:<1 11 be cancelcd out by the fact 
that they a re all malc.23 In describi ng the ps),chological development of 
gi ns, she remarks Oll lhe ways in which cvcrythillg ill a girl 's lif('" "collfinns 
her in her belief ill masculine supcriorit y."24 And yet she la ter makes dear 
thai a white girl growing up in the United States hardly believes that 
Black men an' superior to her. " During the War nfSt:ccssion no SouthcrnerJl; 
v.ere mo re passionate ill I]pholdin~ slaver), tha ll the WIHlle l1 ." Shedescribt.. ... 
ways in which gi rls of the upper classes a rc taught to lx:lievc in their 
supe riority t.o w.orking·class men: '" In the upper classes women a re eager 
accomplices of their masters because they sta nd to pmfil fmm the benefits 
provided ... . The women of the upper middlr classC'i and tIle arislocnl.CY 
have always defendt.-d their class interests even more obstinately than 
have their husbands ... 2~ Whether or not de Bcauvui r is elltirdy accurate in 
her descriptions of some women 's passtonate insistence on preserving 
p ri vilege - were thcy really more fie rce about it thall the men uftheir race 
and class~ - the point is that these descriptions undermine her claims 
elsewhere about the common position of .... ,omell . 

De Beauvoir's pcrceptiveness aooul class and raO' ifH.:q uali ty should 
make us wondcr about her acoount of the "man" as '"cit;?en" and "prt)­
ducer" with "economic independcnce" a nd all " the advantages attachai 
to masculi nity" in con tras t to the "woman," who is "before all, and often 
exclusively, a wifc," "shut up in the home," ertio)'ing "vast leisure," and 
en te rtain ing a t tables " Iadell with fi ne food and precious wines. ,,27 

Silltt thl! huslNlnd is the productive ",ol'kcr, he is the olle who goxs beyond 
fami ly imerest to liIat of society, opening up it future for himself through 
coopcrlUiOIl ill Ihe huilding of the future: he incarnates transcendence. 
Woman is doom<.'ti to the continuation of the species and the care of the 
home - Ihal is. to immallf"nrc.:lI! 

Herc de Bcauvoir, despi te evidence she provides to the co!l trary, makes il 
look as if racism, for example, had never cxisted and never affected the 
conditions under which a man call " incarnate trd l1scelldcnce." Here and 
elsewhere ,"",hell she points to the role women play ill reproducing famity 

On de Bt(1UlJoir 20; 
and species - "th e opprt.'Ssioll of woman has i ts cause ill the will to 
pt."t"pClUa tc the famil y and. to keep the palri mony intact "~ - she chooses to 
ignore questions about I<:gitimacy cvcn while alluding to them elsewhere. 
She quotes Dcmosthencs: " \Ve have hetairas for the pleasures ofthe spiri t, 
concubines for scnsua l pleasure. and wives to g ivc us SOIlS,,;30 and her 
argumenl impli t.'S among other things that human bciflgs typical ly do 1I0t 
"rontintu: the species" r.llldomly or without regard to what kind" of bcings 
will popula tc the f!Jt lln:. Both Plato and Aristotle were concemcd about 
joilling the right kind of men with the righ t ki nd of ,""umen to produce 
philosopher-rulers and citizens of the poIiJ. Dc lkauvoir surd y was aware 
oflhe cxtcntto wh ich racial, dass, and rclig'uus conventions d ictate what 
rornpriscs appropriille sex ual behavior and "legitimate" rcproduclioll. 
Inrleed, as we sha ll sec below, she explicitly points ou t bu t do!.-"S not 
runsicler the implications of the fac t that every thillg she says about sexual 
privilege only works when the man and woman belong to the same race 
and class. 31 

Dc Bcauvoir sabotages It !.: r insights about the political CUIlSl.:quenccs of 
Ihc multiple locations of WOIllCII in another wa),: she fi'l"<juelltl y wmparcs 
wornell 10 ot her groups - in her language, "J ews, the Black, the Yellow, 
the proletaria t, slaves, servants, the common people." For exam ple, she 
.as us to think about the differences bcLwCCfI Ihe situat ion of women on 
Ihc me hand., and. . on the other "the scattering of the J ews, the in truduc;ion 
olsJavery in to America, the conquests ofimperialism." She discuSS(!'i with 
aMlsidcrable apprt.'Cia lion I3cbcl 's comparison of "wome ll and the prolet. 
.nat." ~he remarks that some of ""'hat Hegel says about " master and 

better applies to " Illan and womall ." I I] reflecting on sla .... ery in the 
States, she says that therc was a "great differcm:e" Uctw!.."Cn the 
America n m acks and tha I of WOlllen : " the Neg roes su bmit wi th a 
of re .... o lt, 110 privileges compellsatillg fi'r their hard lot, whereas 
is offcred inducemcnts to complicity." She speaks of the role of 
in offering "women" and ~ Ihe commo n IX!Ople" !.he hope of 
out of immancnce: " \\' hcll a St.'X or a class is condemned to 

"""nenec, .·;1 is ncccs. .. ary to offer it the mir.tge ofsome form of transcend· 
She compares the ta lk of women about their husbands to con-

:::,::,'~ "of domcstics talking about their employers critically in the 
quarters." n 

bring up these comparisons Ilot ill order lo assess their historiGd 
bill to nOle Iha l ill makillg thcm de Beauvoir obscures thc fact 

half of the populations to whom she rompan!O women l..'OnSisls or 
. . This is pa rticularly puzzling in light ofhcr n:cogn ition ofthe ways 

- Inch Women a rc d is tributed across r.tce, class, religious, alld ethnic 
She somctimes contrasts "womcn" 10 "slav!.."S," sometimcs describes 

as "slavcs,"u bU I she never reall y ta lks abou t those women who 
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according to her OW II C<l l('gurics belonged 10 shIVe pupula tio ns - for 
example, Black female shtvcs in the United Siaies. She docs say a l olle 
point lhal " there wue women among the slaves, to be sure, bUilhere have 
always been frt.'(! womcn"l<I and Ihell she proceeds to makl' dear that it is 
free wumen whom she will examine. She also says thai in "classes in which 
women enj oyed some economic independence and look part in production 
. .. women workers were ellslaved even morc than the male workcrs."~ 
Bul in contrasting "women " to a Ilumbcrofmhcr groups, and ill choosing 
nOllo pay attention to the womell in those olher b'TOuPS. sllc expresses her 
dclcnninalion to usc "woman" only in reference to those females not 
subject to r<lcism, ami.Scm itism, cJassism, imperialism. 

Perhaps she is aware at some level tha t this is the pricc shl" must pay for 
consistency: for where she docs describe briefly the situation of females 
who belong 10 Ihe groups she con lr'dSIS 10 "wolllell," what she says docs 
lIot rollow rrum her account of " won len." For example, she claims thai in 
the Middle Ages peasan t men and women liwd on a " footing ofequality," 
and that " in the working classes I.-'Conomic oppn:ssion nullified lhe in­
eq uality of Ihe sexes.";j(, Jr shl" believes Ihis, thell or course ~he has 10 
restrict her use or the word "woman" to those fema les not subject 10 the 
other ronns or oppression she refers to; o therwise her lafJ!:e claims about 
the subordination of \\'omen to men would be mKlermined by her own 
account. And yet a t the same lime, she subjccts them to question, w"'ich 
we sec as ,,'e tunl to a third way in which de Bc:auvoi r ra ils 10 pay 
attention to her 0"1' significdn t insights. 

Towa rd ti le end or Tkt Smmd Sa , de Beauvoi r acknowkdgcs that the 
di fference! in privilege and IXJwer between men ami women she has been 
rerernng to a re "i n play" only when men a nd WOHlel1 are or the same class 
a nd race.!J1 This is a logical conclusion ror someonc who holds, as we have 
seen she doc'S, thaI the wivcs of white slavL"Owners in thl" United StatL'S 
rought even harder ,han their husbands to preserve the privileges of race; 
since she thought of"slavcs" as male, she could hardly ma intain that men 
who were s lavc.~ domina ted women who were no l. But there is a problem 
even in the way she signa ls he re tha t claims about privi legl:: based on .sex 
apply only within the same class o r race. For that suggests tha t sexism 
wi lhin IInc class or rdCC is j us t lik(' that within any other class or r'dCC. If 
so, her claims do have a kind of gener'dlilY aner all - ror example, whid 
dlllr'dcteri:l.es relat ions between white men lind white WOlnell would also 
characterize Ihose belween Black men a nd Black women . But we've sccn 
thaI de Beauvoir also holds tha t sexual oppression is essentially Ilullifi(.-d 
when men anc! women arc subject to other forms of opJ'f'.:ssion. I n thai 
case, her cla im is nOI really tha t the sexism shc descrioc'S opcratL'S only 
when class and r'dCC arc (l)nslant, but m thcr that she is ta lkillg about the 
sexism ill cfl"t.-ct only when the men and .".'Omen involved arc not subjcct to 
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class or mcia l oppcessiol'l . She hcrscIrlcads IlS 10 the eOllciusioll tha i the 
sexism she is concemL-(\ with in Tkt Stamd SIX is tha t experienced by white 
middle-class women in ' ""esten! countries. 

Tht CTtaliQII f!.f W01l!tll 

"One is nOI bom , bllt r<lt her becomes, a woman". This opcning sentence 
from Book 2 of Tht Stamd StX has come to be the most onen ciled and 
perhaps most jlOwerrul of de Bcauvoir's insigh ts. Among lither lhiugs it 
dleT'S a sta rling po ill l for the d istinction bel\~'t..'Cn sex ami gender . I t is Ulle 
thing 10 be biologiGllly fema le, qui te another to be sha lx:d by une's culture 
jll lO a " .... ,oma" .. - a rrmale with feminine qua lities, somL"OIle who does the 
kinds of things " women ," nOi " men,n do, somcone wh(1 has the kinds or 
t t.>ughts and reclinbrs that make doing dK'SC thi llgs S(.'cm all e'dsy expression 
cf one's iCminin(' Illi ture. 

Ir being a womHIl is something onl' (all become, thell it a lso is something 
one can rail to become. Dc Bcauvoir ill sists th,H while being or not being 
lemale is a biolog ical maUer, oc"(:oming or 110 t becoming a woman is no t. 
OOCivilizatlon as a whole" produces women . In the abs<.11ocofothcr humans, 
no remale would become a woman; particula r human " in terven tion in her 
des ti ny is fund.unc ntal" 10 who and wha t she becomes: " \ \loman is 
determined not by he r hormoncs or by mysterious instincts, but by the 
manner in which her body and her rela tion to the world are modified 
Ihrough the aClion of others than herselr." In part iculilr, "in men's eyes­
and ror lhe k g ion of women who sec it thro ug h men's eyes - it is no t 
enough to h'dvC a W01!1,"1 'S body nor to aSsume til(' fema le runction as 
mistress or mother in order to be " trur woman ... :Jij What she has to d o 10 
become a " true woman" is to be SL-cn and 10 see herseJr as O ther in 
comrdStlo the Srlr orthe male, as inessential in eOlltr'dst to the essential, 
as object in CQn tr"dSl to the subject. Fcmak~ of the species don 't come 
~ted in this way; thcy are made this way by the concerted efforts of me 11 

and women. 
Moreover, de Beauvoir insists that humans create whatever sign ificance 

is a ttached 10 having a body a nd more particula rly to having a male or 
fema le body. She d irects us to thinking aboul " the body as lived in by the 
,u~I.-"ct" as opposed to the body 3.<; described by the biologist. The conscious-­
ness one has or o ne's body in Ihis way is acqui red " under circumstances 
<kpendcnt upon the society o f which lone1 is a member" or indeed even 
upon the class one belollbrs to. De ikauvour suggests, ror cxamplc, Iha tthe 
physical event or having an abortion is e)o;pcrienct."d differen tly by con+ 
~Iiunal middle-class women and by those "schouled by poverty and 
Inisery to d isdain bourgL'Ois rnor'dli IY." AIOIlg similar lillcs, she claims tha t 
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tIle biological cha nges tha t take place du ring menopause a r(' eXJll~ric"ced 

d iffe ren tly by those " true women" who have "staked everything UII their 
femininity" and by "the pC<tsitm woman , Ill ... work man 's wife," who, 
"constan tly under tIle threat of new pregna ncies, a re happy when , :.tIl ting 
last, they no longer om Ihis risk,"3') 

Biology is not destiny in a t Icast t wO senses, accordi ng \0 de Bcauvoir. 
First, bciJlg female is nOllhe same thillg as being a "woman"; lIor docs it 
determine whether a nd how o ne will become it Hwoman." Scoond, different 
\~lJmCl l experiencc biologia tl events as.~ialf:d with being female differently, 
dqlCl,ding on how their bodiL"S arc otherwise em ployed and their beliefs 
abou t what arc the proper thi ngs to do with o r 10 their bodies. BUI de 
Beauvoir doesn ' t take this illSig hl as far as shc mighl in the directions to 
which her uwn comments lead . She st!cms to be saying Iha t there is no 
particula r significance thaI must be given to b iological fa cts about our 
bodies, thaI whether or how a female bea>lm:s a "woman'" depends upon 
huma n consciuuSIII,.'ss and hunlan action. Bul she is well aware of the faCl 
tbat in many ways humall a>llsciuIISIl(:SS a nd hllmall aClion take q uilt: 
different funns in different SCK:ietics. We gel a bint of this in her a>mmcnl 
quoted above about how a woman 's cOllscioLL"m:ss of femininity is de­
pendcnt 011 the so<:iety in which she lives, as well as ill her reminder that 
the illlelvcll tion of others is so crucial a [.1.CIor in the creation of a 
"woman" Ollt o f a female thaI " if this action took a different d irect ion, it 
would prod uce a quite d iffe n :n t result."40 

This sllrdy points to the variability in the creation of " womcn" across 
and within cultures. Hcre is where de Be,lIlvoir's lack of attention to 
fcmales belonging to the populations she a>ntnlSts to "" 'omen" is pal"­
licularly d isappoillling. She doesn' t refkct on wha t her own th(.'Orelical 
per.;pt"Ctive s trongl), suggcsts a nd what hCl"own language mirror.;: namely, 
that different femak-s arc constructed illlo different kinds of " women"; 
that under some conditions certa in fema les count as "women," o thers 
dOII'1. 

Moreovcr, de Beallvoir's analysis of racial oppression , cursory as it is, 
lells liS Ihal she bdic\'e5 people have a llached differenl significallce to 
racial diffcrcllf:cs III diffc rcnl timrs. She counts as sllcces."ful social cha llgf: 
those ea>llomic allt! political rever.;a ls ill which a peoplc onc(' reg-.t rded as 
O ther 110 longcr are rcg-<l.ftlec:l as such by those who fomlerly dominau.-d 
them. W hen she comments, early in Ihe book, o n the change ofs ta tos of 
Blacks in Haiti a ner the rcvolutiofl ,4 1 and much later on how Black 
suffrage helped to lead 10 the l:M:rccplioll oflllacks as won hy ofhaving Lht 
vote,41 she is a lluding to dm1181:S in the significance altacll('-c:I by whites 10 
wllat they take to be biological d ifferenccs belwt:e ll whites a nd Blacks. If 
we follow up her insistence Iha l we pay a ttcntion to " the body as lived in 
b)' the subjl.'ct," we mig ht begin to ask not on l), about living in a male DC 

On dt BtaufIOi, 209 
female body in the context of scxism but also abou l living in a black or 
white or brown o r yellow or red body in the cuntext of r.tcism. Though de 
Bcauvoir refers to Ihe varia bility in ideals of feminine bcauly41 and, as 
we've seen, is certainly aware of racial oppn..-ssion, she docs no t speak at 
leng th about women subject to r.tcism and so does not talk aboll t the ways 
in which notions of beauty a rc racially coded. While she certai nly is awa re 
d the sigl1ificance a llach(.-c:I 10 ski ll color, she docs nOl join that to her 
point about the distinction between other ph)'sica l differences among 
human bodies (i.e., scxual differences) a nd what humans make of those 
diflcrcnccs. 

The rtal and tIlt idtal womall 

A third promising ingredient of de Bcauvoir's analysis is her attack on the 
discrepancy between the redit), of aClual women and a s tatic ideal of 
-",'Oman." The la ll er is not all empirical generalization baS(.'(! on obselVa­
lions of sp(."Cifi c women but a malc myth a lxm t Ihe nature of fcminill it),.' 

Iu agaillst the dISptTSOO, oolll ingenl, alld mUlliplc exis lelU:es of aClual 
... 'Omell, mythical Ihollghl opposes Ihe Eternal Feminille, ullique and 
ehang~l eS$. [fthr definition provided for Ihis eonccpi is conlradicted by the­
behaVIor of nesh-and-blood women. II is Ihe latter who are wrong; we are 
Ioid IIOt Ihat Femillillity is a fal ~ e entity, hUl that the women eOllcemed are 
IJOt femlni ne.4t 

De Beauvoir believes tha t this In),thica l ideal reaches deep into thc idca 
• I as Other, and as we'vc Sttll , she sometimes speaks as if men's 

""Un", CO" of women as O the:r is inevitable. But on the other hand, il is 
. that ~he ~hillks tha t if political a nd economic ronditions cha nge ill 

nght d lrcclIOfl , women will be seen in their his torical spt:eifici lY _ that 
wOlnen mig ht come to be tru ly knOWIl by men r4 the r thall being thc 

101' mcn 's projection ofa mythic ideal of fcmininit y. 

h . is noteworthy that the feminine comrade, colleague, and associale arc 
Withoul myste 'Z I being "myut'rious" is 0 111': version of IIle mYlhir ideal] ; 0 11 

~he other hand, If Ihe \"dSSaI is male, if, in Ihe e)'cs ofa mall or a woman who 
• oIder~ or richer, a )'Olmg fellow, lOr example, plays the role of the 
II'Icssenllal object, Ihen he too becomes llhroud~ ill m)':!i tery, And Ihis 
~':n fOr us a $ul.lStn l.;ture under the feminine m)'stcry which is !.'<:Quomir 
In !lalure.n 

The more relationships an: concn:tcly lived, Ihe lcss they ~ idealized. The 
~!a~ of ancic,llI Egypt, I~e ncdouill !Jeasant, the artisan oflhe Middlc Ages. 

. o.rker 01 today has III the rcqUiremellls of wori; and poverty rela tions 
1JVlth h~~ J'VIrticular woman companion which an: 100 definite for her to be 
ftnbelhsluxl wilh IlII aura cilhl'.r auspicious or iuauspieious.i6 
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De Bcauvoir seems to be making: a brief here for establishing a SCt of 
oonditiOTls ulldcr which people call sec C'dch other as they actually arc. 
The liberation of ..... omen depends upon cstablishing economic and poli tical 
conditions under which men won' t simply project their notion of "woman" 
onto womell but will look at who women in fact are, observing "the 
behavior of flesh-and blood women." De Bcauvoir has high regard for 
what she refers to as "knowledge," "empirical law," " laws of natu re," 
"scientific cxplanation.,,47 Though she does not cJ(piain exactly what she 
means by these terms, it is clear that she accuses men of not being very 
scientific in their claims about womell. Men arc right to look for universally 
true statements about womCIl, hut they don' t realize that the only solid 
grounds lor such claims arc empi ricdl observations. CIC'"d r thinking abom 
womell would lead to universa lly truc statements about them. 

n e Bcauvoir has not of course laid out a full -blov,'Il epistemology here, 
hul the hints of one point to thc potential richness of her account of 
women. As we ha\'e noted 0 11 severoll occasions, de Beallvoir at one level is 
q uite aware of the diversc historical. economic, and polit ical si tuations of 
women, of thc differences class and nice make to womcn's relationsh ips 
with men and to thei r relationships with ot her women. Shc li kens thc 
notion of the "Etcmal Feminine" to a Pla tonic" Ide-el, timeless, unchange­
able." As a n existentialist, she has no truck with thc idea of an "essence" 
of anything- of humanity, of man, of woman. \·Vc a rc not who or what we 
by by virt ue of being particular instances of some trolnscenden tal en tity; 
rolther, "an cxistent is nothing other than what he docs ... he is to be 
measured by his acLS ... 18 

Dc BFoluvoir suggests that a search for some esscnce or "woman" is 
deeply misplaced: wc would look in vain for somc metaphysical nuggct of 
pure womanhood that defines all womell as womcn. \Ve have to look at 
what women do to fi nd out who thcy are. This means that we cannot 
decide p rior to actual investigation of women's lives what they do or do 
not havl: in common; and this means that we cannot assumc that what we 
fi nd to be true about the lives of ",omen of OIlC class or rolce or na tionality 
or Ilistorical period will bt: true abou t the lives of other women. Dc 
Beauvoir wal'nS us ag-<tinst any inclination to assume that tbe lives of 
women of one race or d as." a rc representa tive of the lives of all other 
womell. Both existentia lism and "scientific thinking" tell us we have to 
look and sec wha t womell arc rea lly like. 

But at the samc time, de Beauvoir al!>o wams, lIeither existen tialism nor 
"scientific reasonillg" will lead us to the viewpoint of "woman," who 
" lacks the sellse of the universal" and takcs the world to be "a confus(:d 
conglomeratioll of special ca!>Cs." So while we call' t assume, ahead of time, 
that any particular universal truth about "humanity" or "men" or "women" 
will be true, we can assumc t.hat investigation ofwolllcn's lives wi ll lead to 

011 de Beauvoir 211 

sudl a truth o r truths about women. \Vomcn's isolation from one a nother 
_ the very isolation that dc Beauvoir cites a s one reason fo r their not 
constilll ting a likely political class - accounts in largc part for their lacking 
"the sense oflbc universal": "She fecl s shc is a special case beQl.use she is 
isolated in her home alld hence docs not come into active contact with 
other women."f9 (fshe had the opportunity to know about other women's 
lives, she might come to S{''C the grounds for universal truths in the 
similarities in cases she earlier had taken to be special, unique,.wi lit/lUis. 

Dc Bcauvoir has a lively l:onccrn that views about wornCl1 be based 
neither on the assumption that womCIl necessarily share some metaphysical 
essence nor on the assumption tha t women share nothing at all. Yet the 
universal truths she claims to be noting about "womcn" do not follow 
from the observations she makes about differences among women. 

III 

What might explain the contradictory pulls in de Beauvoir's account of 
" omen? The point of asking this is nol to exoncrolte her from the charge of 
inconsistency or of misrepresenting the situation of while middlt: ... class 
womell as that of "womell in general. " The poin t, rolthcr, is to see where 
white middle-class privilege has to lodge in order to makc itself r'csistant to 
observoltions and theoretical pcrspeetives that tell against it. 

Certain strands of dc Beauvoir's thought lead inexorably in the direction 
d"a central focus on white middle-class WOlllen to iIIuminatc the condition 
of "woman." As we've seen, at least some of the time she holds the 
IOI10wing collditions to be true: 

If one is not a "man," one is cit her a woman or a Black, a woman or 
J ewish, a woman or a )XlOr person, etc. 
Sexism is different from racism and othcr forms of oppression: scxism 
is the oppression women suffe r as women, racism the oppression 
Blacks, for example, suffer as Blacks. 
Sexism is most obvious in the case of women not othc[\\·isc subject to 
oppression (i.e. , not subject to racism, dassism, anti-Semi tism, ctc.). 

Now insofar as de Beauvoir takes thesc cond itions to be tme, it is qui te 
logiCal for her to takc the examination of white middle-class women to be 
&be examinalion of all women. I nd{.'Cd, anYOlle who assumes the truth of 
these thrce conditio ns will take it to be the most logical thing in the world 
~ feminists to focus on white middle-class womcll. De Beam'oir certainly 
• not a lone in this positioll . T o the degree tllal conditions 1,2, and 3 sccm 
IvgicaJ, we ought to think of the white middle-class privilegc her work 
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expresses, not as a personal qu irk in de BC'duvoir, but as part of the 
intellectual and political air she and many orus breat he. 

There aTe two important features of what we might call the 1-2- 3 
punch. First, it has the status of ncar truism: points I and 2 may appear to 
be true by definition (de Bcauvoir, as we saw it, at times took them ut terly 
for granlt;d), and 3 may seem just 10 be a maHer of common sense, 
something not even needing the confirmaliOll of historical inquiry (aren' t 
the effects ofscxisrn on women morc distinct a nd hence easier 10 investigate 
when othcr fonTls of oppression don' , alicel the women in question?). 
Scwnd, it leads 10 the focus on white middle-class women without mtnluming 

while middlt--class Wf)"!l" 1. 

These two features arc crucial to the way in which white middle-class 
privilege works in feminist theory and hencc crucia l to understanding why 
we would miss a golden opportunity if we simply d ismissed de Deauvoir's 
focus as an ind ividual ('xpression of her privilege and lefl il at that. 
(Indeed, it would also bt: an expression of that privilege \0 mention its 
presencc but not bother 10 explore and expose iL~ depth and perv asiveness.) 
Privilege cannot work ifit has 10 be noted and argued for. r or someone 10 
have privilege is precisely 001 1.0 have to beg for attention 10 one's easc. For 
feminist theory to expres.'" white middlc--c1ass privilege is lor it to ensure 
that white midle-d ass women will automatically receive attention . How 
can it ensure this wi thou t making explicit what it is doing? Condi tions 1- 3 
d o the trick, by making the default position offeminist inquiry an exam· 
ination of wh ite m iddle-class women: unless otherwise noted, thai's who 
we are going to be ta lking about. 

De Deauvoir was very a tt uned to the expression ofprivilcge in \~'omen's 
behavior: as we saw, she took note of the desire of white slaveowners' 
wives to preserve the ntcial s ta tus quo; she talked about the hostile 
treatment of female domes tic workers by their middle- and upper-class 
female employers. Dut privilrge, we well know, can lodg-e almost any­
where, and since it works besl when il is least obvious, it is not surprising 
that we should find it reflected in what appear to be ax ioms of her inquiry 
into the condition cl"women. " 

Insofar as any of us agree to points 1-3 (and the agreemtnt is likel y to 
be implicit, not explicit), we a rc not likely 10 give much weight to th~ 
strands in de Deauvoir 's thought thai might give us reason to queslJ~ 
their status. For example, we aren' t likely to be struck by the fact that If, 
as de Dcauvoir claims, one of the reasons women don' t seem to form a 
natural political das.'\ is that we arc found ill C;VCTY population, then, 
contra I, it is very odd to con trdst women with Diacks,J ews, the poor. Nor 
arc we likely to notice the force of de Deauvoir's saying that we ougbl 
always to ask abou t th("' race and class of any men and women \"e art' 
talking about, since claims about sexual hierarchy hold on ly when rdCC 
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and class arc kept constan t: if thi:> is so, the sexism women are subjcct to 
will vary in accordance with the ir race and class privilegc. Dut in that 
case, contra 2, there is no simple fonn of sexism the same for a ll women as 
women . Thus even if, as condition 3 claims, sexism is easier to track in the 
case of women not otherwise subject to oppression, it doesn't mean the 
sexism one find s is just like the sexism one would find in the case of women 
who arc subject to other forms of oppression. We have to be very careful: 
the oppressioll white midd le-cla~s women arc subject to is not the oppression 
womcn face "as women" but the oppression white middle-class women 
ace. Their race and class arc no t irrelevant to the oppression they face 
evcn though they arc not oppressed on account of their racc and class. 

IV 

We have been trying to sec wha t might explain the discrepancy berweCll 
the implici t complexity of de Deauvoir's assessmen t of the lives of women 
and the oversimplification in her explici t rendering of "woman's sit uation" 
and of gender relations. We've suggcsted that while it is true thai such 
o1 .. ersimplification expresses the privileged tunnel vi",ion of someone of de 
Beauvoir's race and class, we must also tak(: the task of unmask ing 
pri"l.·ilcge seriously by trying to locate the p laces it finds a home, rd ther 
than simply noting tha I it must be a t work. Since de Deallvoir hersclfwas 
highly a tt uned to· and oothcroo by the presence of such privilege, we 
honor her work by asking how such privilege functions in her own thinking. 

There's no doubt that thc case de Deauvoi r makes about "woman" 
\Io'Ould be less compelling, at least to many of her readers, if she were tu 
wonder aloud whether there is any d ilflculty posed for her accoun t by the 

that there arc women among the jXlpulati{)Il.~ sill' mntra~ts to "woman" ; 
to say, "Notice, by the way, tha t the accoun t I give of relations 

:~~~: middle-class men and women is not the same one I give of 
between working-class men and women"; if she did not hide 

605 of a 6R9-page hook the reminder that any time we speak 
Ihnak--r,m;,k relat ions we must make sure that the men and women arc 

same race and class.!>O 
Such explicit musings would producca less rorceful argument for anyone 

thinks that if we cannot talk about "woman" or about "women in 
," then no cas(> can be made about the injustice done to women, no 

devised for the libt:ration of womell. According to this linc of 
"''',," •• , a coherent rem i ni~ t political analysis and agenda requirc.~ that 

to talk about the history of the treatment of a ll women, as 
In order to be taken serio usly, femin ists have 10 make a case tha t 

a re speaking about more than a small group of people and Ihat those 
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rcJe rred to have been m is t rea ted. So, for example, a group of w hitt: 
m iddlc· clas.s women would no t cla im thaI harm has come to them for 
being \.,.h ite o r middle-clas.'! , but fo r being women . And they might well 
believe that no t only would it be irrclevan t 10 refe r 10 being white a nd 
m iddle-class, but it wou ld suggest tha t the group is not as representa tive 
a:; it o therwise would appear. So weI'(' d t" Beauvoir to make more explici t 
than she d ocs \~' ho "woma n" refe rs 10 in her analysis, she wo uld d cfll'ic its 
potentia l impact: the casc would no t be tha t o l' ''woma n'' but of pa rticular 
women. 

Furthermore, as we've seen, de Bcauvoir thinks women lad:. a "sense of 
the universal." This has been a crucia l part of their fa ilure to res is t the 
domina tion of men: not caring to not ice thc simila rit ies in their expcrieoccs, 
each one g iven to " overestimat[ing] the value of hcr smile" because "no 
one has lOki he r tha t a ll ",:omen smile. '" Thcy fa il to "sum ... up in a valid 
conclusion" the ma ny instances tha t grou nd claims about thc condit ions 
of " woman's" exis tence. Umil women sce beyond thcir own individual 
cases, they wi ll 110t "succeed in bui lding up a solid counter- univCT'!le 
whence thc:y can challenge the m ales."51 Dc Bcauvoir may well regard il 
as a kind ofweakl less on her pa ri were she to re.'i is t genera liz ing from the 
case ora woman like herself. 

But it is one thing to urge women to look beyond their own cases; it is 
quite another 10 assume tha t if one d oes one " 'ill find a common cond ition 
o r a common hope shared by a ll women. Perhaps there is a common 
cond ition or hope, b ut d e Bcauvoir 's own work speaks aga ins t it . Givm 
her ins is tence on the d illcrcnt socia l and economic positions occupied by 
women, she suggests not that similarit ies among women's V'driOUS conditi .. 
arc there 10 Ix found , but rather thai they need 10 Ix created . 
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Foucault and Feminism: Toward a 
Politics of Difference 

Jana. Sawicki 

The htgirming of wisdom is In Ihe di5lovtry thol t!t£rt exist contradictions r.if 
ptrmanml tension with which it i,s rucessary 10 fit'C and thai it is llhot-e all not 
II«tSsary to sed, to rtSolve, 

Aruf,; Gor~ , Farewell IV the Proletariat 

It is fIol d!/firellCt which. immohili.!ts us, hut si{tna, Al!d there (lrt so mm!)' silences to 
he brokrn. 

Audrt Lorrk, Sister Outsider, p. 44 

The question of diflcrence is atthc forefront of discussions among fenlinists 
today. I or course, theories of difference arc certainly not new to the 
..... omen's movemen l. There has been much discussion concerning the 
nature and status of women's differences from men (for instance, biological, 
Jl5ychologieal, cu ltural). Theories of sexual d iAcrence have emphasi7..cd 
the shared expcriences of women across the d ivisions of rdce, class, age or 
Cul ture. In such theories the diversity of women's experiences is often 
lumped inlo the category "women's expericnce," or women's caste, pre­
aumably in an effort IV provide the ba~is for a collective feminist subject. 

More recently, hO\vever, as a result of experiencing confl icts a t the level 
of practice, it is the differences among women (for instance, diflercnccs of 
race, class, sexual practice) that are becoming the focus of theoretical 
discussion. To be sure, Marxist feminists have consistently rccogniled the 
significance of class differences among woml:n, but other important diflcr­
ttlccs Cry out for recognition. The question arises: do the differences and 
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potential separations be.wccn women pOS(" a serious liJrl'..<t1 to cni;clivc 
politica l action and to the possibili ty or theory? 

Pcrllaps the most influential and provOC'<l tivc ideas on the issue of 
difference in feminism arc to be fou nd in the writ ings of black, lesbian 
feminist ~I and essayist Audre Lordc. In her work, t.ordc describes the 
\V-dyS in which the d iflcrcnccs a mong ",,'Omen have been " misna m ed and 
misused in the service of separation a nd confusion ." 2 Ar. it lesbian mother 
and pa rtner in an intcr· racial cou ple, she has a unique insight 11110 the 
connicL~ and d ividL-d a llegiances which put into qucstion the possibility of 
a unified women's mO\'ernenl. She llas experienced the way in which 
power utilizes d iffcrrnc(' 10 fragment opposition. Indeed this fragmcm a liOil 
can occur 110t only within groups but also within the individual. Hence, 
Lo rde rema rh : " I find I a m constantly being e llcoumgt:d to pluck OUt 
some olle aspect of myself a nd prcsen t this as the meaningful whole, 
eclipsing or denying the OIher parts of sd e" ) 

Lorde claims tha t it is nOl the diffcrcncC5 a mong women which a rc the 
source of separation but rather our "n :fusal to recognize those differencc. .. , 
and to exa mine the distorl ions which result from our misnami!'lg them and 
their effecls upon human behavior a nd expectation." ~ Thus, she a ppears 
to be saying tha t d iffertnce is not necessarily counter-revolutionary. She 
suggests tha t feminists devise ways of discovering and uti lizing their 
differences as a source for creative change. t eaming to live and ~trugg:l c 
with many of our diflc rences may be one of the keys to disarming: tile 
power of lhe white, ma le, middle-d a.'Is nonn which we hlt\'e a ll internalized 
to varying dcgrtts. 

In what follows I sha ll claborate on the notion of d ifference as rc.o;ourtt 
and offer a sketch of some of the implica tions that wha t I call a "politicscI 
d ifference' might have for " revolutionary" femininist theory.5 In order to 
elucida te thC5e implications I shall turn to the wri tings of the social 
philosopher and historian Michel Foucault. It is my contention thai 
despite the and rocenlJ"ism in his own writ illg~ he tOO has rccogn ized .the 
am biguous po"'er or di fference in modern ~oc ie ty ; that is, he recogmzes 
that d ifference ca ll be the ~ourcc offragmenta tion and disunity as well as a 
creative source of resistance and change. 

M y a im in this paper is two-fold : ( I ) to turn to f o uca ult's work and 
method in order to lay ou t the basic feat un 'S ora politics of d ifferentt; and 
(2) to show how such a po litics might he applied in the fcmjn i~ t d~bate 
concerning sexuality . In order \0 accomplish these aims I shall ~1 1l by 
contntsling Foucault 's politics with tWO e;>l: isting versions of revolu tIonary 
feminism, namely, Marxist and f""Adical kminism. I have selected. ~ h(tIC 
two feminist ff""A me,\'OC"ks Ixcausc they contain the e!emcnts of tradlll~ 
revolutionary theory which Foucault is rej ccting.li O ther FoucauldtaP 
feminisll1s arc developed by Morris a nd Martin.

1 
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Foucault's CdtilJue of Revolutionary Theory 

It will be helpful to con trAst Fo ucault's approach with Marxism, on the 
olle hand, and radica l feminism, o n the o ther . Both Marxism a nd radical 
feminism COllceive of historical process a s a dialectical struggle for human 
liberation. Doth have turned to his tory to locate the origins of oppression, 
and 10 ident ify a revolu tionary subj cct. Yet radical remin ists have criticized 
Marxism ror i ts inabili ty to give an adequa tc account or the pers istence or 
male domina tion. They idemify patriarchy as the origin of a ll forms or 
oppression. Hf:nce, they vicw the s truggles of women as a seJ{/ e1ass as th" 
Xt:y to hll lll<t n liberation. 

'fil e recent intensification of feminist a ttention to the d iffercncC5 among 
women might be unders tood as a reaction to the emergencc of a body or 
reminist tht:o ry which a ttempts to represent women as a whole on the 
basis of link infonnation about the diversity of women's eJ{periencC5, to 
develop universal categories for a nalyzing women's oppression, and, on 
the basis of such ana lysis, 10 idelltify the most importan t struggles. When 
Audrc Lorde and others speak of thc impo rtance of preserving and re­
defining d ifference, of d iscovering more inclusive stra tegies for building 
Ihmry, and of the need for a broad based , diverse struggle, they arc call ing 
ilr an al termHive to a tradit iona l revolutionary theory ill \\'hich forms of 
oppression aTl~ either overlooked o r ranked and the div i ~ion .. <; separating 
women exacerba led. T he questio n is: a rc then ' radical a lterna tivcs to 
tr.tditiona l rc\IoI lIt ionary theory? A'I I have ind icated , it is in the wri tings 
orroucauIt tha t we find an a ttempt to arlicula te an a lterna tive approach 
10 understanding radical social transform ation. 

f oucault 's is a radical philosophy ""·'thou l a theory of histo ry. He docs 
not utilize ilistory as a means of locating a single revolutionary subject , 
nor docs he loc"3te power in a single materia l base. N£'.Iertheless, histOrical 

' . Ihe central component o f his politics and struggle a kcy concept 
b understanding changc. Accordingly, in order to evalua te the usefu lness 

'. methods for feminism we must fi rst understa nd the historical 
ror his critique of traditiona l re .... olutionary theory. 

.'oucault 's rejection of traditional revo lutionary theory is rooted in his 
of the "j uridico-discursive" model ofpowcr on which il is based . 

of power underpins both liberal theories of sovereignty (tha t 
~.~~~;,:"", authority often codified in law and accompanied by a theory 

a nd Ma rxist theories which locale power in the economy a nd the 
as an arm ortne bourgeoisie. Thc jurid ioo-discursive model ofpower 

th ree basic assumptions: 
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power is posscssed (for instance. by individuals in the state of nature, 
by a class, by the people); 

2 power Aows from it cen tral ized source from top to bottom (for instanc", 
law, the economy, the sta le); and 

3 power is primarily repressive in its exercise (a prohibit ion backed by 
sanctions). 

Foucau lt proposes that we think of power outside the confines of Slale, 
law or class. This enables him to locate forms of power which arc obscUred 
in t .. tditional theories. Thos, he frees power from the political domain in 
much the same way as radical femini sts did. Ra ther than engage in 
theoretical debate with poli tical theorists, Fouca ult gives historiCdl de­
scriptions of the difterent fonns of po .... ·er operating in the modern West. 
He does nOI deny tllat the juridico-discursi\'e model of power describes 
one form of power. He merely thinks that it d~ not capture those forn-. 
of power which make centralizcd, repressive forms ()f power pos.'!ible. 
namcly, the myriad of power rclalion~ at the microl(:vcl of society. 

Foucault's own mooel Ill' power d illers from the traditiona l model in 
th ree basic ways: 

I power is exercised rather than possessed ; 
2 power is no( primarily repressive, but produclivc; and 
3 power is aml. lyzl:tI as coming from Ihe bottom up. 

In wha t follows I will give Foucault 's rCiisons for substituting 
view of power for thc traditional one. 

Foucault claims that thinking of power as a possession has led 
preoccupation wi th questions of legitimacy, consent and righ ts. 
should possess power? When has power overs tepped iL'I limits?) Mm;,o 
have problcmatized consent by introducing a theory of idcul~. 
Foucauh thinks this theory must ultimately rest on a human""' :':,";", ~~::: 
a uthentic consciousness as the legitima tl' basis of consen!. )< 

the Marxist emphasis on power as a possession has resuluxl in an effort 
locate those:: subjccts in the his torical field whose standpoint is . 
authemic, namdy, the proletariat. Foucault wanLS to suspend any 
to humanis tic assumptions in his ownaccountofpower because he 
that humanism has servoo more as an ideolOb'Y of domina tion 
libera tion. 

For the notion that prnvcr is a posSl..'S.o;ion Foucault substitutes a ",[;,00" 
modd of power as cxercised. By focus ing on the power relations 
selves, rcl.ther than on thc subjects related (sOI.,ereign- subjcct, ""0'",,"" 
proletarian ), he can give an account of how subjects art: constituted 
power relations. 
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2 Thi: .. brinf:,'S us to the productive nature of power. Foul.'auit rejects the 
n:prcssive model of power for two reasons. Firs t, he thinks tha t if power 
Ylrrt: merely repressive, then it would bt: d ifficu lt to expla in how il has 
gottcn such a ~rip on us. Why wou ld wc continue to obey a purdy 
repressivC' and coercive form of power? I ndecd, repressive pown reprcseills 
power in its most frus lra ted and extreme fiJn n. The net.-d to resort to a 
show afforce is more oftt:n cvidence ora lack ofpuwcr. Srcond , as I have 
indicated, Foucaul t think.~ that the most effective mechanisms of power 
arc productive. Su , rather than dcvelop a theory of his tory and power 
based on lh(' humanistic assumpton of a presocial illdi virlual endowed 
with inaliena ble rights (the liberal 's state of nature) or baSI'd on the 
identifi cation ofa." a ulhcntic human intereSI ( fl. lant·s sprcies being), he 
Jives accounts 01 the ways in which certain institutional and cult ural 
p.-<iCticcs have produced ind ividua ls. T hese arc the prdctices ofa disciplin­
ary power which he associates with the rise of the IWlllan sciences in the 
nineteenth century. 

Disciplinary POW('f is exercised on Ihe 1xx.1)' II ml soul of ind ividuals. It 
increases the power of individuals at the same lin1l' as it renders them 

docile (for instance, basic training in the mi litary ). In modeOl 
disciplina ry power has spread through the production of certain 

of knowledge (the positivis lic and hemlcileutic human sciences) 
Ihrough the emer.r,:(';ncc of disciplinary techniqul'S which facil ila te the 

of obtaining knowledge aboul individuals (techniq ues of surveil­
examination, d isci pline). Tllll.~, ways of knowing arc equated with 

:;~~!~~~~:~::::::po~ wer (wer individuals. f OUGtu h also isolates techniq ues 
sudl as the divid ing pral:ticcti found in medicine. 

criminolOBY a nd their correspond ing institut ions, thl' hospital, 
a nd prison. Oiscipli llltry practices !:Teale the d ivisions hca llhy/ ill , 

""/.nad, and lega l/delinqucnt, wil il:h, by virtuI' of their aut horita tive 
,can be used as effective mc~ns of norma Ii zati 011 and social con trol. 
ma.y ilwolve lhe liter.t l dividing off o f segments of tilt' popula tion 

Inearcer.!.. tion or institutionalizat ion . Usually the d ivisions arc 
""';"",,00 in lhe socielY a t large in morr subtle ways, such as in the 

of labeling 0 111' another or ourselvt:5 as different or abnormal. 
For example, in The Hislory of &1-uolity FOUl'ault gives an hisloriC'.t1 

oft h,· p rocess through which the modern ind ividual has come to 
~clf as a sexual subject. Discourses such as psychoanalysis view 

as the key to ~df- understandjng a nd lead us to believe that in 
to libcralr ourselves fi·om personali ty "disorders," we must uncover 

truth of Our sexuality. In this way dimensions of personal life arc 

r:~I~:~~~";I:and thus become a target for the intl'rvcnlioll of experts. 
II I attempts to show how these discourses, and the practices 

them , have pl ay~d more of a role in the norlllalization of the 
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modern individual than they Ilavc in any li bcra lory processes. He calls for 
a liberation from this "government of individualization," for the discovery 
of new ways of understanding ourselves, new ronm. of subjectivity. 

3 Finally, Foucaul t th inks thai fucusing on po'>'cr as a possession has 
led to the Joe-.uion of power in a centr.-lizoo sou rcc. For ()(ample, the 
Maneisl location of power in a class has obscured an entire nth"ork IIf 
power rela tions " that invests the body, sexuali ty, fam ily, kinship, know_ 
ledge, tcchnology . . , ,,8 His altema tive is designed to facilita te the des­
crip tion of the many fort11.'l of power found ou tsiele these ttlli ralizcd loci. 
He docs not deny the phenomenon of class (or sla te) power, he si mply 
denies tha t understand ing it is more impon ant for resis tance. As I have 
indicated, Fouca uh expands the domain of the poli tical to include a 
heterogeneous en~emble of power rciations operating at the micmle .... cI If 
society , The prActical implication of his mood is thai n ;sistallcc mustlJC 
carrietl out in local struggles aga inst the man y forms of power eXI:rciscd al 
thc everyd ay level of social relations. 

"'o ucault 's "bottom-up" analysis of power is an al1cmpt 10 show how 
power rela tions at the microlcvcl of society make possibl e" cc:rtain global 
effects of domination (such as class power, patriarchy). HI; avoids using 
universals as explanaLOry concepts at the sta rt of historiC"dl 
order to prevent theoretica l O\Ierreach. He states: 

One must rather conduct all ascending analysis of power starting, that is, 
from its i nflni u~simll l mechanisms which each have loor own history. their 
0\'>' 11 trajectory, their own tactics: and then oS« how these ~echan is.I':'s of 
pov.'Cr have bttn - alld continue to be - investw , coIoll1zed, utlh1.ed, 
involuted, tmnsformw, displaced , extended, elC., by even morro general 
mcdlanisms and by fonns of ~ Iobal dOll1 ination. It is not that tlus Klobal 
domination extends itself righl 10 tlw base in a plurality of rl'J)Crcussio' l~ .... 'J 

I n othcr ",'ords, by utilizing an ascend ing analysis Fouclluh shows 
mechanisms of power a t Iht'" microlevcl of society have become pari 
d crninant networks of po\"'cr rela tions. Disciplinary power was not 
by the domina nt class and then extendcd down ill!O the microle\'cI 
society. It origi nated outside this class and was appropriated by it 
revealed its uti lity. Foucau lt is suggesting Ihat the connection be,w''''" 
power and the economy musl be deteml;ned on the basis of "",Cd" 
historica l analyses. It cannot be deduced from a gcner,d theory, Hc 

both retluclionism and functiona lism insofar as the l atter ~"!i:'~;~~~~\:; 
fi)rms of power within a structure or im;litution which is ' 
He does not ofier causal or functional explanations but rather 
descript ions or the conditions which make certa in forms of dc'min''';~ 
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pOIISible. He identifies the neCeMary bU I 110t sufficient conditions for 
dom ination. 

In short, Foucault 's histur iN; PUt into q uestion lhe idea ofa universal 
binary d i .... ision of str uggle, T o be sure, such d ivisions do exist, but as 
particular and nol universal historical phenomena. or oou~, the coroUary 
r:J his rejection or the binary model is that the notion of a SU~CCI of 
history, a single locus of resislance, is pu t in to q ucstion. 

ResiJ/nna 

Despite Foucault ' s neglect or resist;mce in Discipline find PuniJh, in 17r.e 
flis/ory of Sexun/iry he defines power as dependent on resislance.lo Morc­
over, cmphasis on resislanl;e is particu larl y evidcnt in his more recent 
discuss ions of power and sex uality. II 

In rcccnt " ' rilings Foucault speaks of power and resistancc in Ihe 
following terms; 

WhCJ"e there is pow~r , there is resiSllmce, li nd y~ l , or ralher cOlIsrquently, 
this resislallfe is ne\'cr in a position of cxteriori ty in rdation to power. ' ~ 

I 'm not positing II suh!;lancc of rer; iSINlCe rotdng a substance of power. I'm 
simply sayi ng: as SOOIl as tllere's.1 relat ion ofpo wcr there's II possi bility of 
resistance. We're- never trapprd by PO"'f'r, iI's always possible to modify its 
hold, in determined oonditjolls and following a precise strategy.I' 

Thcre are two claims in the abo\'C rema rks. The fi rst is the weaker claim 
that power rela tions arc only implemented in cases whcre there is resist­
ance. In o ther words, power rela tions on ly arise in cases where thcre is 
mnnict, where one individual o r group wants 10 aOoct the action of 
another individ ual or group. In acldilion, sometimes power cnlists lhe 
mUstant rorees into its own service. O ne of the ways it docs this is by 
labeling them , by establishing no rms and d cfining d ifferences . 

The second claim implied in Fouca ult 's description of power is the 
clai m that wherever there is 11 rela tion of power il is possible to 

i its hold . He states; " Po"'er i ~ exercised only over frce subjects and 
insofar as they ;Ire free." 14 Free subje(;\s are slIqjccls who face a fi eld 

I Their action is str uctured but not forced. Thus, he docs 
dcfinc power a5 the overcoming of resista nce. \Vhcn resistant forces 
overcome, pOwer rela tions collapse inlo force rela tions. The limit .. of 

have been reached. 
So, while Foucau lt has been accused of de~cribinK a lotalitarian power 

which there is no escape, he denic.~ that "there is a prima ry and 
principle of power which d ominates society dov.'n to Ihe 
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~mall(, s l dctail.l ~ AI the same lime he claims that power is everywhere. He 
(kscribes the social field as a myriad of unstable and heterogeneous 
rda tions of power. It is an open system which conla ins 1~)ssihililics of 
domination as well as resistance. 

Foucault describes the social and historica l field as a battldirld , a field 
of !IITugglc. PO\·:cr circulates in this field and is c>:crcist:d on and by 
individuals over others as well as themselves. When speaki ng of struggle, 
he refuses 10 identify Ihe subjects of struggle. When asked the qucs tion: 
"Who is struggling against whom?" h.' responds : 

TII;s is just a hypothesis, but I would sa)' ii 's all againsl :,11. '/l,cre ;I ren ' \ 
immedi"atcly b>ivcn subjects of the slruggit, one Ihe pml?'OIriat . Ilw uti le!" dw 
bourgeoisie. Who figlllS against whom? We all figln agalllS( eacl~ other. And 
(liere' is alw,olYS within each of us som,·t1ling .hal fights som,·,llIllg d sc. "u, 

Depeuding on where one is and in wha t role (for insla nn :, 1I111lhcr, lover, 
leacher, anti-racis t, anti-sexist) one's allegiances and interests will shift . 
There arr no privileged or rundamcnta l malitions in h istory , but rather a 
series or unstable a nd shiliing ones. 

In his th ,~ry or resistant subjectivity Foucault opens up Iht· possibil it), 
of somethilLg more than a histoi)' of constructions or 1)1' \' ietimi;'.al inn. 
T hat is, he opens the wa), for a histurical knowkdge or st ruggles. His 
genealogical method is designed to facilitate an " illllUlTttlion of ~u~ ugatcd 
Imowledges." These art" forms of knowledge or cxperirnce which " llavc 
been disqualified as inadequate to their task, or insufficientl}' dalxmw :d : 
naive knowlcdges. located lowdown in thc hier.ne hy, benca th tht' n:<lui red 
level of cogni tion or scientificity."l1 They include the low-ranking know­
krlge (" popular knowledge") of the psychiatric paticnt , thr hysterir, t~e 
imprisoned criminal , thc housewife, the indigenL Popula r kno\dl.."tIge lS 

not sharC'd by a ll people, "but it is, on the con tr"I)', a particu l<l r, loc<ll, 
. I r .. .. 18 rrgiona l knowkdge, <I difftrtnlinl knowledge Ineapab C 0 una mnllty. 

T he question wllether some rorms of resistance a n' murl' effL'Ct ive t~a~ 
other!> is a mailer or social alld llistorical invcstig-.tt ion and nOI of a pl"lon 
theoretical pronouncement. Tht: basis for dctc:rmining whiell a llianl:l:1l art" 
poli tically viable oughl not to be an absmtcI principle OfU ~I~ I Y, b~ t ~.!.t.hcr 
historical and contex tual analysis of tlle field of struggle. I hus feminism 
can mobilizt indi viduals from di \'eTSC siles in the social field and (hereby 
usc differences as a resource.l~ 

G'menlofJ n:> n form of rui:>lnnct 

Foucault intrlxluc:cs genealogical critique as his a lternative to tmdi t i(l~ 
revolutionary theory. He a llempts to li berate us /i"om the opprcss1\,T 
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effects of prevailing mcxles of sdf~unders tanding inherited through the 
humanist tradit ion. As one commentator suggCStS, ror Foucault, "Frcrdom 
docs not ba.. .. ieally lie in discovering or being able to determine who we 
arc, but in rebelling ag-.tins t those ways in which we arc a lready defined, 
categorized a nd e1assificd ."2U Moreover, the view tha t the purpose of a 
theory of history is to enable us to control history, is part of the Enlighten­
ment legacy from which Foucau lt is attempting to " rree" us. FOf" him, 
there is no theory of glob<llt ransfornl<1tion to rormulate, no revolutionary 
subject whose interest the intellCCtual or theoretician ean represent. He 
recommends an a lternative to the tradi tional role for the intel lectual in 
modern political struggles. He speaks of the "specific in tellectual" in 
contra..~ t to the "universal intellect ual," that is, the " bearer of universal 
values" who is the en ligh tened consciousness of a rC\'olutionary subjcct. 

The specific imellcClIJal opcrates with a d iffe rcnt conception of the 
relation between theory and practice: " Intellectuals have gotten used to 
working, not in thc modality or the ' univcrsal,' the 'exemplary,' the Just­
and-true-for a ll ,' but wi thin spedfi e sectors, at the precisc points where 
their own conditi ons of life or work situa te (hem (housing, the hospital, 
the as)'lum, the la bomtory, the university, fam ily a nd social rcla tions).11 
focus ing auenlion on spcc::ifie situations may lead to more COncrete analyses 
of particular struggles anrl thus to a better underslanding orsocial change. 
f or example, Foucault was involved in certain conAicts " 'ithin medicinc, 
psychiatry and the penal system. He facilitated ways for prisoners to 
participate in d iscussions of prison rcroml and wrote a history of punish­
melll in order to alter our perspct:ti\'Cs on the assumptions which ;nfonn 
penal pmcli~. 

In part, Foucauh's refusal to make a ny universal political, or moral, 
judgments is based on the historical evidence that what looks like a 
dIange fOl' the better may have undcsir"ble consequenccs. Since struggle 
is Continua l and the idea of a power-frtt sockty is a n abstraction, those 
who struggle must ne\'ergrow complacent. Victories arc oftcn overt urned; 
dlangcs may take on d ifferent faces O\'er time. Discourses and insti tutions 
an: ambiguous and ma)· Ix uti lized for diffe:renl ends. 

So r oucault is in fact pessimistic about the: possibili ty or controlling 
histor)'. But this pessimism need not lead to despair. Onl)' <I disappointed 
traditional revolutionary would Ifl l15e in to ratalism al the thought tha t 
much ofhistory is out of our control. Foucault 's emph<lsis On resistance is 
nridencc that hc is nOt ra ta lis tic himself, but merely Skeptical about the 
POSSibilities of global transJOrmalioll. Hc has 110 particu lar utopian vision. 
YCt, one need not have an idea of" utopia in ordcr to ta ke seriously the 
injUStices in the present. rurthermore, thc p.1.s t has provided enough 
ftamples of theoretical inadequacy to ma ke Foucault 's emphasis on pro­
visional theoretical reflcction reasonable. 
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In short, genealogy as resistance involves usiog history to give voiel: to 
the marginal and submerged vokes which lie "a liu le beneath h istory," 
Ihat is, the mad , thl' delinquent , the a l)l1nrmal, the discmpowered. II 
locates may discontinuous and region<ll st ruggles ag<linst power both in 
the past and prescnl. T hese voices <Ire the sources of r'Csis tance, the: 
crea tive subjects of history.:rl 

Foucault and Feminism: Toward a Politics of DiffCl"cncc 

What arc the impli(:<t lions of Foucault's critjque of trarli tional revolutionary 
theory, his usc of history and his analysis of power for feminism? I haw 
ca lled Foucault 's politics a poli tics ofdi ffcrenee because it du('S IlOt assu~ 
that all diflerenccs can be bridged . Nei ther docs it assumr that diffcrCfla! 
IIIUst be 'an obstacle 10 effective n:sistancc. Indeed, in a politil..~ of dirren-m:r., 
diffrrence Cdll be a resource insofar as it cllablcs us to mul tiply the SOI.IrlQ 

of resistance to particular fo rms of dominatioo and to discover ";,,,,,,,,;~. , 

in our understandings of cach other and the world . In a pCl litil~ 

dirrerence, as Audre LoNe suggests, redefining our dirrerences, . 
from them, becomes the central task. 

Of course, it may be that Lorde does envision the IXlSsib ili ty of 
underlying commona lity, some universal humanity, which will 
the foundat ion for an ultimate reconciliation of our differrnees. H.:,~,o~; 
usc of the concept of the "uotic" might be understood as a~,:~::: 
appcal to humanism.'l:l A<; we have !lecn, Foucault's method 
suspension ufhumaniSLic assumptions. Indeed, feminifo;L<; h;tve 
the dangers of \"ha t Adrienne Rich refers to as " the urge to lC'dP 
feminism to ' human liberdtion.' .. 24 What Foucault offers to femin ism 

not a humanist thcory, but rather a critical method which is ~~::~:;: 
historical and a set of recommendations abou t how to look a t our 
T he motivation for a politics of diffcrence is the desire to avoid 
ill nur categories as well as the elision of d illerence to which 
mat ism Q!. II lead. 

t n conclusion, I want to illustrate the vaiue and Ihn,; ,.,;oo," .''' If'~,o,"II'·~ 
politics of difference by bringing it to bear on a recent discussion 
d ifference wi thin feminism, namely, the sexuality debate. This ~~~:,:::: 
polariz(:d American feminists inlo two groups, rad ical and Ii 
fcm in i s ts .2~ The dillercnccs being discussed threaten to des troy 
munica tions OClwcen them. Hcnce, an understand ing of their d ;lm",n'" 
is crucial a l this conjuncture in American fem inism. 

Rad ica l fem inists condemn a llY sexual practices involvill!i;: the 
ideology of sexual objectification which, in their view, underlies both 
sexual violence and Ihe institutionalization of masculine and '«n;· ' ,i,~ 
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roles in the patriarchal family . TIley caU for an elimination ofall patrian:hal 
institulions in which sexual objec tification occurs, such as pornography , 
prostitution. compulsol)' helcra.cxuality, sadomasochism, cruising, adult/ 
child and butch/femme relations. "nll.y substitute an cmphasis on intimacy 
and affection for thc "malc" preoccupation with sexual pleasure. 

In contrd.'il, libertarian feminiSIS attack radicals for havi ng succumbed 
10 sexual repression . Sillce rad icals believe thai sex as wc know it is male, 
they are suspi('ious of any sexual relations whatsoever. Lihcrtarians Slress 
the dangers of' cl:llsoring any sCJII:ual practices between consent ing partners 
and recommend the transgression ofsocially accep table scx ual norms as a 
strategy of liberation. 

What is remarkable abou t thC!;r debatcs from the perspective of a 
politics of difference is tht: ('x lent to which the two camps sha re similar 
viewl5 of power and frc-alom. I n both camps, power is represented as 
ttntraiized in key inSlitutions whi.-h (iirla te the acceptable terms of sexual 
vcpression, namely, ma le-<Iom illaf('d hetero:scxual inSli tutions whose de­
metns arc crystall izcd in the phl'lltJlllenOIl of pornography on thc one 
hand, a nd a ll discou rses and ills titutions which distinguish legitimate 
£rom illegitimatc sexual prActice (including radical feminis m) thereby 
U'e3ting a hier'dfch}, of sexual t:xprt:s.'i ion, 0 11 the other. Moreover, both 
It:n'llIO regmd sexuality as a key <lrt.'1llt in the strllggk: for human Iibcratioo. 
Thus, fOt' both, understanding th,: tru th about sex uality is cen trdl for 
liberation. 

In add ition, both operate \vi th rqJfl:ssive mlxlcls of power. Radical 
iminists arc in fact suspicious of all ~:x uai pnlCticcs insufar as they view 
Ioua ldesircas a male construct. They thi nk male sexuali ty has completely 
Rprcsscd female sexuali ty and tha t we must ciiminale the soun:c of this 
"",,,,;;·,on. namely, a ll heterosexual male inslitu tiuns, before we can begin 

cunstruct our own . Libertarians explici tly upemlc with a repressive 
of power borro""cd from thc Fre-udo-Marxist cli smul'sDi orWilhelOl 
and Herbert Marcuse. They recognizc that wonll'n 's sexual ex­

":::~~~"h~:~~' ,,bccn particula rly rcpressed in our ~odcty and advocate 
11 to experiment with Iheir sexuality. 'Iney n:sist dnl\ving any 

between safe and dangerou~, politically corn.-ct and pulitically in­
SCl( . Radical fem inists accusr libcrlarians ofbcing ma le idcntifil:d 

"',".~ they have not probkmatizc:d 5('x ual desi re; li bertarians al:Cusc 
"""",,, of being tradit ional fem;"Ie ~ex-prudes . 

There arc othe-r similarities between the Iwo camps. III tl u~ fi rst place, 
Ann Ferguson has poi lllcd oU I, both involve univt'l'saliSI thenries of 

tilal is, they both rciry "male" and " female" sexuality and Ihus 
10 apprecia te that sexuality is a historically and cult urally specific 

:::~~~",2b This is problematic insofar a..'l it assumes Iha t there: is some 
connection bet"'ecn gf'nder a nd sexual prdctice. An historica l 
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understa nding of sexuality would attempt to disarticulate gender and 
sex uality and lIlc rcby reveal the di"Trsity of 5(')(ua1 experiences across 
gender as well as o ther divisions. For example. Rennie Simpson suggcsl~, 
AfrO-American women's sexuality has been constructed dincrcnlly from 
" 'hitc womcn's.'l7 They h,I\IC a strong tradition of self-reliance and s('x uai 
selF·determination. T hus, fOT Anwrican black women, the significa nce of 
the sexua lity debatcs may be different. 11I(k-a J, the rda tionllhip bctwct!n 
'violence and sexua li ty takes 0fI another dimension wllen vir-wed in the 
light a rpast uses of lynching 10 conlTOI blaCK male S('xualit y. And consider 
the significance of black women's emphasis on is,<;ut's such a. .. fon:cd 
s terilization or d umping Dcpo ' )Tovera on thi rd world l;ountril:s ov~r that 
or white AmeriCln reminists on abortion on demanc:l.:.'lI Yet nidic-dl reminists 
s till lend to rOCUli on dominant culture and the victim izatiun of women. 
Ann Snitow a nd Carol Vance dearly identiry Ihc probll'm wi th this 
approach when they remark: 

To igl1(Jrt th (' putentilll for varilltions (in women's sexual expression) is 
inadvertently 10 place womell outside tile cul ture excepl as passive recipients 
ofoffirial systems ofsymbols. It COlll inues to deny what main~t .. eam culture 
has ll lways tried to make invisible - the complex struggles ofclisenf ....... nchiseel 
groups to grllppll~ with oppression using symbolic as ",di llS economic and 
polit ical rc:s istam:c.:!'Y 

Rather tha n gencrali7.c on the basis of the s tereotypes p rovilk d by "domi­
nant culturc," feminists m ust explore the meaning of lhe diversity d 
sexua l p .... .tc tiees to those who prActice them, to resurrect the "subjug""Atcd 
knowledge" of sexuali ty elided within domina nt cult ure. 

Secondly, both rad icals and libertarians tend to isola te .sexualit y as the 
key CAuse of women's opprCssion. 111ercfore, they 101:a te power in a 
centT'AI source a nd identify a universal strAtegy ror sci".ing conll'Ol d 
sex uali ty (for instance, eliminate pomogrAphy, transgress sexual taboos 
by giving expression to sexual desire) . Both oflhese a na lyses are simplistic 
and reductionis!. While it is important , scxuality i ~ simply one or the 
many a rcas of everyday life in which power operates. 

In sum, the critique of the sexuality debates devclopt:d oul or a polito 
of difference amoun ts to (I) a call for more detai led research into the 
diverse rAnge or women 's sexual experiences, and (2) avoiding analystS 
which invoke universal explanatory categories or a binary model of op­
pression and thereby overlook lhl~ many differences in women's experience 
or sexualit y. A lthough a politics of difference docs not oller feminis t:! • 
momlity d erived from a universal theory of oppression, it need nnt la~ 
in to a form of pluralism in w hich anything goes. On the bas is of spcafil: 
theoretical analyses of particular s truggles, o ne can make gcncT'.1 lizations. 
identify patterns in rela tions of power a nd thereby identiry the relalive 
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dfcctiveness or incllectiveness, safety or danger of particular practices. 
For example, a .series of link.~ have been Cli la blishcd between the radical 
fem ill ist s trategy of antipornography legislation and the New Right 's 
e(forts to ccnsor any sexua l practicCll which posr- a threat to the famil y. 
This is not to suggest that the antipornogrdphy movement is essentially 
reactionary, but rather tha t at this lime it may be d angerous. Similarly, 
one ough t not to assume tha t th ere is any necessary C()flnection between 
transgrcs.o;ion of.sexualtaboosand human libcm tion. Denying that censor­
ship is the answer is not tantamOUnt to endorsi ng any particu lar form of 
mmsgrcssiofl as li berAtOlY. 

In a feminis t politics of differcllce, theory and mordljud gements would 
be geared to specific con texts. This need rlfl t preclude systemat ic analysis 
of the present , bU I would require tha t our categories be prm:isiOllaJ. As 
Snitow and Vance point Oul : " \ Vt: need 10 li ve with the uncertainties tha t 
arise along with tile changC'" we (la in:. " :!!' \Vhat is certain is tllat o ur 
differencl'S are am biguo us; they may Ix: uSl"!.1 ei ther to divide us or to 
enrich our politi cs. If we arc not the om:s to give voice 10 them, then 
hiMOf)' suggests that they will conliTluc 10 be either misnamed and distorted , 
or simply reduced 10 silence. 
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Hannah Arendt and Feminist Politics 

Mary C. Diet? 

Hannah Arendt, perhaps the most influential fcma l( ' poli1ical philosopJwr 
of til(" tWCl1ticth celilury, continuously championed Ihe bios pQlilikos - lhe 
realm of citiunship - as the domain of huma n Irccdom. In heT major 
.... ,ork, 1M Hurt/Lin Condition, Arendt appropriated the Aristotelian distinction 
~: IWCCl l "mere life" and "the good life" in order 10 charact(,rize dw crisis 
of the contemporary age in the \ Vest. What we arc witnessing, sll(' argued, 
is Ihccclipscoflllc public realm ofparticiputory politics and Ihe cmcrg('lltt 
of an atomized society bent on sheer sUTvival. An'ndl 's polidcal vision ",'ill! 
dL"Cisivdy Hellenic: the dassK:al Creek polu o f male citizens was her modd 
ohl1(' public; Pericles, the Athenian s ta tesman , was her exemplary citi7.C1I­
Iwro; and lIle quest for frcL'tlom as glory was her political ideal. 

A poli tical theory so indebted to a cu llUr!" of mascu linity and heTO 
wOnihip was bound to meet with resistance in the femi nist wri tings ofthr 
1970s and 1980s, as feminists began to pursue a woman-centered tlu:ory r:I 
knowledge, and rll'bu llk the patriarchal assumptions of " male-stream" 
\ Vestern political thought. Thus Arendt was lIot spared the critic<tl, anti­
ca no nical !fo\7.c: of lcm inist theory. For Adriellne Rich and Mary O'Brien. 
Tilt Human COlldilion was simply a nother attcmpt 10 discredit "women'. 
work," to dl:ny the value of reproductiv(' labor, and to reassert the su pen­
ority ofmascu linilY, Pulling fe~w punches. Rich a rgued tha t Arl:ndt 'S work 
"rmbodies the tragedy of a female mind 110 uri shC'll 011 male idrologi,;l;"; 
a nd O' Brien called Arendt "a woman who accepts the no rmalit y and 1'vn1 

the IlI'CI:SSity of male supremacy." l For both Rich and O'Brien, Armdt'. 
sins wen; /lo t simply those of omission, By elevating politics and " the 
common world of men," they contended, she reinforced thr legitimacy cI 
" paterfam ilias on his way to the freedom of the political realm ," and 
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denied the truly libenllory potential of the female realm of reproduction 
and mothering. 'l 

Other schola rs, however, d rew some d istinctively femi nist d imensions 
from Arendt 's political though t. In Morwy, Six. alld Power, Nancy Hartsock 
ootet! ,hl" significancc of Arendt's conce-pt of power as collcctive action. 
and her apprceiation of "natali ty" or beginning a new, as promising de­
ments for a fl:lIlinisl thL'OI"Y "groundro at the- epistemological level of 
reproduction.":! Hanna Pitkin Mervoo tha t 7k HWl1an Omdition is located 
within "a framl:work of solicitude for the body or our Earth, the t.,·iolher of 
al l livi ng crc-.l.wrcs"; so A rc 'lIdt could hardly be described as hostile in 
principii' to WOllll'll 'S COIlCI' rI\S" More rc:CClltl y, T erry \ Vina nt found ill 
Arendt 's work, " lIu' missing e-krnl 'lII in recent attempts to address the 
problem o f groullding the rt"mi n ist slandpoint."~ 

These differ ing f('min ist illtt 'fplTtaliolls or Arendt 's political theory 
serve as the orga"iza liona l fra ml'work of this essay, "Vith the critical 
attacks of Rich a nd O'Bril'lI in O1il1d, I argm' lila l Tilt /lummi COlldilioll 
docs, in fact, exhibit a g':lIdcr blilldllt 'Ss tha t rmders it a far Il'lis powerful 
account of politics a nd huma ll liTI:doltl t.han it otherwise might have been 
had Arendt been allelllive to wOltlt'n 's plaCl: in the human cond ition, 
Unlike Rich a nd O ' Srie ll , howt;Vc;T, 1 am 1101 ready to dism iss Tht /luman 
CoruJition as hopelessly "malt:-stTl'am"; lIor tI() I think " the necessity of 
male supremacy" la llows lrom Ar('lL(.h's t.he'Ol"I,t iC"'d l pn-suppositions, Th is 
~ay also contends, then - ill lim' wi th Hartsock and others - that 
Arendt's work has much to offer femini st thought, I'liJ)(:cially in its attempts 
10 artieulaw a vision of poli tics and poli tical lifl ', Un like Harts<x:k, how­
('VCr, I argue that an "Arendtian feminism" must con tinue to maintain an 
analytical distinction !:w'tweell political lile on the one ha nd, and re· 
production 011 lhe other. and a lso rccoglli7.t' tlu- probk matical nature of a 
lCmill ist poli tics grounded in n~producti\'e p roccs.'iI 'S. Before proceeding 10 

lhrsc arguments, it is necessary to ou tline in brief Arend t's ullderslanding 
of the mla aeliva - Iabor, .... ,ork, and actiOIl - ..... hich is the core of hn lile'Ory 
in Tilt Human ConditiO'1 and the su bject of so mudl feminist debate, 

Labor, Work, and Action 

Arendt begins Tht HWII(JII Condilion bydistillguishillgamong three "gcl lcral 
."rr,an capacities which grow OU I of Ihe humal1 (:ollditiOlI and arc pcr­
""'H··n, I. lha t is, which cannot be inrtrkvabl y lost so long as tht humllll 

::~;'::;': itsclfis 110 t chang('d. "(; The thrc:e ca Jla ci til: ~ alld their "corrcs­
conditions" arc labor a nd life, work and worldlillCJ;s, alld aetiOlI 

pluralit y; toget her they oonstitUle the !lita aclilNJJ Arendt envisions 
work, and action nOi as empirical or sociological generalizations 
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about whal pt'Opk actually do, bUI ra ther as exis tential C3 lq{orics ilUc.:ndt-d 
to d istinguish the uila acf i t'tl a lKi revl'al what it nwallS to be human and " in 
lh(' pn:SI' l1 cC of oliln human beings" in ,1](' world. II Th(.'Sc "CXis lc li lials," 
howcvrT, do more Iha n disd ost: that human hI:: ings cultivate. rabricate, 
and organiu tht' world . In all (."X pn"Ssiy nunmllivc way, An'ndl wants 10 
judge the human condition, and 10 gel us, ill tum, "to think whal we arc 
doin~" Whl' lI we a rticulate and liv('oUl the condil iolUl of o ur ndslnlcl: in 
pa rticular ways.!) Underlying Tht Humall Conmlif)n is thc no tion I.hal human 
history has been a story of oolllinuousty shift ing " reversals" wilh in Ihe /:i ta 

aclh 'l.f itself. In diffcrclH historical moments from the classical to the 
conu:mporary age, labor, work, and action have 1)1.:<:11 accorded highrr or 
lower status wi thin thc hicrarchy. Arendt argues that some momCllls of 
human ex pt::ri( 'ncl: - namely those in which "action" has bI '~ ' n understood 
as the InoSI meani ngfu l human activity - are morc glorious a nd fn:l: th"n 
those ill which dthrr " the labor of our !xxly or the .. vork of ou r hands" is 
elevated within the vila activa. 10 H ence her re\'erenCe for t.I11' age o fSoerah:s 
a nd (1)(; public realm of til(' Greck pclis , and her dismay over the ("IJsuing 
events within \V(:stern cu lture and political thoug h I (including liberalism 
a nd Mandsm), as citi7.en-polil ics is increasingly lost and til(; world of 
action is di splae(:d by t.he primacy onabar and wo rk. TIl(' critiqul: of the 
modem world tha t T~ Human CQndi/ion advances rt:sts o n lhl: clai m lhat 
we arc now witncssing an unprecedented era in which thr process-drivcn 
activi ty ofl abar dominatcs our understanding of human aehi.:vl:ment. I\s 
a result, we live in and celebrate a world of automa tically fUllctioning 
jobhold.·rs, havi ng lost a ll sense of wha t constitutes true freedom and 
collecti ve public life. 

W hen Arend t calls " Iife n tht' condition of labor, "worldlincss" lht' 
cond ition of work, a nd " plurality" the condition of action, silt: means to 
associa te a corresponding sct of characteristics with cad), Labor (tmimaJ 
laborans) corresponds to tht· biological process of the human body and 
hence to the process of growth and dl..'CaY in naturr itself. Neel'Ssity ddinc:s 
labor, insofar as labori ng is concelilrated exclusively on life a nd tlw 
demands of its main\('llance. Labor ta kes place primarily in the priva u' 
realm , till: rcalm of the household , famil y, and intima te relations, Thl" 
objects of labor - the mO:i t natural and ephemeral oftallgib1c things - arc 
the most cOllSuml..'CI and, therefore, the least worldly, They arc the prod uns 
of the cyclical, biological, lirl: process itself, "whac no beginning and nO 
end exist a nd where all na tural things swi ng in eha l1gcJcs~ , dl:a thkss, 
rf'Vcti tion." II Aninwllaoorans is also distinguished by a particular mentality or 
modc of' thinking-in-thc-world. It cannot conceive of the possibil ity of 
breaking rrc-c or bt-gin ning allCw; "sheer in.:vitability" and privati :r.alinn 
dominate il. Hene(', Arend t refcrs to the "essential worldly futi lity" of the 
life proC(:ss and the activi t}' of animallahorans. 12 
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In contrasl to labor, work (IwmoJobu) is the aelivily Ihat corresponds to 

the "unnatu ralnl..'Ss" of human C)( is tl..11ee. If " life" and thc private realm 
locale the activity of (Jt1imallohora ru, then " the wo rld" locales horrw Jahtr. 

Work is, literally, the working up ofthc world , the production of thi ngs-in­
the~world . if animal lalxJraru is caught up in nature and in the cyclical 
movement of the body's life procr.;Sl'S, then lw",oJohtr is, as Arendt puts it, 
" free to produce a nd frcc 10 destroy."l) '111(' fab rica tion process, with its 
definite begin ni ng and prooicta bl,·el1d, governs Iwmo fohtr activity. Repeti­
lion, the hallmark ofl abor , may or may not cha racterize work; a t least it is 
nCK inhercnt in the activity itself. T he objl'Cts of this activity, unlike those 
of labor, arc relati\'ely durable, permanent cnd products. They are not 
ronsumed, bu t ratlwr uSI:d or enjoyed. Tht' " fa brications" of homo Jah". 
havi' the function of "stabili7.ing" human lif.: a nd tht'y bear testimony to 
human productivity . 14 

h lsorar as they arc all homo Jahtt, hum"l1 bri ngs think in terms of 
gaining mastery over nature, and approach the "urld itselfas a controllable 
obj ect, the " mcasurr or ma n." Thi~ tendency 10 objeetiry things and 
persons in the world is a li:m:boding or, in Arend t's words, "a growing 
mraninglessness, where n 'e .. y (;nd is transformed illtO a means," a nd even 
those things not constructed by hu man ha nds lose their value and arc 
tn:atcd 3.\ instruments at thl: behest of tht: " lord and master or all things."l!> 
The corresponding mentality ofhollloJabtr, then , is a m tional-instrumental 
attit ude concen1ed wi th Ihe ust'fulnrss or things and with the "'sheer 
worldl ), existcnC4'" mad.: possible through human anific(:, Gnderstood as 
an existential " type," homa John is that aspt."Ct of huma n being ncss that 
places its confidence in the belief that .. c .... fry issue can be solved a nd every 
human motiva tion rooucrt.! to the p .. inci)Jic of utili ty ... I ti 

What Arendt calls "action" s tand~ in sharp contrast with, but is not 
unrelated to the activi ties of labor and work. In order to act, human 
beings must fiesl ha\'(' satisfi ed tilt: dcma llds of li f(" , hav(" a private rr.dlm 
U solitude, a.nd also ha\,(' a stabk ..... 'Orld wi th in which tb(:y can achieve 
".Iohdity" a nd " retrievl' llU"ir sanll' lI(·ss ... their identity.nll At the same 
'-nc, human brings IlOSSI..~s ex traordinary ca pabilities that llI'itber la bor 
nor work encompass. Th .. y can d isdosl: tlwmsclvcs in speech and deed, 
and undertake new bI.:gin uings, Ilwf('by dt:nyi llg 1111" bonds of nature and 
~ng beyond the means- end confil1,:s of IlOmlJJahtr, III \ Vithout al.' tion to 
bring new begi nnings (na ta lily) into the play oftlw world Arendt writes . ' , 
• • IS nothing new under the sun ; withou t s jl(;('ch, there is no memorial-
IlalJon, no remembrance,19 Unlike dther labor or work, itctiOll bean; no 

I singular Lati n synonym, perhaps bccaus(; An:nd t means 
it to capture an aspl'Ct or human life tha t is essel1tia lly colll"cti\'e, rath(:r 

solitary or dist ing uished by thc "scparatenc'ss" of persons. T his 
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collective condi tion, where sl'cl-'Ch and action materialize, ArClld l calls 
"t h(' human condition of plurality."',!\) 

Plurality is perhaps the key concept in An -no t's undcni tanding of action. 
Slu' uses it to explore the situa tion humans achi(:vc whell they "gather 
together a nd act in concert," thus I'indilLg thl-"1l1srlvc'S cnrnc5lwd within a 
"web of rdationships.":ll In gcncrnltcnns, plurality is till: sim ulta nrous 
rca li7.alioll of shared equality and disunclivr, illdivKlual diITcn:IICl-';. Arendt 
calls il " tI)(' basic condition of both action and spc:cch.,,:l"l Without (,quality, 
individuals would not b(' a ble to comprehend each otht'r or comm unicate, 
and without dis tinctivencss, they would have no 0(.'1.'<.1 or n ·a .... on 10 com­
m Ullic3u:, 110 impetus to inteljl:Cl thcmSelvl"S as unique sd Vl's into the 
sha rj:d world . Pl ural ity, then, is the common condition ill which human 
beings reveal their "u niq ue distinctiveness." Arendt presellts this in tcnns 
of a pa rado)(: " Pl urality is the condition of human action brcaUS( ' we arc 
all the same, tha t is, huma n, in such a way tha t nobody is j:Vj:( the same as 
an yone d se who ever Jived , lives, or willli\'l' ."'l~ Thus, plurality promot€$ 
til(: 1I0tion of a poli tics of shared differences . 

Because Amldt introduces plurality as a political alld nm a metaphysical 
concept , she a lso locates this common colldition in a discl.'l'Iliblc space 
which she calls " the public" or " Ihe space of appearances. ,m The public 
exists in star k contrast to thl: privatI:: rea lm; il is where the rc,.'vl'iatiOlI of 
individuality amidsl collectivity ta kes place. The barest e)(;S(I'11C(, of a 
public realm "bestowed upon politics a d ignity," Arendt writcs, " tha t 
e"en today has no t ahogether disap~:ared. " '1."; 

Arcndt 's conccpl of plurality as the basic colKii tion of acliol1 a nd speech 
allows her to rcconceptua lize politics and power in signi fica nt ways. Put 
simply, politics a t its most dignified is the realization ofh um:m plurality­
the activity tha t simply is the sharing of the world and e)(emplary of tl.~ 
hu ma n capaci ty for "beginning anew" through mutual speech and dCl'd .:l6 
l~owcr , which An'nd t understands a~ "acting t~ellwr," ~aintains II:; 
spaceof appea ranccs; as long as it persists, the pubhc realm IS preserved. 
Politics is til(' activi ty tha t renders us somethinR more thanjusllht! animal 
/Dhorans, s ubject 10 the cyclicality of human biological proet:sscs, or tht' 
hamofaher, artifi cer oft hc world. ,Vhen Arendt characterizes action as the 
only activity entirely dependellt 011 "' being tDp;t!lher" alld " the l:xisll:m;4' of 
other pt."Opk," she illlends to po~it the existentia l d im;relle4' ~!twCl'n 
politic~ on till" olle hand, and labor and work on thl' other . Sht·. a l~o .,:an15 
10 USI' aetioll as a wa y of geuing us to consider yet one otilt' r d IsposItIOnal 
capacity we possess -something sIlt: variously calls common sellsc,judging 
insight, or "representa tive thinking.,,:tu Repreunta tive thinking call .be 
distinguished from both the process logic of fJ1lima/ lahorans and the 11)­
strumenta lism of homo faber insofar as it is guided by a rCSlJ(!ct for persons 
as d istinctiv .. agents, as "spea kers of words and dac:rs o f del-cls." I n order 
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to flo urish, the public realm n:quin!s this "~Iy nfth inki ng; it procttds from 
tht! notion that we can put ourselvcs in thl: place of others, in a manner 
that is open, communica ti\'e, and awarcofindividual differences, opinions, 
and concerns . 

' Vithout q uestion, An 'ndt undlTstands politics as ex istemially superior 
to both la bor and work. Thus she has of len w n interpreted as deva luing 
the la tt4:r , or worse, as having contempt for the lives of the poor and 
working classes - in her own words, " the vast majority of humankind . "~ 
HeI"C it is worth repea ting that Arendt presents labar, work, and action rIOt 
as constructs of class or social relations, but rather as properties of the 
human condition which arc within the range of e\'ery huma n being. 
Likewise, our "world alienation" is 1I0t a ma n er of rising maSSl'S or 
threatened aris tocracies, but has to do with the fact that, as humans, we arc 
rapidly losing our collective ca paci ty for t!Jo:ercisinR power through shart.'tl. 
word and deed, and sUl·t:mnbing ever more steadil ), to an cxistt.'I1Ce goveTtwd 
by the in~trumenta l calculations of Jlf)mo faher and the process mellIality of 
animo.l lahcr(l rIJ. Fn:l:dom is fast disappea ring in the face of the sheer 
survivali~m and a utoma tic functioning tha t is the condition of the modern 
world. 

Women and the Human Condition 

The feminist cri tic who approaches Tht Humoll Comliti07r for the fi rs t lime is 
likely to conelude that Arendt's mogt/um opus, with its generic male terTns of 
mcrence, its homage to the canon d Wcstern poli tical thought, and its 
silellCes about ",'Omen, reads like another contribution to a long line of 
political works in the trad ition. Inconceivable as it may sound to con­
tempora ry feminists, Arend t mClllions women on ly twice (aside lrom a 
itw footnotcs) in her lengthy d iscussion of til(' classical conccption of la bor 
and work, public and private. She obsentl!!>, withOtH commem , that in the 
sphere of the Greek household , men and women pt::rformed different tasks, 
and she acknowlcdgt"S, b riefl y, that women and slaves " belonged 10 the 
same category and were hidden away" because tlwir livcs were devoted to 
bodily funclions.30 Ht:r scholarly dcvelopment of a concept ual history of 
labor and work is remarkably silent on the seJo:ual division oflabor in the 
family and on tilt: way in which gender inlOrmcd traditional unders tandings 
of labor and work in both classical and modern thoug ht. Also missing 
from Till Humoll Condifion is allY sus tained discussioll of ","'Omen's systt.:matic 
exclusion from the public n 'alm th roughout occidental history. Not on ly 
don Arl'ndt seem to be trading in ahstrdct. ahis torirnl categories; she a lso 
""""'to have little awa renc:!lS of the gender assumptions that underl ie and 
:""mplic.t< them. 
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Nevertheless, the femini st critic is well advisrd ( 0 gin ,: T~ Humon 
Condition a sc:colld look. For, not unlike many other sup~('(.\ly "male­
!;lrcam" texis ill political thought, An!lldt's work is an I:u richillg, 110t 
simply a frustra ting, si te for femin ist crilicism. Partly this is bt.'Causc of iLS 
scope and complexity; as the various feminist accounts mcmiont.°d ea rlier 
n:veal, Tht Human Condilion admits of no definitive interpretive conclusions. 
l\1oR'Ovcr, Arcndt herself offers some promising dirc:c tiolls for feminis t 
speculation collc(:rllillg labor, work, a nd action . In this sensc, although a 
ICminist analysis never emerges in The Hwnan Condilion, thl' materials for 
one arc a lways thn:atcning to break out. , Vhat these materials arc, and 
how they might enrich a femi nist political thcory dcspiw Arendt 's neglect 
of women and gender, is whal I explore below. What I want to argue is 
that, from 0 11 1' possible fem inist perspective, The Human Condilion is both 
Aawed and illuminating. 

Although Arcndt has beell accused of romanticizing t1w public realm 
and ignoring the brutality and patriarehalism tha t a ttends po litics, she is, 
ill fact , 110t wholly inaltentivc to the historicall y grounded rdatiomhips 
lhat havr structured thc activitics she~ pos its as fundamcnta lto the human 
condi tion.'1 From the: beginning, she argucs, some have sought ... 7lys to 
case me burden of lile by forci bl y assigning to others tht, toil of 1l1limIJi 
iaborans. Those who have OO:n regularly n..-d uCl;cl to the status of "world­
less specimens of IIle specics mankind ," have made it possible for others to 
transee:lld " the to il a nd trouble of life" by standing 0 11 the backs of thUie 
thc:y subordinate. 3~ III the modern age, this subordination is most vividly 
rrvealcd within the working class. The activity of homo fllbe, has lost its 
worldly character and is now performed by a mass of workers who arc 
bl'llt U p OIl sheer survival and reduced to link more than servants of 
meeha ni7.C:d processes. (Work or this kind brings homo faber ever c10srr to 
onimlJi 10OO,ans.) Arend t is also aware that the freedom of the "man of 
action " - the speaker of words and d()(.'T of deeds in the public realm - is 
made possible bccause of OI lu;rs who laoor, fabri cate, and prod uce. TIll" 
man of action, as ci tizen, thus " fCmains in dcpendencc upon his fel low 
men. ,,11 She dOCli not prcss thc sociological a nalysis of laoor, work, and 
action along the li ncs of master and slavc, elite and mass, pri vileged a nd 
oppn:sscd, nearly as far as sill; could. But she: is not completel y unconccnlcd 
wi th thc COC' rcivc and oppressive aspects of human ex perience that havc 
a llowed the privileged alone to cnjoy lhe benefits of action in the public 
n ·alrn . 

Likcwisl', Arendt cannot be; accused of completely overlookiug the 
mC\nifesta tions of patriarchal power wi thin thl' historical development of 
the public and private realm. Alt hough she literally renders the d iscussion 
as footllotes. she provides in small prim some illuminatillg insights intO 
va,ious dimcnsJons of our patriarcha l history. She tells us, fo..- instance, 
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that thl' WTmS dominus and ptJltrfami/ias were synOllymous throughout " the 
" 'hole of occidental antiq uity. ":U T he realm oft hc ancielll household was, 
literally, a mi niat ure PO/rill - a sphere of absolute, UI1 COllU:li tCt! rule exercised 
by the fat her o\'cr womell , children, and slaves. O nly in th t: public rcalm 
did the ptJlerfamilias shed his statu! as ruler, and bemllW onc among 
e;quals, simu ltaneously ruling and ruled. O nly he was able 10 " 10VI' between 
public and private as both citizen among citizens, ami rulc 'r over those 1I0t 
fi t for ad mission to the public n :alm. 

In her subtext discussion of the Grec:k d isti nct ion bct""I'('1I labor and 
work (pO/lOS a nd rrgon) , Arendt notes tha t Hesicx.1 considered labor an c'vil 
that came out of Pandora's box. Work, however, was the; gift of Eris, rhe 
goddess of!,'OOd slrife.35 Earlier she also td ls us that, for Aristotle, " rh{' life 
or woman " is called polltlikos - that is, womclI's livrs arc "laborious, d riven 
by necc!;sit y, and dl:\loted, by naturc, to bodil y functions .36 Following the 
poet a nd the philosopher, our patriarcha l history begins by count ing 
pailliu l labor (ponon olginotn/o) as " the first o f the evils plaguing man," and 
by assigning to women and slaves tile ill(vi tablc: and incliminablc task of 
carrying out thi ~ labor, according 10 Ihei r rc:s pl:ctivciy less rational alld 
irra tional naturcs.:n These a re the tasks tha t, for the Gref:ks, occupied and 
dl'finc:d til(: private rc:a lm and Wf~re forced into hiding within the interior 
(mtgorlm ) of the hou!!e:. Here; Arendt obsl:rvcs that the Gre:l·k mrgMon and 
the Latiu o/rium have a strong col1l1ota tion of darkl1C:SS and blackncss.311 
T hus the realm of womcn a nd sla\'es is, for thl' ancients, a realm of 
nl.:cessity, painful labor, and blackncss. lu it!! toi l aud trouble, the private: 
f('alm symbolizes the denial or freruom and equality, and thc deprivatioll 
ofbcing heard and Sl:CIl by others. In iUJ ma terial reality, it makes possible 
the Greek ma le's cscape from thc " first I'\'il " into the life of the public. 

As An;ndt implies, then , for the rtalm of frel;<iom alld politics to exist 
and take on meaning, it nCl-clc..'(.1 a n "other" - a realm of I1l'Ccssity a nd 
privacy agail1sl which it could define and assert iUJd(39 That this rcalm of 
the other a nd the human practiccs that distinguish it came to be con­
Ceptualized in tem)s of the female and nlade the domain of women's li vcs 
is something feminist mcorists have brough t to light in powerful detai l. In 
ne Human COfUlilion, Arendt presents I.'VCII more lvidenee for this argument, 
but it is I'vidence she docs not uti liz{' in her own theorizi ng of the human 
oondition. I ndel-d, dl:spite numerous insta ncts ill which she comes close to 
~ethi ng like a nasccnt "gendc .. insight" in her analysis of the public and 
pnvate re;alm, and the: activity of labor and work, Arend t nc:vcr fully 
dc..'\dops this ilisiglH or i llcol'pOratl~ it systematically into Iwr thl-ory of 
the human condition. 

Nowhere, perhaps, is Arendt 's fai/urt 10 devdop her evidence about 
g{'nder more stri king than in her discussiOlI of the cha..-acte:r and conditions 
a animolloba..-ans. It is the most illuminatiug example of how the: materials 
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for a fClninisl analysis aTC: pres!:n! in Tht Human Condi fion, but in the (~nd 
arc left unplu mbed by Arendt herself. Consider again some ofthl' charac~ 
teristlcs that distinguish the life of animnl iaborans, as Arendt prcscnL~ 
them: enslavement by nccl'Ssity and the burden ()fbiolugical lifc, a primary 
concern with reproduction, absorption with the production of life and its 
regeneration, and a focus 011 the body. nature, and natural life processes. 
Labor assures "not only individual survival, but the life of Ihe species," 
and, finally, there is the elemental happilwss that is tied to laboring, to the 
predi ctable repe tition of the cycle of life and from just "being a1ivc. "4O A ... 
Arendt wri tes: 

111(' blessing or joy oflabor is the human w")' 10 cxperimcf; the sheer bliss of 
being a live which we 5hare with alJ living creatures, and it is e\"en the only 
way Ilu:n , tOO, can remain and swing cOllientedly in nature's prescribed 
cycle . . . with the same happy and purposeless regularity wi th which day 
and night and life and de"tll follow e"ch other.4 1 

The referellce to "men" in this last passage sounds especiall y odd 
beca use the laboring Arendt has captured so vividly is more readily 
recognizable for the Icminist reader as that associated with women's 
traditional activities as chilclbearcrs, prcs(;rvc:rs, and caretakers within the 
household and family .42 Yet the activity of "worid-prOlection, world­
preserva tion , world-repair" that Arendt encompasses in her category 
"labor" is not acknowledged in The Human Condition as indicative of 
women's practices and activities.43 But su rely being "su bmerged in the 
over-ali lifi: procClis of the species," and identified with nature has bt:el1 
W()nltn's lot; being tied to biological procc:sses has been women's dl'StiIlY; 
facing the "l'Ssential worldly futility" of the lifeeycle, \vithin the darkness 
of the private realm , has been women's chalknge. The cyclical, endlessly 
repetitive proc<:sses of household labor - cleaning, washing, mending, 
cooking, iCooing, sWl"Cping, rocking, tending - have been time-honored 
iCmak minis trations, and also conceived of and justified as appropriate to 
women. Since the Greeks, the l)·dical, biological processes of reproduction 
and labor ha\'c been associated with the !Cmale, and replicated in a 
muhitude of historical instilUtions and practices. It is indc:ed curious that 
Arendtncver makes this central fc;ature of tile human condition an integral 
part of her political allalysis. Let us speculate nonetheless: what if TIw 
Human Condition had explored the category animal laborans as a social 
construction of "fc;malcness"? What ciSI' might we learn? A number of 

Ic:s.sons emerge. 
Hnit , an An:ndtian analysis enlightened by gender rcvc:aLs that the 

"pcrmalwilt capacities" of labor. work, and action aTe neither antiseptiC 
analytical catc:goric:s, nor "gc:neric" human activities bu t rather social 
practicl'S that have been arrdllged according to socially CC)llstilUted and 
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dcc:ply entrencJll"d sex dilTercncl'S. From Aristotle on, women have been 
systematically constructed as animallaborans, and deemed neither capable 
nor worthy of location with in the "space of appcararu:c:s" that is anion. 
MoreovlT, even whcn they are in the guise of IwmoJaber - in the workpla(:e 
of the "artificer" - women have carried out the routinized tasks of s toop 
labor on assembly lines, and as eleaners, cooks, and clericals. The mcchall­
isms ofimtitutionalized sexism have assigned to women unpaid, devalued, 
monotonous work, bOlh within lh{· private realm and within the world 
outside. Nominally homo Jab~T, tll(:y arc really animallaborans, transported 
frOm lili:: into worldlim:ss. I t s(:(:ms, then, that the fundamcntal existcntials 
Arendt designa tCli have actually been lived out as either male or female 
idrnJilitJ. A7/imallabararu, the "reproducer," has I)(;ell structured and ex­
perienced as if it Wl'n: natural to the female, and homo Jahtr the "fabrirntor," 
has been constructed as ifit were natural to the male. Once we sec this, we 
can no longer understand the vila activo as a neutral stage on which male 
and female players appear in mocks of laboring, working, or acting. Th{'Se 
activities have, from the start , been "cordoned off' according to sex, and 
women have been eonsistelllly relegated - both materially a nd symbolically­
to the lowest dimension of the vila acliva, to the life or world of labor. 

Second, and following from the above, an Arcndtian analysis informed 
by gender altows us to sec that the di~ppearaflcc of the public world, and 
thc loss offrcTdom, has beel! a rc:ality for only one small part ofhumanity. 
Just as "citizen " is an idcmity until recently granted to (some) men alone, 
so the "lost treasure" of political freedom, as Arendt calls it , has in fact 
txTn the historical possession of only (some) m en. The fcminist reader 
who shares Arendt 's rcgret oveT the disappearance of freedom in the 
modern world is a lso aware that thc t reasure was ncver women's to 10se.l-I 
The most emancipatory aspect o f human experience as Arc:ndt prl'Sents 
it - the collective determination of human community through shared 
speech and deliberation ill the public sphere - is not a central aspect of 
rernale experience. Thus the human condition must be alisessed not only 
lOr ..... hat it has lost, but for what it has done - for how it has systematically 
SUbordinated a portion of the human race, and refused them , on Arendt's 
Idling, the most meaningful expericncc of human freedom. 

Finally, an Arendtian analysis informed by gender, and the recognition 
d ..... omen 's exclusion from the public, amplifies our conception of thc 
rdationship between public and private, and of freedom itself Even if we 
Were to recover the public realm Arendt so vididly imagine;, no socil'ty 
COuld count itself frec so long as women were refused admittancc to the 
Ipace of appeamnces or confinl-d to gendercd institutions within the 
private realm. But the admission of women into the public raises other 
quCStions, 1I0t the least of which is "who wi ll tend to the private?" Or, ali a 
I'oduatc student I know puts it wryly, "Every ci tizen Ileeds a wife."45 
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Thus, if we a rc to have a truly emancipated humlHl. condition, we must 
inquire after both the arrangements that collstitu te lhf' public, and the 
conditions of the realm of necessity, wi thout which tht: publ ic world of 
citizens callUOI flouri sh. Susan Okin acknowkdgl'S I his whell she wriu:s: 

Only w hell men pank ipate eqUillly in what havc bt(:11 princip<lll )' women's 
rr.ahns of Illttti ng ttM- daily matcnal and psychologica l l1«tls of t hose d ose 
to them, a nd when women par licipau: «juall)' in what have IX:CII pri ncipall)' 
men's realms of lar~,'cr sca li." production, gow:nunem, a nd intellectual and 
creative life, will members of both ~xes de\'elop a morc complete Jllmll11l 
persall:. lil)' than liltS hi lhtrlO Ixtfl possible.+6 

NOlie(: t.hat this formula tion doc'S nol n.-quirc the abandonml:llt of a 
conception of public and private, or a refusal of the disrillction betwecn 
labor, work, and action. Bu t it docs require us, in bOlh tlwory and 
practie(" 10 disconnect gender from these conceptions and rcconccptuali7,c 
them accordingly, as genderlcss n~alms and gendcrlt:ss aetivi ti(:8. By 
"genderkss" I do 1101 mean "androccnlric," but ra ther !'da tiOILS and 
!'('alms uuf('ue!'ed by roles assigned acco!'ding to perc('ived "na tura l" 
d i(fcrcnel:s between the sexes . As Hanna Pitkin writes: " \Von1l:11 should bi-
as free ali I1WI1 to act publicly; men should be as f!'(.'C as women to nuft ur(: .. . 
1\ lil(: confined entirely to personal and hOUlidlOkI concerus secms . . . 
stu nled ami impoverished, and so docs a life so public or abstracted that it 
has lost a ll touch with the practical, everyday activities that sustain it. ,,017 

An'lIdt's fai lure to recognize, much less develop, the issues tha t surround 
the constitution of wornI'll as a1limal lahorans is readily a pparent. Her 
fa ilure to intt'grate: thl'S(' issues into TIlL H uman Omdilion is particularly 
serious giv('n her belief that we must " th ink what wc are doing," lest we 
lose for('ver our understanding of those "highlT a nd morc ml"aningful 
activi ties" for the sake of which our release from the bonds of nccessity 
deserves to be won."48 Had she rccognizl-d that " thinking what we art' 
doi ng" entails 110t j ust a reconsideration of ell(' vila aclit'a , but a lso an 
aCCOu nt of how gender is implicated in the vila acliva itl>clf, nit Humor. 
Condition would have bc;en a far more emancipatOl)' projcct . For a ll her 
atu:mivem:ss to the relationship betwecn pu blic amI private, however, 
Arendt's gender blindness prt.VCIl tl> her from seeing thl'SC realms as domain:! 
tha t have: historically enforced women's subordination. For a ll her con­
ce:rn fo r fn:cdom, she seems not to consider Ihe e:xclusion of WOlnrn from 
the public world at all informative of her a nalysis of the ali(,nation of tht' 
collttmporary agl:. In these resptx:ts, Ihe androcclllrism of Arendt 's polilical 
tht."Ory d imi nishes her account of the very human condition she wishl'S us 
to comprehend. 
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Feminisl Theory and Ihe Public Realm 

To the extent tha t tnt Human CO'lditio'R fai ls to acknowledge' the pruble'm of 
,",'Omen's subordina tion a nd (in bell hooks' terms) " the sexism pe:rpe~tuat(~ 

by ins titu tions and social struct ures," it doc's not contribute to what we 
migh t call the "world-diselosinfol" aspect ofa feminist theory.49 It d<x:s /lot 

help us undersland the ways in whieh the symbolic construction of gender 
has organized existing socia l p ractict.'S and le'giti mized rela tions of 
domina tion. 

Nevertheless, despite its inattention to issues related to sex and gender, 
1M Human CO' ldjlian has much to offer a feminist poli tical the:ory. Acwrd­
ingly, in th e final sl"Ction , I want to lurn the tabks and argue that 
Arendt's U1lderstanding of actio 11 and plurali ty as mt."all illgfu l t.'Xpcrienct.'S 
of human freedom is somethi ng li:minist Ihe:ory ~ hou ld heed. In Ihis 
respect, TIlt H uman Condition provides all orien ti ng rok for poli tical self­
ulldcrstallding, and it c'neourages liS to rt'consider th(' way we think about 
the relationship between human praeticcs and human ilk ntitics. 

Part of Arend t's critiquI' of com emporary sockty involves her argument 
that politics as public liIe, as a space of appearances where citizens engage: 
one allDlher, delibera te, a nd dc:bate, has IIC:arly disappeafl-d. As her 
rmphasis on plurality indicates, Arc:ndt means more by "panicipatioll in 
the space of appearances" than casting a ballot every four years or 
a-.gaging in interest group activiti('S. Indt.·{.'d, the fac l that we IlCt:d to 
clarify the d ifTerenu' betwccn vOling and the active, public self-revelation 
of equals and peen; as citizens is proof to Arendt that w(' havc ceased to 
think of ourseh'cs as, potentially, som(:thing mOf(' than j ust reproducen;, 
producen;, laborers, role-pla)'crs, or fragile psyches. As the vita aclil 'fl 

Readily becomes the pro\'inec of animollahorans, so too, it seems, do our 
IItlf-understandings. Our conceptualiza tions of who we arc a nd what we 
an: capable of doing a rc: drivCIl by th(' imperatives of " the last stage of 
laboring society"; IWllee we a rc less a nd 1(.'Ss capable of imagi ning oursclvl"S 
as mutually engaged citizens, o r of thinking in terms of a political "we" 
rat~~T than just a n isolated "me:.'" Our access to an understanding of 
poilUCS as a public happiness has diminishc:d; "mere" lif(' overrules otil(.'r 
unsklcrations. the body sUpt'1U:dcs the body politic, a nd the sht.·u survival 
of the individual as a "sdf" predom inates over sensitivity to human 
plurality. 

Athough it is not casy 10 say prc;cisdy what Arcnd tlllea ns by the notion 
~t we have come to think wha t we are doing as allimal faborans, sh(.' surdy 
.. gl'lting a t something morc than just a cliche about the "me generation." 
ttThaps her arguml'nt is best summed up in terms of her own w ncepts: 

modern age operates under the assumptio ll that life, and no t the 
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world, is IllI" hig lws l gOOlI; 1111> immtlrlnlity of life - the possibili lY of 
achieving glory Ih rough SplTCh and d el"tl as public-spiritrd cilizcns - is a 
fading ideal. \Vc an' IUrllcd in ward, and thrown back u pon ourselves and 
our endlessly a nalyzed psyches. \Vc arcobscss('d wilh society, wealth, and 
entertainment, bU I <I I a \ms to comprchrnd Ilw human condiliOIl as a 
Ixing-in-dll'-prcscncc-of-olhcrs in the polilical world . Remarking Oil the 
modern age, Arendt writes (in gcndcrcd language) : " nolle of lilt; higher 
capacilics orman wa.~ any 10I1g(:r necessary 10 ronncct individual life with 
the life of the species; individual life became paft of thl' life pronss, and 10 
labor. to assure the COlililluity of one's own life and Ih(' life of the family 
was all tha t was nl:«lcd." ~.o • 

Arendt intcnd~ for thi~ indictment to cover philGiophers of the modem 
agc as wcll as ordinary agents. She numbers Mane:, Kicrkcgaard, Nk17~ 
and Bergson among those for whom political freedom and the worldliness 
of action havc los t their mcaning, or at I l'a~t M il radically transfigured. 
Hence the ultimate point of reference in thdr writin~ is nO( poli tics. 
action or plurality, but rathcr " life and life's fiTtility . "~1 At least ill the 
case of Kierkcgaard alld Nict7.5che, the altnna tcly agitated or a('S thctic 
" I" rcplaces thl' politica lly engaged " wc." 

In thc late twentieth ce;ntury , a similar rducta llcr to theorize in political 
lemlS, by grounding thc identity of human age:ms in the oondi tion of 
plurality and in the capacity for ~pcech and deed, secms to charactcriu: 
ccnain forms 'Of feminist thoory. Nowherc perhaps is the temptation 10 
thcorizc in the term~ of animal laborans - with heightened attention t'O 
nature, reproduction. birth , tlw lxxly, and the rhythmic proces~cs of lifc 
itself - morc prcvalcm than among those fcmi nists who arc; oonccrnct! 10 
a rgue that a privileged c! pi~temological persvecti vc; emerges from specifi­
cally fe;male: practicl:s and a gelleral i7.ablc women's condition . Consider, 
as examples, tI,·lary O ' Brien's cmphas i~ on birth a nd reproduction as It 

starting point for a femi nist thcory of material relations, NanC) HartsOck'" 
attention to the body's "dc~ires, nel.'tIs, and mortal ity" as a primary 
d emcn t in fcmin ist epistemology, Adricnnc Rich's (.'Ollccntration on 
" housework, childcare, and the repair of dai ly life" as the distinniw­
fca turc of women's community, Sara Ruddick's claim that daily nur­
turancc a nd materna l work give women specia l insights into peacc, and 
J uli a Kris tcva'~ case for the subvcrsive potential of gcstation. childbirth. 
and motherhood.52 AlthouKh these theories arc; variously materiali!!.\' 
maternalist, a nd pos t~tructuralist. they have in common all cmancipatory 
visiollthal d(oft'llds Ill(' moral (or ~u bversive) possibili ties ofwomen 's role 
a~ reproducer, nurturer, and prcselVcr of vulnerable human life;. 0' Brie"ll" 
for o ne, cnvisions a femi nist thcory "which (."t:lcbraH!S oncc more the unity 
of cyclical timc wilh his torical time; in the.' oon~cious ~md rat ional repro­
duction of the species. It wi ll be a theory of the cdebration of life in life 
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rather than dcath in Iifc.,,!;3 Within thi~ presu mably (;rlcbratory vi~ioll an 
ArCndtian might notice a tribu te to animal/abw-ans. 

T he temptatioll to thcorizc from tht standpoint of women 's bodies, and 
wi th an cmphasis on reproduclion, childbirth and mothcring, bears a 
o )Cllpcll ing logic. Wom(;11 have been construed in terms oflxxlily processes 
and the so-ca lh'd impcrative ofnatufc, and fe'miniM theory, in its "world­
disclosing" or critical aspects, confronts tlwse; putativel y natural attri­
butl'S and dcmystiflcs th.,n. Feminist thcory has rL"Vt:aJcd that, ill O ' Brien's 
, .... ords, " the priva te r('a itn is where the II CW action is," insofar as the 
unmasking ofstruelurcs offcmale subordination is colleeTe:nd .:.4 However, 
in the: process ofunma~king the manifold fact'S of powcr, many fcminist 
thcoris t~ ha\'c, in cffc:ct, elevated thc activities of animal /llbomns as the 
ccntral features of women'~ idclllity and feminist polities. Guided by a 
reading of The Human COlidiJirm and Arendt 's eatcgories ofthc tila aclilJa, we 
might consider why this fe minist maneuver poses proble:ms for a feminist 
Ihm ry of politics. 

Unavoidably, when kminist thcorillt.s locate: t:mancipatory or inter­
ventioniSl possibi lities in "fCma lc rcproduCti ve consciousncss " or within 
traditional female activities, thcy grant some ..... "'rralll to thl" very patriarchal 
arrangemellls that have: historically structured the IJilo adilJa. Of course, 
kminislS appropria te: thcse arrangements for purposes of cma nopatory 
ronsciou~ness. but the subord ination of women to Qtumolloboram remains 
intact nonctheles~. Accord ingly, th('St" feminist arguments - despi te their 
tl'alUivaluation of ...... Ol11e:l1 ·s work a nd bodily proc~cs - legitimizc a min­
imalist conception of .... ·omcn wi tho ut considering a mort: expansive sct of 
In>Sibilities about what it mcans to be "in the presence' of othcr human 
beings in the: world ." The ede:bration of ollimallabOTOIIS plays to a reduced, 
uniform oonccptioll of womcn's range of capabilities and their human 
identity with in thc vila activo. A!; Arendt's discussioll of labor, work, and 
action invites us to se~, howcvcr, bcing human illvolve:s more tha n just 
what Krislcva (a ppre'ciativcly) calls "cycles, gestation, la nd) thc eternal 
recurrencc of a biological rhylllm which conforms to tha t of nature."~ If 
bnalc subj (.'Ctivity has 1)C('u traditionally Ii liked to this laUe:r form of 
kmporality, thcn the gllal of a feminist poli tical thc'Ory should be to 
discngage fcmall" subjl"clivit y from the straitjack('[ rat hl"f I.ha n to rcinforce 
., restrictivc a vie'w of existential possibility a nd human pok11liality. 

MoroovLT, for a IL Are'ndtian, this d isengagcmelLt fmm a tblury of sub­
I !~'·:;~~ rooted ill tmimal labarans must be undertakell with a spl'cifically 
II t goal in mind . Whatever d se we might wish to make' of women as 
iqlroducers, mmhnll, or " cd ebrators oflife ill life, " wc should not confuse 

idclllification - 01' thcori("S of subjectivity - with political c:ma n­
~,,,,",," . A' femi nist thcory of political emancipation needs more than a 

o n rcproduction, birth, a nd ehildcarc to sustain it. For, as much as 
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we nero to be rcmindl-d of the centrality of these (.');p(;ri(:ncc8 ill the hunum 
condition, they do lIo t and cannot serve as the focal point of a li~:ml0ry 
political thcory. This is nOl only bttause, historical ly, reproduction, bi nh, 
and ch ildcarc have been practices as conducive 10 polit,ical oppression as 
to liblTdlioli. In addi tion, and pn haps mOrl' impor-tamly, the language of 
birth and noproduclion - constrai ned by its emphasis on a singular rellla lt' 
physiology (or ori c- lIla tion) and ,he unifonnil ), of women - simply docs 
1101 provide feminism with the linguistic or cona:plua l oom exl nrccs."<\ ry 
for a theory of poli tics and politica l action. A theory of cmancipalOry 
politics must pay a " clll ion to divrrsil)" solidarity, action-coordination, 
confli ct, plurality, and the political equality (not thr samrnt~~ ) of",,'omt.'1 
as cilh,ens, None of lhesc u)lI(;cplUal catl'gmies a rc forthcoming in tlwories 
groundctl 0 11 sing ulari ty, physiology , Ilt 'c('ssity, uniform ity, subjec tivity, 
a nd the ideUl ity of women as reproducers, 

Here, I think i~ where Tht Human Condition lIa<; ti1(' mo~t to oflh a 
feminist political theory, B)' articulali ng a conct'Ption of polit ics and 
politica l equality as collectivc act iOll aud thl: HlUlual l:ngagl:ment of peers 
in a public realm Arend t has us focus 0 11 what it ml'ans 10 be "srx:akns of 
words and doers of deeds" whose pan icular and dis tinclivc' idl'luitiC!l 
deserve revcl at iOll in Iht' public space of citizen poli tics. As a rt'sull , w~ 
shift our focus 0 11 human practices away from sheer biological, w lily 
processes on the OIlC ha nd, and economic produu ivily OIL III(' othc'r, and 
toward the consti tution of public, poli tical li fe. In this se l1~: , Armdt fon:cs 
thc:ory to become expressly political, bccaust· she dirc.'C ls us toward thC" 
pub/it aspect of h um all life a nd toward the humall a ctivit ), that dC' II 'I'mints 
a ll other human relations and arrallgCTIlellls in demOllstrabl e ways. f>,·torc­
over, she a rgues tha t the ollly polity tha t truly advancl'S I Ill' frC(-dom and 
plurality huma n beillgs a rc capable of expcriellc.ing, IIOC 10 ment ioll thC" 
oonditiolls of existence they value and defcnd, is the IJOlity tha t I'xhibilJi 
widespread pa rticipation in the public realm. T o return to the 110tion c:I 
plurality, frcalom is advancal when politics ullioids as the commul1icath't' 
interaction of diverse equals acting together as citizcns, 

Few feminist thi:oris ts have confron ted the qucSlion o f wha t consti tu t(S 
a fcminiM politics in any systematic fashion . and fI'wer sti ll have atll'Jnptffl to 

outlin(' lht' COll toUrs of a femini st public rea lm.56 In part, perhaps, this is 
Ixeausc femini st theory has long had all ambivall'llcc abou t mattd'S 
public and political, and theoretical difficulties in dis tinguishing "politics" 
from " the patriarcbal s tate." What ha,; beell his torically l'OIiSti lUtC.'t.I as thr 
provi ncc of masculinity is often ceded to thc malc·stream, as fi:mi nistB 
turn their attention loward the private! domain of .... ,omen·s Ih;c.'S, thereby 
perpetuating thc bin ary oppositions of "private wo man, public man." ~ 
Arel1dt 's e)l isu;lIlial analysis of thc d ta aeliva suggests, however, thert· .. 
nothing imrinsically or l'SScntially masculine about tht; public realm, just 
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as there is nothi ng intrinsically or c:ssrn tia lly ft;minine alxmt laboring ill 
the realm of necessi ty. The poi lll is nOI 10 accl'pl these gendercd realms as 
fixed and im muta bl(;. but rathrr to undnmi m' thr gcndCling of pu blic a nd 
private and mO\'I' 011 to a more visionary and li lx:rati ng conception of 
human praeticl:s. including those that constitute politics, 

Fo r femillis ts, Arendt's collcqJlion of plurality as polilio; may providl' a 
promising place 10 lxW" ' Plurali ty rC' inforec~ Ii,.. notioll uf what Iris 
Young calls a " tJOlitics ofd iffi'rrnce ," ami emphasi7,1'S thc helerogenc1 ty of 
citizens. T he uni ty Arendt imagines in the public realm is nOt mcre 
uniformity. bu t ra ther a kind of solidarit), engend ered by the ellgagemelll 
of d iversely consu tutc-o, unique individuals. Although Arendt did n~ 
pursue till: concrcte manifcsta tions of plurality in any depth, she laid the 
groundwork for a pt)l itical th t'ory nfactioll and difference, a nd a conception 
ofcivic " publics" as spacl'S .... ,hcre plurality can manifest itsd[ Without 
(juestion. a fe minist turn 10 pl urality and politics would require the 
abandonment of some of the t:pistemological long ing!! that underlie some 
current fem inist th(:ori(;s - particularly th(; qU(:st for univocali ty, certainty , 
and a fixed "standpoint " on reality. A feminisl thoory of politics as 
plurality needs to ackllowlcdgr muh i\,ocality, connict, and thc constantly 
shifting and ambiguous nature of poli tics itsdf. Given their a ppreciation 
of "othl'TIIess." however, a nd a growing atll:mioll to cultural diversity and 
heterogeneity, fem inist theoris ts arr also particularly well-si tuated for the 
b1sk of dc..'cloping o ur understanding of politics as pl ural ity. Feminist 
theory also providl'S a powerfu l cri ticlue of the masculine virtue of "glory" 
that plays such an importa nt rolc in Arendt 's vision of actio II in the public 
realm. A femi nist eth ic of care, for cxample, might ellcourage us to 
imagine other dimens iolls offrc.'Cdom. beyond glory, as vital to the p ublic 
realm. 

Equally sign ificantly, Arend t's conception of politics places emphasis 
on a humall capacity tha t has IX:(; II central to much femi nist thoorizing ­
specch or "voice." Her case for poli tio l equality is informal by t .... ,o basic 
insights concerning the human cond ition: that it is within the range of all 
human beings to insert themselves illlo the public rt:a lm through speech; 
and that the communicativl' intcraction in which shared speakers (;ngage 
• sdf--dctcrmining agents and representative thinkers is the essencc of 
freedom , These insights raise otlu;r interesting qucstions for feminists that 
An:ndt hersel f did not pursUt;, a1T10nR them: what constitutes an ethic of 
COInmullit'ative interaction among citi7,ells? How can the diversi ty of 
ipc('Ch a nd speakers be mailltaint;d and allowt!d to flouri sh? 00 women 
bring a "different voice" or a " Ir malt: l:onsciOUSIH:SS" illto the public 
rtalm? If how have these been ma.nifested ill practical, historical 

1 ~::::~'~~::,What should a frmillist poli tics make of this voie,; and II if they jllo l:l'd e)l is t? All of these questions invi te feminist 
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a ttention , and encourage us to tht.'o ri1.c; both a bou t who women arc as 
citizens and about citizenship ilSclf as a nongcndcrt!d activity. 

I have argued tilat Arend t's concep ts of aclioll and plura lity provide an 
o rienting role for a fmlinisl theory of politics. I mplieit ill my argume nt is 
also a n acceptance of the general d istinctions she draws OClwCCIJ labor, 
work, and action as general and pcnnallCIlt hu man capacit i(~. In accepting 
lhe J(cncrai frarnC\\'Ork of Arcndt 's theory, however, I do 1101 rnf'an 10 
s uggcst tha i Ih(' d istinctions she d raws between lh('Sf' three modcs of the 
vila actitVJ arc complcu:ly unproblematic. Nor a rc Ilw)' c:xhaUSlivc. Ma IO-. 
naiisl theorisls, for instance, could rightly argue tha t mo thering is as vital 
and pt:rcllli ial a hu man activi ty as labor, wo rk, and action, and rightly 
illSist that it dO('!) not fit easi ly under the parameters Arendt establishes for 
the vita activa. But nei ther arc Arendt 's a nalytica l ca tq.(ork s marked by the 
"artificiality" alld "' literal thoughtlessness" tha t O' Brien attribute!; 10 

them. In some rc:<>pcct;;, of course, all analytical constructions an: "artificial"; 
thc: issue is whether or nOt the theorist makc'S them a convincing and 
ill umina ting source for political reAcction , as I thillk Arc·lldt d o<:s. 

In dosing, then, J wallt briefly to reasser t my case for TIlt 

Condition as a wurcc of political reflection, and with the hop(' O\~';~:~~.:: 
some possible rcsponses to my appropria tion of Arcndt for a 
theory of poli tics. Perhaps the most predictable n 'sponse: to this caS(' 

Arendt is \.ha l her th(:ory not only privilcgC5 male " logoce'ntric" reason 
a lso continues in a tradi tio n of disparag ing the fema k bod y - 01'" a "p~i '''' 
oCthe body" - amI ..... omen 's .... "Ork. Rich comelS close 10 th(' latter when 
alludes to the "contempt and indifference" for the efforts of " women 
labor" tha t typify theories like Arend t's.!>B But Rich 
Arend t's characteriza tion of la bor. Nowhere doc'S Arend t suggt'St 
labOt'" is a conlcmptiblf" or insignificant activity. Her refusa l to 
it s hould not be ta ken as ollh and dismissal . To thc· contrary, A'-co'"' WOO" 
that, " f rom the viewpoint of the life of tht' species, all activi ties 
find thei r commo n denominator in laboring," and shc says tha t 
"blessi ng of life as a who le:" is inherent ill labor.w What Rich 
wanu to have philosophers acknowledge is not, how('V('r, in 
view, the highest t'xpression of human J rttdom. That comc~ only 
collt"(;ti vc action in the public realm . In lact, the glorifi cation of 
lahoram Ihal Rich, like O ' Brien, comes vcry ciru;c to exhibiting is 
wha t Arendt thinks characterizC5 a lienatio n ami the loss of ou r capacity 
think coherently a bout fr cnlom in the contl;mpora ry ..... orld . 

As for a "politi cs of the body ," there is nothing ill ., .. .. 
]JI UT·alit), t.hat posits "rcason" over " passion" or condemns the literal 
(or issllcs concc'ming life o r the social control of the body) to 
tI](" priva te· rl:alm . h I fact, Arendt's a ccount of politia; in the publiC 
brings courage, the spontaneity of passion, a nd "appea rancc" to 
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(nrt:ground, as crucia l d eITwllts in the revelation of sd f tha t is part of 
C,PIlcctive speech and actiOIl. What she rejccts, then, is not the presence of 
the bod)' or a bodily politic; but ra ther a politicalthe:ory that locates \.he 
jdc:ntity of persons only in a coIkc tive, singula r, physiology - or in praetia:s 
tied to the rhythmic cycles of na ture, Arendt realizcs human beings arc 
incliminab ly bound to na ture, but ..... e are a lso a ble to act in ways \.hat at 
kitSt temporari ly def}' the unrem iuing play of natural forces. Our bodies, 
in othcr ..... ords. arc nOI me:rr l)' the vessels of generative forcc:s; they arc 
abo, along ..... ith our voices, integral toour appea rance in the public ..... orld. 
This is one th illg Arendt 's d iscussion of plurality and individuals attemp ts 
10 have us recognize. It is the dist irlCtion octween Ihe processes of" repro­
duction on the: Ollt' ha nd, wll('re· thl: bod)' is conceived in a singularly 
narrow way, and actioll 0 11 th t: other, tht, colkctivr po ..... er o f embodied 
~r.;ons made political, tha t Are nd t wallts to prt"Serve. Thus, Naney 
Hartsock's attempt to retum Arendt 's tht"Ory of power to the body a t " the 

I ' Icvd of n:productioll" misses a fu ndamental point. In 
theory, a "bodily politics" exists and exhibits itself in the li fl: of 

action withill th(: pub lic rea lm. T o gro und politics in reproduction, as 
Hart;;ock wants to do, and therrby make animnl lahorans the source of 
power, is apples and orange"S - Arendt's theory simply canno t be traus­
inned this way and remain coherCIlI.GC) 

Hnally, the problrm of " reason. " Although Arcnd t obviously consider.-; 
,thin'''n,. and rationa l argum~:nta tion csscmia lto the interaction of citizens 

the public rt-alm, she d isti nguish(,s bet ..... een the communicative ration­
indicati,,'e of pl urali ty, and the instrumental rationality o f homoJalKr, 
thinks in terms of ends and mea ns . In short, Arend t is rig htly a ware 
there arc many different forms of reason, some of which are appropriate 

the realm ofpoLilics and not a nti th(:tical to the recognition ofothcrncss, 
of which arc nOlo Re'presen tative thinking, t.he men tality tha t distin­

iietion in tht' public realm, is a good example of a fonn of rea son 
defies characterization in terms tha t would have us d rive a wedge 

reason and passion. I t e~ncompasse:s and incorporates both. T hose 
Would d ismiss her conception of public life as " t(Xl rational" or 

. misapprehcnd the complexi ty of ra tionality in gCllcral 
' . "communications thoor)," of powt'r more spc:cifically.61 \\!t· 

only remembtT T ianan mr.n Square. a perfect (:xample of the bound­
a nd "space of appt"aranc~'s" as Arelult envisions it, to 

that her visioll of publi c lili: admits of passion and spontalll"i ty 
well as fatiolla l di scOUfS (', and the drama of \ 'isua l, bodily appcarance:s 
well as "logos" and reasoll . 
My defensl· of Th, Human COllditio') as a possible starting place for a 

thmry of politics is not an endorsement of Aren(" 's theory loul 
As I hope I have sho ..... n , a fl:minist analysis reveals much about the 
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inadequacies of Armdl's major work as a commcmary cJl both tn~ d as.:ical 
and the contemporary age. Still, feminism -alleasl ill i l~acadcmlc g UJsc_ 
needs a call ing back LO polit ics. I n this respect, 'Tht fJ.pI1I Condilion gives 
feminist thought ground 011 whi ch to stand and dC\rlop an a CLion. co­
ordinating theory of political cm;wcipation. Because shf aniculates such a 
powerful defcl]sf' of publ ic, participatory citizenship illlJof cmpowcnnclIl 
as spc(:c h and anion in plura lity, Arend t provides fcmilllsi lhinkcrs with a 
way 10 proceed toward politics. For a movement Stic h ,sfcminism, which 
has so vivid ly illuminated thc incqualitiCl> a nd injusticej of existing gcndcr 
relations, but has 1I0l yet advanced a transiormativc vi;iOll of poli tics, TIw 
HUrIl(1l1 Condition olTns a place to I:x:gin anew, as we tn to imaginc belLeT 

po litical worlds. 
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What's Critical about Critical Theory? 
The Case of Habermas and Gender 

Nang Fraser 

To my mind , no one has yet improvnl 0 11 l\-\arx's 1843 definition of 
Critical Theol)' as " the sclf-clarifil:atioll of the s truggles and wishes of the 
age," I What is so appealing a bout this definition is its s tra ightforwardly 
political clIaract"r. A critical theory, it says, frames its research in tile 
light of the cOlltcmPOrary social m ovements with w hich it has a partisan 
though no t ullcritical identifica tiu ll. For example, if s truggles cOlltestillg 
the subord ination of women figured among the mos t s ignifica nt of a given 
age, thell a critical soci al theory for that time would seek to shed light on 
the character and basl:s of such su bord inatioll. It would employ categories 
and cxplalla tor)' models tha t relleal,'d rather than occluded relatiolls of 
male dominance and fem ale subord inat iOIl. 1\ 11(1 it would clcmysti fy as 
kJcologicai rival approaches that o bfust:atoo or r.Hional izeU those relat ions. 
In this s ituation, then, one of the Slandards for assess ing a critical tiwory, 
once it had bt.'(' n subjcctetl to a ll the usual ksts of empirical adequacy, 
would be: how well docs it t heorize the s it uation and prosp(."C ts of the 
femini s t mOllemelll? T o what extent does il serve the sdf~darific:Hion of 
the s truggles alld wishes of co ntemporary women? 

In what follows, I am goi,,~ to presuppose the coneeptiOlI of critical 
theory that I havej us l outlilled. 111 add ition, I am going to take as {he 
actual situation of our age the St:enario I j ust sketched as hypothetical. On 
this hasis, I shall examine the c;ritical social theory of J urgen Habe nnas as 
elaborated in The TI~ ojCAlmrmmicalive Action and rdated recCllt writ irlgs .~ i 
thalJ ask: In what proportlons docs Haocrmas's theory clarify a rld/ur 
mystify the bases ofmalc dominance and female su bordinatiun ill modern 
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societies? In wha t rcs pl'ct ~ d()(~ it challclIgc and/or replica te prevalent 
ideological ratio na lizations of such dominancc and suhurdina linu? To 
wha t eX lc .. 1 docs it serve Ihe self-clarification of ll~ struggles a nd wishes 
of contemporary women's movements? In short , wit h respect 10 gender, 
what is cri tical ane! wha t is not in Haber mas's socia l theory? 

I s ha ll proceed as follows. In the fir:st se<:ttoll , I examine some c1cmcuts 
of Habcrmas's social- theoretical fra mework in order to sec how it casts 
child rcaring a nd lhe male-headed. modern, rcstricted, nuclear family . In 
the second section , 1 look a t his account of til(' ro'la l ions between puhlic 
and private spheres ofli fc in classical capitalist societies a nd I fct:Ollstruct 
the unthcmatizcd J!;clldcr sublex!. Finally, in the third section, I (:onsider 
Habcrmas's accoulI{ of lhc dynamics, crisis tendl'lu:ics, ilnd conflict 
potentials specific to COntemporary, WcsteTll, wclfaTl' sla l(' c4l.pilalism, SO 
as \(l see ill wha t light it casts comemporary femi ll is t struggles, 

The Social-theoretical Framework: A f'eminist Interrogation 

LeI me begin by considering two distinctions that are cclllral to Haocrmas's 
framework The firs t is the d istinction bctwttn the symbolic reproductloll 
a nd the material reproductio n of societics, On the olle hand, claims 
Ha1x:rmas, societies must reproduce themsclvt,s materially; they must 
successfully regula te the metabolic exchange of groups of biological in­
divKJuals with a nonhumall , physical enviro nment and wit h 01 her socia l 
sys tcms, 011 the olhu hand, societil:S must reproduce themsclvcs sym­
bo lica lly; they must maintain alld transmi t to new mt'mbers the linguistic­
a lly elaborated norms a nd patterns of interprelallon that are cOllsti tul ivc 
of social idl' lI tities. Habermas claims Ihat material reproduction tra nspires 
via "socaa ll ahor. " Symbolic TCproduction. o n the Ot her hand, im"Olve5 the 
sociali7.atioll of the young. tlw cementing of grOup solida rit )" a nd the 
trallsmissioll and ex l,'nsM)U of cultural traditions ? Finally, acrordillg to 
Habt' rm as, in capitalis t societics, the aClivitics comprisillg the sphen: of 
paid work count as ma terial reproouct ioll activities, since they art: "social 
labor" and servc the fum;liol l of material rcpntduclioll. III contras t, thc 
eh ildrcarillg practices performed without pay by womell in the domestic 
sphcrc - lct us call them " womcn's unpa id chi ld rcaring work" - COUllt as 
symbolic reproduction activities. sincc, in his view, thcy scrvc socia lization 
alld thc function of symbo lic reproductioll. 4 

It is worth noting, I think, that Haocrmas's di!-itim.:litm bctwC(:tt sym~lic 
aud materia l reproduction is suscepti ble to two dinl:rc l1 l iuterpreta llolls. 
The fi rst takes il 10 dcmarcatt IWO o bjcctively distinct " l1atura l kinds." 
implying that childrearillg, for example. simply is ill itstlf a symbolic 
reproduct ion aClivity. ' 111c second interpretation, by contraSI, IrealS the 
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d ist inction pragmaticall y aud contexlually, implyillg only that it could be 
useful for l..: rtaill pur[XlSCS 10 consider chi ldrearillg pract ices from the 
standpoint of symbolic relJroduCiiol l, 

r\ow I want to arguc that the: nalu ral kinds interpretation is 1:011-
ttptually inadequate and [Xltelltially KJ<."O logical. I claim that it is not the 
case thai child rearillg pract ices serve symbo lic as o PIXlScd to material 
reproduction . Granted, they comprise lallguage-teaching and initiation 
into soci al mores, bUi also fceding , bathing. and prolcclion from physical 
harm. Granted , they regulate child ren's illteraetions with other peoplc, 
but also their interactions wit h ph ysical lIalure. I II sho rt, nOI just the 
construction uf child ren's social idelliit ies hut also their b iologil.:al ~u,,'i \'aI 

is at s take. And so, therefo n:. is the hiologieal survival of the societies they 
belong to. Thus. childrcaring is Ilot/Ih St symholic reproduction activity; 
it is equally and at the same time materi al rep,wuctioll act ivit y. It is a 
"dual-aspect" acti\'it y.!i 

But the satHl;' is true oflhe act ivities inst it utionalizcd ill mo<lcm IApitalis t 
paid work. Granted, the product io n offood ami objct.: ts t:(mtributes 10 the 
biological survival ofmembcrs ofsocicty. But il also alld at the same time 
reproduces social idcntities. Not jusl lIourishm('ll\ a lit.! shcl ter simpliril~" 
arc produced, but culturally daboratt"ll fo nus of llo urishment a nd sheltcr. 
r ... lorrover, such product io n occurs \"ia symbolit.:ally mediated, norm­
governed social practices. Thl'Sc scl"ve to form, m<lintaill, and modify [he 
social idelltities of l)t·r..olls di rcctly il1\"olwd and indirectly antt tOO. One 
need only think flf a ll activity like computer programming for a wage in 
Ihe US pharmal:eutical industry to appreciatc the thoroughly symbolic 
c.haracter of "socia l lahor," ' n lUS, such labor, likc unpaid child rcaring 
work, is a "dual-aspl..""Ct" activity. 

Thus, the distillction betwt.'C11 women's ullpaid childrea ring worK and 
ocher forms of wOt"K o..:<I llIIOt be: a dist il "IClion of natural kinds. I, tdecd, Ihe 
classification of childreari llg as symbolic reproduction and of ot her worK 
as material reproduction is potcntially idrological. It could Ix- used, for 
ttample, to Il'gitima tt the instituliollal separation of child rcaring from 
paid work, a Sf"pard tioll Ihat ma ny fcmilli sls, indudill~ mysclf, considcr a 
linchpin of modem forms of Woml'll 'S subordinatioll . ",Ihether Habermas 
uses the distillctloll in this wa), will 1)(' considered shortly. 

The scrollli U:Jlnpolitnt of Habcrmas's framework that I want to examine 
~ his distinction 1."lCtWl'Cll "'S()l;Lillly inttl!ratcd action rontexts" and "system 
~ntcgrated action WlltCXtS." Sodally illtegrated aClion rontexts are those 
In which different agents coord inat,· their aClions with one anoth~r by 
hlcans of an explicit or implicit illtcrsubjcctivc consensus about norms, 
values, and ends. Systt.'Ill-illtl'S:rah·d action COlll tXIS, on IllI: other halld, 
are those in which thc actions of diITer(:1I1 agents al": luordinatcd by rhe 
functional illterlacing of Ullil ltetldcd OOllscquences, while each individual 
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action is determined by self-intercsted, utility-maximizing calculations in 
the "med ia" of mone), and powcr.6 H abcrmas considers I.hc capitalist 
economic system to be the paradigm case of a system-integrated actioo 
context. By contrast, he takes the modern nuclear fam ily to be a socially 
integrated act iOIl context. 7 

Once again , I think it useful to distinguish two possible interpretations 
of Haber mas's position. The first takes the contrast between the IwO kinds 
of at:l io n contcxts as registering an absolute difference. It implies that 
system-integrated conlcxts involve absolutely no conscnsuali!y or reference 
to mo ra l norms alld values, whereas socia lly integrated COlltcxts involve 
absolutely no stra tegic calculations ill the media of money alld power. 
This "absolute differences" interpretation is at odds with a second possi­
bility that takes the conlrdst , rather , to register a d ifference in degree. 

Now I contend tha t the absolute d ilTereJl(:es interpretation is too extreme 
to be useful for sodal theory a nd that, in add ition, it is potentially 
ideological. In fe w if any human anion mntexts an: actions coord inated 
absolutely Ilonconsensuall y and nOllllormativciy. In the capita list markl~ t­

place, for example, strategic, uti li ty-maximizing exchanges occur against 
a horizon ofintersuLjectively shared meallings a nd norms; agents normally 
subscribe to some commonly held notions of reciprocity and to some 
shared conceptions of the socia l meanings of o l~ects, including what sorts 
of things are exchangeable. Sim ilarly, in the capitalist workplace. managers 
a nd subordina tes, as weil as coworkers, lIonnall y coord inate their actions 
to some extent consensually and with some rcfl'rellce 10 lIormative as­
sumptions, though the conscmllS be arrived at unfa irly ami the norms be 
incapable of withstanding critical scrutiny. Th us, the capitalist economic 
system has a moral-cultural d imension. 

Similarly, few if any human action contexts arc wholly dcvoid of stratcgic 
calculation. Gift rituals in noncapitalist societies, fo r example, once seen 
as veritable crucibles of solidarity, are now known 10 have a significant 
strategic, calculative dimension, one enacted in the med ium of power, if 
not in that of money.1I And, as I sha ll argue in ma rc detai l later, the 
modern nuclear famil y is not devoid of individual , self-interesrctl, stra tegiC 
calcula tions in either med ium. These action contexts, theil, wh ile not 
officially counted as economic, ha .... e a stra tegic, economic d imcllsion. 

Thus, the a bsolute differences interpretatlon is not of much usc i'l social 
theory. It fa ils to d ist inguish the capita list economy - let us call it "~ 
official economy" - fro m the modern nuclear fami ly. For both of these 
insti tutions are mela nges of conscllsuality, normativ;ty, and stra{cgicality. 
Hut if this is so, thcn the cla'lsification of thc official economy as a system­
intcgrated action context and ofthe modem fam ily as a socia lly illlegratcd 
action contcxt is potentially ideological. It cou ld be uscd to exaggcrate 

their d ifferences a nd occl ude thei r similarities, for example, by casting the 

On 1J(lbr:rma.\' 257 

fami ly as the " negativc," the comph:mcntary "other," of thc (official) 
economic sphcre, a "haven in a heart less world ." 

Now which of these possible interpreta tions of t.he two distinctions arc 
the operative ones in Habennas's social theory? What use does he ma ke of 
thesc dist inctions? Habermas maps thcdistincliol l betwccn action contexts 
ontO the d istinction between reproduction functions in order to model the 
institutional struct ure of modcrn societies. He holds that modern societies 
d iffer from premodern societies ill that tlK"}' split offsome material repro­
duction fUllct ions from symbolic oncs alld haliU over the former to two 
spccializcd institutions - thc (limeial) economy a nd the state - which arc 
system integrdted. Modem societ ies OJ lso dnd0l' two " Iifeworld " insti tu­
tions, which specialize in symbolic rq)Jlxluction and are socially integrated: 
the nuclear family_ or " private sphere" ar id the space of political delibera­
tion, o r " public sphere." Thus, modem societies "uncou ple," or separate, 
two distinct but previously undifferentiated aspects of society: " Iifeworld" 
and "system.,,9 

Now what are the critica l insights and blindspots of this model? 
Cmlsider, first, that Halwrm;u; 's Cdt("goria l divide bctweell the " private 
spllcre of the lifeworld" and the "'private economic system" faithfully 
mirrors till' ilistittJ tiolial separation offamil y and official economy, house­
hold a lld pa id worklJlace, in male-domillated, capitalist societies. It thus 
has some prima facie purchase 0 11 empirical socia l reality. But consider, 
too, that the dlaracterization dthe fami ly as a sociaJly integratcU, symbolic 
reproduction domain a nd of the paid workplacc, on the other halll! , as a 
system-integrated material reproduction domain te nds to exaggerate the 
dilTerenccs a lld occlude thc similarities between them. It d irects attention 
away from tht' fa ct that the household, like the paid workplace, is a site of 
labor, a lbeit of ullTemu nerated and often unrecognized labor. It obscures 
the fact that in the paid workplace, as in the household, women are 
assigncd disti nctively feminine, service-oriented and often sexualized 
Occupations. And it fails to focalizc the fact that in bot h spheres women 
are subord inated to men. 

Morcover, this characterization casts the male-headed, 11l1clea r fami ly 
as having on ly an extri nsic and incidental rdation to money and power. 
lnesc "media" are taken as definitivc d interactions in the official economy 
~ the state but as only incidemallo intrafamilia l oncs. BUl this assumption 
1:1 COunterfactua l. Feminists have ShOWll via allalyses of contempo rary 
familial decision-maki ng, handlin g of finances , and wife-battering that 
lamilics a re thoroughly pe rmeated with money and power. They arc SilCS 
of egocentric, strategic, a nd instrumclltal calcuatioll a.~ well as sites of 
Usually exploitative exchanges of scl"Vias, labor, ca.~h , and sex, not to 
mention sitl'S, frequently, of coercion and violellcc.1o But Habcrmas's way 
of contrast ing the modern fa mily wit h the official capitalist economy 
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o(:ci uues a ll Ihis. It overstates Ihe differences between these institutions 
a nd b lod s the pc6sibility o f a na lyzing families as COOllomic systems - a<; 
sites of labo r, excha nge. calcula tion. distribu tion, and exploitat ion. 

Thus, Ha hcrmas's model has some empirical defi ciencies. II is not 
easil y able to capture so me dimensions of male dominance in modern 
societies. Yel his fra mewo rk d ocs offer a COllccp tual resource suita ble for 
unders tand ing ot/ln a spects of modern male uomillancc. Hcsubdi"idcs the 
category of soc..iall y iU lcgra lcd at:l ioll COntexts into tWO subcategories. O n 
the o n(' hallu , there a rc " no rma tively secured" fo rms of socially integra ted 
action. T hl'SC arc actions coord inated 011 ti lt, basis of a cOllven tional, 
prercf~, i \'C. laken. for-grallloo consensWi ahout values a nd cm:ls. conSCllsus 
rooted in thc precrit ica l intcrnalization of cult ural tr'dd ition . O n the o ther 
hand, thcre a rc "com munica tivcly achievru" fo n ns of socially integrated 
action. These il l\'olve actions coord inated by l'.J( plicit , rcflcctiv't'ly achieved 
consensus, OOllsellSUS reached by um:ollStraim.:d d iscussion lIndlT cond itiON> 
of freedom, equalit y, a luJ fa irness. II 

This d istinctiOIl constitutes a critica l resource for a nalyzirrg the moor fll 
male-headed n uclea r fam il y. Such fa milies can be Ulldl:rstood as lIo nn­

atively secured ra thcr tha n communicatively achicvcd 3c.;l ion CC)ll tcxts, as 
COntexts where actions a rc (sometimes) mediated by COI ISC,'IIS llS and shared 
va lues, but whe re such COIISCIISUS is suspcct occause prerellct..tivc or 
because achieved th rough d ialogue vitia ted b)' unfa irness, c..ucrl.;on or 
il lefJuaiity. This fi ts nicely wil h recenl resea rch 011 pat ll'm s ac.:o mmuniGt­
tion betWCt'1l husbands a nd wives. This research shows Iha l men telKI to 
conlrol conversations, determi ning what topics art pursur d , whill' women 
do more " interactio n work" like askillg questions a nd providing verbal 
support. 11 

Thus, Habennas's d istinction ena bles us to captu re something important 
a buut int rafami lial d ynamics. What is illsufficient ly stressed , however, i5 
that actions coordinated by no rmatively secured t:OIl$CUSUS are actions 
regulated by power, It is a grave mista ke to restrict the usc of Ihe lenn 
" power" to hureaucratie COlllcxlS. Habermas would do better to distiuguiYt 
d ifferent kinds of power, for example, do mcstic-patriarchal power, 011 thc 
one hand , a nd bUn'!a ucratic-patriarchal power, on the other, no t 10 mention 
other kinds as well. 

L.et mt' t urn now to t he lIormativl' political implications of Ha bermas's 
mOOel. What sorts of socia l a rra ngements d ocs it legiti ma te and what sorts 
of socia l trallsfo rma tiOIl$ dues it rule out? The view of modern ization as 
thc uncoup ling of sys tem and li f~world tends to legitima te the modem 
instj tutiona l separa t ion of family and official econo my, child reari ng and 
paid work. For Ha be rmas claims that sym bolic reproduct ion activit iCII 
cannot be tu rned over 10 specia lized systems S(!t a part from the lifcworld; 
their inheren tly s)'m bolic character req uires that they be social l)' iJ lteg-
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rated. ' 3 It follows tha t women's u llpa id child rearing work could not be 
illcorporatcd inlO t he (official) economic systcm without " pat hological" 
rc..'Suits, Yrt Habcrmasalso ho lds that it isa mark of:societal ra tionalization 
tha t systems be differentiated to ha ndle material reproduction functions; 
the sepa ration of a specialized (official) economic sys tcm enhances a 
society's capacity to deal with its nat ural and social environment. "System 
com plexity," then, constitutcs a "development al advallce." It follows that 
the (official) economic system of paid work c..'O uld not be ded ifferen ti ated 
with respect 10 child rearing without societal " regression." But if child­
rearing could not b(' nonpathologically incorpo ra ted into the (official) 
« onomic system, a lld if the (official) economic sys tcm could no t be 
non rcgressivcl), ded irrcrentia tcd, thell the cont inued :separat ion of ch ild­
rea ring from paid work wo uld be unavo id able, 

T his a mounts to a defense of a n arrangemcnt that is widd y held to be a 
linch pi I! nf modern women's subord ination, namel y, the separa tion ofthc 
official economic spherl' from the domestic sphere aJld thc end aving of 
childrearing fro m the rcst of social labor. The fact tha t Habermas is a 
sociaiisl docs lIot alter t ire ma tter. For thc (undClliabl)' desirable) elimination 
of priva tc owner:shi p, p rofit orientation and hierarchical comma nd in paid 
work would not of itself a lter the official·ccollomic/domcstic separat ion. 

Now I wallt to cha lk llgc scveral premises: of thl' reasoning I ha vc just 
reconstructed, First, th is reasoning assu mes Ihc nalu ral kinds inter­
pretation of the symbolic reproduction \'er:sus matcrial reproduction d is· 
tinction, BUI since c.;hild rca ring is a d ual-aspect acti\·jty, a nd silltt it is not 
C'dtegorially cl iffe rCll t ill this respect from ot her work, therc is no warra nl 
for as.<;umi llg that thesystem-ill teg ra tcd organization of child rearing wo uld 
be any morc (or less) pa thological Ihan tha I of other wo rk. Second , this 
reasoning assumes the a hsolute diffe l1.'llces ill terpreta tioll of the social 
integrdtio n \'ersus system ill teg ration distinction. But since the modern 
male--hcadcd IlUdl:l!. r fa mil)' is a mCiange of (no rmat ively secured) con­
sensuali!y, normalivil Y a lld strat egicality, alld sirrcc it is ill this respect not 
Gttcgorically d iffeTCn t from the paid workplat.-c, then privatized childrcaring 
L'i alread y pe rmea ted by money a nd powr r. T hird , the reasoning j ust 
sketched pe rmi ts s)'stern t.'O lIlplexiI Y to trump prolXlSOO socia l tran.'iform­
a tiolls a imed at overcomillg womell 's suhord iml.l iOII. Bu t this is a t odds 
with Habermas's pl'Ofessions that system complexity is o lily olle measurc 
of " progress" amOllg others. Mo re importa nt ly, it is a t odds with any 
reaSOlla blc sta ndard of jus tice. 

What , then, s hould we co nclude abo ut thc no rmativc, poli tical implica­
tklns of Ha be rmas's model? If t.I1C conception of IllCKlcrnization a.<; the 
unCOIl piing of syst('m a lld lifcworld ins titu tions docs indeed have the 
implicat ions I have j ust d rawn from it, then it is ill importa nt respects 
alld roccn lric and id l'Ologic-dl. 
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Public and Private in Classical Capilalism~ 
Thematizing the Gender- Subtexi 

The roregoing d ifficult ies notwithstanding, Habcrmas offers an aCCOunt of 
arenas of public a nd private lire in classical capitalism tha t ha'l SOITIC 
genuine critical poten tia l. But in order to realize this potentia l fully, \\'e 
need to rccoostruct the ullthema67.cd gender subtcxl. 

Consider Habermas's accoun t of the ways i ll which the (official) ec0-

nomic and state systems a rc linked to the li reworld. The " private sphere," 
or famil y, is linked to the (official) economy by mcans of a series of 
excha nges conducted in the medium or money; it supplies the (official) 
economy with appropriately socialized la bor power in excha nge for wages; 
and it provides monctalily measured demand for commOOificd goods and 
services. Excha nges between the famil y and the (offi cial) economy, theil, 
arc cha nneled through the "roles" of worker and (;Ollsumer. In contrast, 
the "public sphere," or space or political participat ion, is lillked to the 
sta te-ad ministrative system by cxchanges in the " medium or power"; 
loyalt y, obedience, and tax rcvcnues arc cxchangcd ror "orga llizatiooa l 
results" and " pOlitical decisions." Exchanges between the public sphere 
and the state, then, arc channeled through the "role" of Oti7.c1l and , in late 
wdfa re sta te capi ta lism, that or client. 14 

This aCCOun t has a number of important adva lLtages. By modelling a 
rela tion among rour terms - family, (officia l) economy, sta te, and " public 
sphere" - Hahcn nas corrects standard dual istic approaches to the separa­
tion or IlUblic a nd private. His VlCW suggests that in classical capitalism 
there a rc a ctually two dis tinct but interrelated publid pr ivate separa tiolls. 
There is o lle public/ private separation at lhe len:1 of "systems," na mety, 
the sepa rat ion of the state, o r public system, from the (officia l) ca pitalist 
economy, o r priva te systcm. lllcrc is a nother public/ private separation al 
the level ofthe " Iifeworld," namely, the separatio n of the fa mily, or private 
sphcre, from the space of political participation, or public sphere. More­
over, each of these public/private separations is coordina ted wilh t~ 
o ther. One link runs bet ween private system and privatc lifeworld- sphere, 
that is, betWL"'Cll (official) capitalist economy and nuclear famil y. Another 
run~ Ixtweell public systcm <lIld public lifeworld sphere, or between state 
administ r<uioll and arenas orpolitical participation . In each case, the link 
consists ill Ille illstitutiona lization ·of specific roles: worker and consumer, 

cit izen and (la ter) cl ient. 
'rhus, Habennas provides a sophisticated accoUIll of the relations between 

public and privat e instit luiol1s in classical capitalist fiOCietics. Yet theI'C 
are al!;() some sig nifica nt weaknesses. The.<;e a rc due to his failure to 
Ihema tizc Ihe gender su btCXl or the matcrial. 
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Ta ke the role of the worker. I n male-domina ted , das.c;ical capi ta list 
societies, this role is a masculine role. Mascu linity here is in large pan a 
matter of leaving home each day for a place of paid work and returning 
with a wage tha t provides for one's dependents. This internal relation 
between being a man and being a ))rovidcr explains why in capita lis t 
societies unemploymellt can be so psychologically as well as economically 
devastating for men. It also explains the cclllrali ty of the struggle for a 
"'famil y wage" in the history of the worken>' and trade un ion movements 
of the nineteenth a nd twentieth centuries. T his was a struggle for a wage 
conccived nOI as a payment to a gc ndcrlcss individual for the use of labor 
power but , rather, as a payment to a man for the su pport of his economic­
ally dependent wife a nd children; alld it rationalized the practice of 
paying women less for equal or comparable work. I!'> 

The mas(;u line ~ ubtcx t of the worker role is confirmed by the \·excd 
character of women's relation to paid work in male-dominated classical 
capital ism. As Carole Pateman puts it, it is 1I0t that women arc absent 
from the paid workplace; it 's ra the r tha t they arc present differentlyl6 - fo r 
example, as feminized a nd sometimes sexualized "service" workers; as 
members of the " hclpillg proressions" utili .... ing mothering skills; as targets 
of sexual harassmcnt ; as low-waged, low-skilled, low-status workers in 
sex-segregated occupations; as pa rt- time workers; as "working wives," 
"working mothers" and "suppleme ntal eanlers. " These differences in the 
quality of women's presence in the paid workplace testiry to the conceptual 
dissonance be tween remininity and the worker role in d ao;sical capitalism 
and, so, to the masculine subtcxt of that role. 

Conversely, the consumer, the o ther role linking the official economy 
and the family in Habermas's scheme, has a fe minine subtcx!. for the 
:r;exual division oflabor assigns to wornen the work - and it is indeed work, 
though unpaid a nd us ually unrecognized work - of pu rchasillg and pre­
paring goods and Sf:rvices for do mcsticconsumption. You can confirm this 
~'en (Qday by visiting a ny supermarket or depa rtmcnt s tOfC. Or by 
looking a t till" history of consumer gooc.ls advertising. Such advertising has 
nearly a lways addressed the consumer as fcminine. It is o nly relatively 
~·ntly, and with some d inicuh y, tha t advcrt isers have devised ways or 
Querpcllatillg a ma sculine subjcct of consu mption, Thc difficulty a nd 
lateness of that developmelll confirm the gendered character or the con­
IlUmer role in classical capitalism. Men oc<.:upy it with cOIII:;eptual strain 
and cognitive d issonance, much as women occupy thc role of worker. 

Moreover, Habermas's account orthe roles linking famil y and (official) 
econo my contains a signi fica nt o mission. There is no memion in his 
-=:hcma of any childrearer role, ahhough the materia l clearly requires one. 
F'or who else is perrorming the unpaid work of overseeing the production 
CJf the "appropriately socialized labor power" that the famil y cxcllanges 
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for wages? O f course, the childrearcr ro le in classical eapit alism (as 
clsewhere) is patently a fi ~ milline role. Its omission here is a ma rk of 
and roccntrism. 

What, then, of tile other set of roles and linkages identified by Habennas? 
\Vhat of the citizen role that connccts t.he public system of the administ rative 
state with the public lifeworld sphere of poli tical participa tion? Th is role, 
100, is a gclldered role in elassical capital ism, indeed , a masculine role. 
And not simply in the SCnse that women d id not win the vOle in, for 
example, the US <l nd Britain until the twentieth cent ury. Ra ther, the 
l a tcnes~ a Jld difficulty orthat victory arc sym pto matic of deeper strains. In 
Habenn3s's view, citizenship means particip<ltion in fXlli tical debate and 
public opinion formation. It depends cruciall y 011 the capat:ities for consent 
and specrh , the ability to partieipate on a par with others in d ialogue. But 
these arc (."apacitics that arc con neded with maliculinity in mak .. dominatcd, 
classit:al capitalism: they arc often denied to women and deemed at odds 
with femininit y .. I have already cited stud ies about the effects of male 
dominance a nd female subordination on the dynamics of dialogue .. Now 
t:onsider tha t even today in most jurisdictions there is no such thing as 
marital rape .. A wife is lega lly subject to her husband ; she is not an 
ind ividual who can give or withhold conscnt to his demands for sexual 
access. Consider a lso that even oUlside of marriage the lega l test uf rape is 
whether a "reasonable man" would have assumed that the woman had 
cOllsented. Consider what that means when bo th [Xlpular and lega l opinion 
widely holds that whell a woman says " no" sin- means '· yes .. " It means, 
says Carole Pat cman, that " women find their speech .. .. .. persistently and 
systemat ically invalida ted in the crucial matter of consent , a matter that is 
fundament al to democracy. !ButJ if women's words a bout consent are 
consistent ly rei nterprcted, how can they participate in the debate among 
citizens?,, ' 7 

Thus, there is concept ual d issonancc between femininity and the daa.­
logical capacities central to Habermas's conception of citizenship .. And 
there i ~ anothtT aspect of citizens hip not discussed by him that is C\Ul 

more obviously bound up with ma~cu l i nity .. I mean tht> sold ie ring as~ 
of citizenship, the concep tion of the (..;t izen as the defender of the poli ty 
and protector of those - women, children, the elderly - who all~~~Y 
cannot protect thcmsd ves .. As J udith St iehm has argul..xl, this d iVISion 
betwccn male protcctors ;Hld female prolected introdu<X'S further . 
into women's relation 10 citizcllship. III It confirms the gender subtext 
the citizen role that lillks the state and the public sphcre in male-dominated 
classical capitalism .. 

Thus, there are some major lacu nae in Habermas's model. The «Hi ... 
blind ness of the model occludcs imrx)rtant fealures of the 
wanu to understand .. By omitting any mention of the childrearer role, 
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by failillg to Ihemati ... e the gender subtext underlying the roles of worker 
and consumer, H abcnnas fa ils to understand precisely how the capitalist 
workplace is linked to the modern male-headed, nuclear fa mil y .. Simila rly , 
by failing to thematize the masculine subtext of the citizen role, he misses 
the full meaning of the way the state i ~ linked to the public sphere of 
poli tical speech .. Moreover, Habcrmas misses importa l1l cross-conneetions 
among the fou r elements orhis model . He misses, for example, the way thc 
masculine citizen-soldier-protector role lin ks the state and publi c sphcre 
not only to o ne another but also to the family and to the pa id workplacc, 
that is, the way the assumptions of man's capacity to protect and \\--oman' s 
need of man's protection run throug h all of thcm. He misses, too, the way 
the masculinc citizen-spea kcr role links the state and public sphcre not 
only to one another but also to the ramily and onicial economy, tha t is, the 
way the assumptions of man's capacity to speak and conscnt and womal1'~ 
compara tive incapacity run throug h all of them .. He misses, also, the way 
thc masculine worker-breadwinner role links th~ fami ly and official economy 
not only to one anothcr but a lso to the sta te and thc poli tical public 
spherc, that is, the way the assumptions of man 's provider stat us and of 
woma n's dependent status run through a ll of them .. And hc misses, 
finally, the way the feminine child rearcr role links all four institutions to 
one another by overseeing the const rm;tioll of the masculinc a nd feminine 
gendercd subjects needed to fi ll tt~ry role in classical capitalism . 

Once the gender-blindness of Habcrmas's modd is overcome, however, 
all these connections come into vicw. It thcn becomes clea r that gendcr 
nonns run like pink and blue threads through paid work, state adminis­
tra tion, and cit izenship as wel l as through familial and sexual relat ion~ . 

Moreover, a gender-sensitive reading of these conncctions hali some im­
portant theoretical and conceptua l implications .. It reveals that male 
dominance is intrinsic rather than accidcntalto classical capitalism, sill(.."C 
rhe institutiona l structure of this social fonnation is actua li7..ed by means 
0( gendered roles. It follows that t hc forms of male dominancc at issue 
here a rc not properly understood as litlgering forms of premodern status 
inequality .. They a re, ra ther, intrinsically modern in Habermas's sellse, 
since they arc premised 0 11 the scparal ion of waged labor and the state 
I'rom female child rearing and the household .. II Jl. lso follows that a critica l 
SOcial theory of capitalist societies needs genQer-senJi itive (."atcgories. The 
pr"{'ced ing analysis shows that, contrary to the utillal <lndroccntric under­
ltanding, the relevant concepts of worker, eOIlS\.II1)er, a.nd wage arc nOI, in 
lila , stri ct ly economic con(.:cpts .. Rather, they have ijn implicit gender 
IUbccxt and thllS a rc "gcnder-economic" concepts. L ikewise, thc relevant 
Concept of citizenship is not strictly a political conccpt; it has an implicit 

::1y~:';'~!~~.:: a nd so, rather, is a "gender-political" concept.. Thus, this 
reveals the inadequacy ofthosc critical theories that treat gender 
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as iHcidellla lto politic:!i aHd political ecollomy. It highlights IIw need for a 
critical-theoret ical categorial framework in which geuder, politics, and 
po li tical economy a re internall y integrated. 

III addition, a gender-sens itive reading or these a rrangements reveals 
the thorough ly multidirectional character or social mo tion in classical 
capitalism. It givcs the lie to the orthodox Marxist assumption that all Of" 
most significant causal influence runs rrom the (official) economy to the 
famil y and not vice versa . It shows thai gellder non n.<; structure paid 
\"ork, sta te administrat ion a nd political participat ion. Thus, it vind icates 
Habennas's claim that ill classical capita lism the (official) economy is not 
all-powerful but is, rather, inscribed within aud subject to the norms alld 
meanings of everyday life. or coursc, Habermas assumed that in making 
this claim he was sa ying something morc or less JXlsitive. The norms and 
meanillgs he had in mi lld were not the ones I have 1.!Cell d iscussing. Still, 
the IXlint is a valid one. It remains to be seen, thou~h , whether it holdl 
a lso fo r laiC, welfare state capitalism. as I believe, or whelhcr it ceases 10 

hold, a~ Habermas claims. 
Fi nally, this reconstruction or the gender suLtcxt or Habermas's modd 

has some normative political implicauOIl<;. It suggests thaI all emanci patory 
transfonnatiOIl or male-dominated capitalist societ ies requires a Irans.. 
forma tiOn orthese gendcred roles and of the institutions they mediate. As 
10llg as the worker and childrearcr roles arc fundamenta lly incompatib~ 
with one another, it will not be possible to universalize either of them to 
include bo th genders. Th us, some rorm or dedifferentiation of unpaid 
ehildrearing a lld ot her WOrk is required. Simila rly, as long as the citi:r..cn 
role is defined to ent:ompass death.Q('..a ling soldiering but not lire-rostering 
childrearing, as long as it is tied to male-dominated modes of d ialogue,. 
then it, too, will remain incapableorincluding women full y. Thus, changes 
in the very concel)ts or citizenship, childrcaring, and paid work are nCeQ<­
sary, as a re cha nges in the relationships among th(' domestic, official 
economic, sta te, and political public spheres. 

The Dynamics of Welfare State Capitalism: A Feminist Critiq~ 

Let me turn , then, fO Habcrmas's account orIate, welrare ",m <" pitalli"m., 
Unlih' his account or dassical capitalism, its critical potenlial cannot 

releascd simply by reconst ructing the gender SUbICKt. Here, the ::;~:~~ 
atital features ahis rramewOf"k inflect the analysis as a whole and 
its capacity 10 illuminate the struggles and wishes of colltemporary 
In order to show how this is thc case, I shall prcscnt Habcnnas's vic .... 
the form of six theses. 
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w elrare state capitalism emerges in response 10 instabilities inherent 
in classical Glpitalism. It realigns the relations bet ween the (official) 
C(;OIlomy and state, I"l'lldering them more deeply illlert winet.! with oue 
another as the slale aL1ivl"ly "ngagcs in "crisis management." It tries to 
avert or manage economic criso; by Keynesiall " market replacing" strat­
egies which create a "public sector." And it tries to a\'ert or ma nage socia l 
an<l political crises by " market compensating" measures, incl uding welrare 
COfIcessiolls to trade unions and social ffiO,-·cmelllS. Thus welfare state 
capitalism partiall y overcomes fhe separatiolL of public a nd priva lc a t the 
Icvel or systems. 19 

2 The realignment orthe (official) oconomy 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 rolc as dissatisfactions related 
to paid work are compensau.'(l by cnhanced commodity consumption. 
Second , there is a major decline ill the imlXlrtance of the citizen role as 
journalism becomes mass media, politica l parties are bureaucratized , and 
participation is reduced to occas iona l voting. Finally, the rela tion to the 
state is increasingly channckd through a lIew role. the social welrare 
cliellt .20 

3 These developments arc "ambivalcnt. " 011 the one hand , there arc 
gains in rreedom with the institutiOIl or lIew social rights limiting the 
power or capi tal in rhe (paid ) workplaCl: and or tilt; paterfamilias in the 
bourgeois famil y; and social insurance programs represent a clear advance 
over the paternalism of poor rclief. On the other ha nd, the bureaucratic 
bid moneta!)' means employed to rcaliu' these new socia l rights tend 
perversely toendallgerfrcedom: A s these media structure the entitlements, 
benefits, and social serviccsofthe welrare system , they d iscmpower clients, 
rr:ndering them dqx:ndent 011 bureaucracies and thcrapcutocracies, a nd 
pn:cmpting their capacities to illlcrpret their own needs, experiences a nd 
life problems.:l l 

4 The most ambivalent welfare measures a rc those concerned with 
things like health care, care orthc elderly, ed ucation, and fa mily law, ror 
"'hen bureaucratic and monetary met.!i:l structu re' these things, they intrude 
upon "core domains" a tlle lifeworld . "nlC)' turn oYer symboltc reprodm.1ion 
~ctions like socialization and solidarity rormat ion to modes of system 
Ioll::gration. But given the inherentl y sym bolic character of these runctions, 
the results, Iltftjja ri/y a rc "pathological." Thus, these measu res a re more 
amlJivale"t than, say. rerorms oft.he pa id workplace. The latter bear on a 
domain that is already system integrated a nd that serves material as 
~ to symbolic rcproduction runctions. So pa id workplace rerorms. 
~liJ..e, say, ramily law rcronns, do 110t nccessa rily generate "pathological" 
lidc-effects. 22 

5 \Velrare state capitalism thus gives risc to a n " ililler colonization of 
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the lifcworld ." M Olley ali(I power cca~c to be mere mct.l ia of exchange 
brlwun system and li fcwor ld . IllStcad, they tend increasingly to penetrate 
the lifCwor ld's internal dyna mics. The private a nd public spheres cease to 
subord inate (officia l) economic and administrative S)'S IC lllS to the no rmli, 
values, aud interpretations of everyday life. Rather, the latter a rc in~ 

creasingly subordinated to the imperat ives of the (official) ecollomy and 
the administration. The roles of worker and citizen cease 10 channel the 
illfiuCI1CC of the lifcworld to Ihe systems. Il1Slcad, the lIewly inflated roles 
of consu mer and client channel the inHucnc(· of thc system to the Iifcworld. 
Moroovcr, the intrusion of systcm-intcgra lion m«ha nisms illla domains 
illhcrcntly requiring social integration givcs rise to " reifieatiOIl phenomena. " 
The affected domains are detached not merely from tmditional, Ilomlatively_ 
sccurcd conscnsus but from "value-oricnta tK)I1s lin St." The rcsult is tilt 
"desiccation of communicative COntexts" and the "depletlon of the non­
renewable cult ural re!iomecs" needed to ma inta in personal a nd collective 
idclltity. nms, sym bolic reproduction is dcstabilizt:d, identitics art' 
threatened, alld social crisis te ndelleies dcvelop.Zl 

6 The colonizatioll of the lifeworld sparks new forms of social coollia 
specific 10 welfa re state capita lism. "New SOt:ia l movements" emerge in a 
" new collilict 1..one" a l the "scam of system and lifeworld." They respond 
to system-illduccd identity threats by contcsting the roles tha t transmit 
these. They contest the instrumcntalization ofpmfcssionallabor transmitted 
via the worker role, the commod ification of lifestyles transmitted via the 
inflated consumer rolc, the bureaucrat i1.a tion of life problems transmitted 
via the die" t role, and the rules a nd rou ti" cs c:Iinterest poli tics transmitted 
\~a the impoverished eitize" role. Thus, the conflicts a t the cutting edge a 
developments in welfare sta te capitalism d iffer both from class struggles 
a nd from bourgeois liberat ion struggles. They rcspolld to crisis tendeJ1(;ies 
in syml lOlic,lIs opposed to ma terial, reproduction; a nd they contest rcifica­
lion alld "t he grammar of forms of life" as opposcd to d istri bution or 
status incquali ty.:t4 

Thc variOlls ncw social movements call be classified with respect to 
their emaneipatory potentilii. The criterion is the extent to which they 
advance the "dccolOlli1.ation of the lifeworld ." o.:x:doni7.ation cnoompallld 
three things: firs t, the rcmO\'al of system-integration mecha nisms from 
symbolic reproduction spheres; set.:o.ld, the replacement of (some) nO~ 
a tivcly secured contexts by oommuniC'.lI i\'cly achieved ones; and third, the 
development of new, demQCratic institut ions capable of asserting lifcworld 

control over state and (official) economic s)'!' tems. Thus, Ihose ~':~~.':;:::: 
likc religious fundamcnta lism which sed to defend traditional i 
norms against system intrusions a rc not genuinely emancipatory; 
actively oppose the second element of dcoolOllizat ion and do not take 
the third . M ovcments advocating peace and ecology arc bellcr; the)' 
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bo th to resist system intrusions a nd also to instate new, refonned, com­
municativel y achil,.'vcd ZOIlCS of interactiOll. But even these arc "ambiguous" 
inasmllch as they tend to " retreat" imo ahernati\'e communities and 
"particularistic" idcnlitiCli, thereby effectively J'Cnouncing the third clement 
cJ d«olonization and leavi ng the (official) economic and state systems 
unchec ked . The feminist moveme nt, 011 the other ha nd, reprcscnts some­
thing of an a nomal y. It alone is "oITensive," aiming to "conquer ncw 
territory:' alld it a lone reta ins links to histol'ic li beration movements. In 
princi ple, then, feminism ''C lIl ll ifL'' rooted in " UJli\'ersalist morality." Yet it 
is linked to res istance movements by an clement of"partieularism." And 
it tcnds, at times, to " rctreat" into identitil,.,!; alld communitics orgalli1.ed 
ilround thc na tura l category of biological scx.:./~ 

Now what arc the crit ical insights and blind slx lL'I of this account of the 
dynamic<> of wclfare statc capita lis m? To wha t extent docs it serve thc self­
clarification of thc strugglcs and wishes of contemporary womell? I shall 
take up the six theses one by OILC. 

I Habcrmas's first thesis is straightforward and ullobjt.'Ctionable. Clearly, 
the welfa re sta te docs engage in crisis management and docs panially 
O\'crCQme the sepa ration of public and privatc at the level of systcms. 

2 Habermas's sccood thesis contains somc importa llt insights . Clearly, 
welfarc statC capitalism docs inna te thc consumer role and deRatc the 
citizen role, reducing thc la ller essentia lly to \'oting - and, wc should add, 
also to soldieri ng. Morcover, the welfare state does illcn 'asingly )X)Sitiol1 
its subjects as clients. On the ot he r hand, Habcrmas agaill fai ls 10 see the 
gender subtcxt of these dc\"CIopmcllls. He overlooks that it i.s over­
whelmingly women who arc the clients of the welfare state: especially 
older women, poor womcn, single women with childrcn. Hc overlooks, in 
addition, Ihat many welfare system s arc illtem a lly gcndcrf.'d. They include 
two basic kinds of programs: " ma..<;euline" ones tied to primary labor-force 
panieipation and designed to bcllefit principal breadwinncrs; li nd " fcrnin­
inc" ones oriented to "defcctivc" households, that is, to fami lil'S withou t a 
male breadwinncr. C lients orfcminille programs, virtually excl usively womell 
" lid their child ren, arc positiorlCtl in a distinctive, femini zing fashion as 
the "negat ives of possessivc individuals"; they arc la rgel y excluded from 
the market both as workcrs a nd as eoosumers and a rc oft cn stigmati7.cd, 
denied rights, subjected to survei lla nce and administrative harassmenl. :./6 
But this means that the risc of the client role in welfare sta te capitalism 
ha.~ a more complex meaning than Habermas allows. It is not only a 
change in the link betwccn system and lifeworld institutions. It is also a 
changc in the cha ractcr of male dominance, a shift, in Carol Brown's 
phrase, " from private pa triarchy to public pa tria rchy.'o:./1 

:I This givcs a ra the r d iffcrent twist to the meaniug of Habermas's 
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third thesis. II suggests tltat he is right abo ut the "ambivalence" of wdfare 
Sla le capit alism, bu t JlO( quite in Ihe way he tho ught. Welfare measures do 
have a positive side insofar as they n:ducc women 's dcpc ndclll;c 0 11 an 
individual male breadwinner. But they also have a negative side insofa r as 
they subslitutc dependence 0 11 a patriarcha l and 3l1dr(lCcnlric slate 
bu reaucracy. TIle benefits provided arc, as Habcrmas says, "syslcm­
conforming" oncs. BUI the system they O)llfonn 10 is flO! simply the system of 
the official, s I31c-rcguiatf:c.i capitalis t economy. It is a lso the system of 
male domina nce. whidl extends I"\<en to the lifcworld . The ambivalence, 
then, docs n OI on ly stem, as Ha lxTmas implies, (rom the fact tha t the rolt: 
of diell! carries effects of " rcificatioll .... It stems also from the fact that this 
rolc perpetuates in a new "modernized" form women's subordination. Or 
so J·la lx:nnas's third thesis might be rcwritten ill a feminist criticaltht.'Ory 
- without, of course, abandoning his ins ights into thc ways in which 
welfarc bur..:aucraOcs and therapcutocracies d iscmpowcr dicllts by pre­
cmptillg Ihcir capacitics 10 interprel I heir own nt"rds, CXPfTil"llCCS, alld lift· 
problems. 

4 Habe rmas's rourth lhes is, by contrast, is not so easi ly rcwrillell. This 
Ihesis states Ihat welfare reforms of, for example, the domestic s phere an· 
mo re a mbivalclll than reforms of the paid workplace. This is true empiric­
a lly ill the scnse I have just described . But it is due to the patriarchal 
character of welfare systems, lIot to the inherently syllll~)li c chanlcter of 
lifcworld inst it utions, as Ha hermas claims. His daim dcpcnds Oil two 
assumpt ions I have a lready challeng,-d. Fi rst, it depcnds 011 thc natural 
kinds interpretat ion uf the d istinction betwccn symbolic reproduct ion 
activitics and materia l reproduction activit i..:s, on the false assumption 
that childruri llg is inherclILi), mo re symbolic and less material than othcr 
work. Seamd, it dq X'nds 011 the absolute differences illtcrpretation of the 
sysII' m-ilitegrale(1 \'ersus socially intcgratcrl conh:xts dist inclion, on the.­
false assumptioll that mOIlC)! and POWI'f arC' 1I0t aln·<ldy cntrenchcd in the 
illl!;f1Ial dynamk1> of the fami ly. But olln~ wc repudill te IlleS(· assumptions. 
then thcre is 110 eatcgorilll, as 0pjXlSI-·d 10 empirical, b<lsis for diffcrentially 
cVll luating the two kinds or reforms. Ifit is basically progressivc that paid 
workcrs acquirc thc me;J. ns to confrolll (heir t"mployers strlltcgicall y and 
match power against power, right against right , then it must bc: just as 
progressive in principle that women acquire similar moms to similar ~I~ 
in thc poli tics offamilial and pe rsona l life. Likewise, ifit is " pathological 
tha t, ill the course of achicving a be tter balancc of powcr in fami lial and 
pcrsolla llife, women become dients of st~te bureaucracics, thell illl~ust be 
just as " pa thological" in principii that paId workers, 100, become t:~u: ntll­
which docs II0t altcr the fact that in (lc/tltlli!)' they become two dlffereu1 

sorts of diems. Bu t of eourse the real poi nt is that the tCrm " pa thological" 
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is misused hcre insofar as it sUPFIOSCS that child rcaring d iffers categoriaUy 
from other work. 

5 T his sheds new light as well on Habcrmas's fi rth thesis collcerning 
the " inner colonization of the lifeworld." This thesis depellds OIl th ree 
assumptions, two of which have just been rejected: the natu ral kinds 
intcrpretation of tht· distinction lx:twttll symbolic and ma terial rcpro­
duction activi ties, a nd the assumed virgini ty of the domestic sphere with 
respect to moncy and power. The t hird assumpt ion is that the basic vcctor 
or motiOll in lale capitalist society is from sla te-regula ted economy to 
lifeworld a nd not vitt vcrsa. tiul the feminine gcndcr subtcxt or the client 
role contradicts this assumption. It suggests that even in late capitalism 
gender norms contin uc to chan nel the infl uence d the lifcworld on to 
systems. These norms COntinue to structure the state-regu lated economy. 
as the pcrsistem:c, indeed exaL"Crba tion, of labor-fortt segmenta tion ac­
cording to sex shows.:llI And thcy also structure state administration, as 
the gender segmclltatioll of US a nd Europe-all social welfarc systcms 
ShowS.2~ Thus, it is not the ea~e that in laIc capitalism "system irHrusions" 
detach life conlexts from "value-orientat io ns per st." On the contrary, 
welfare capitalism si mply uses othe r means to uphold the familiar " norm­
atively securcd consensus" cOllcerning male dominance and female sub­
ordination. But Habcrmas's thcory overlooks this a nd so it pc6its the evil 
of welfare stale capita lism as the evil of a general and ind iscrimi natc 
reification. It fails to aCC(lulII for the fact that it is disproportionately 
women who ~uffer the effects or bureaucrat ization a lld mOlletarization a lld 
for the fact that bureaucratization a nd mOllclarizat ion a re instruments of 
women's subordinatiOll. 

6 This elltails the revisioll, as well , of Haber-mas's sLxth UlCSis coltCeming 
nt"W social movemellts in latc capilalis( societies. He explains these move­
ments as responses to colonizatio n, that is, 10 the intrusion of's)'!'itcm­
integratio n mechan isms into symbolic reproduction spheres and to the 
consequent erosion and desiccation of colltexts or illtcrpreta tioll and com­
munication. But given the muhidircctionality of causal influentt in welfare 
state capitalism, the terms "colonizat ion," " intrusion," "erosion," a nd 
"desiccation" arc too negative a nd ollcsidcd to account fo r thc identit y 
Ibifts manifest in socia l movemenlS. Let me attempt an alll:rnative cx­
planation, at least for women, by invoking t he experience of mill i{Jlls of 
'Women, especially marril-d womcn a nd wo meil with childrell, who havc in 
the postwar period become paid workers and/or social wdfare dients. 
Granted, this has been an experience of new, acute rorms of nomination. 
But it has also becn a n experience ill which many women could, oft en for 
Ilk first timc, tas te the possibilit y or a measure of rela tive economic 

an idcntity outside the domestic sphere, and expanded 



270 Nancy Fr-aJiT 

political participation. Above all, it has been an experience of conflict and 
contradiction as women tfy to juggle the mutually incompatible roles of 
childrcarer and worker. clicnt and citizen. This experience of role conflict 
has occn painful and idclltit y· thrcatcning, bul not simply negative. IlLler_ 
pdla lL'<i simultaneously in conuadiclory ways, women have become spli t 
su bjects; a nd, as a rcsuh , the roles themselves, previously shielded in their 
separate spheres, have suddenly been opened to oontcstation . Shou ld we, 
like Habc rmas, speak here of a "crisis in s)"mbolic re prod uction"? Surdy 
not if this means the desiccation of mean ing and va lues wrought by the , 
int rusion cfmoncy and organi7..a lionai power into women's livcs. Emphalk_ 
ally yes, if it means, rather, an opening o n to new possibilitiCfl that cannot 
be: rcali7.ed within thc cstablishro framework of gendercd roles and in­

stitutio ns. 
If coloni'l.ation is not all adequate explanation of (.'Qntemporary remin~~m. 

thell decolonizatioll cannot be an adequatc (.'Qnccpt ioll of all emaucipatory 
soludon. The first clement of decolollization. the removal of system­
integration mechanisms from symbolic reproduction spheres, is con­
ceptually and empirically askew orthe real issues. Irthe real point is the 
moral superiority of cooperative a nd egalitarian illteractiolls over st ratcgic 
and hieran:;:hical Olles, then it mystifies matters to single out lifcworld 
institutions - the point should hold for paid work a nd political adminis­
tration as well as for domestic life. Simila rly, the third clemelll of dc­
coloni7.at io n, namely, the rC\'ersal of the direction ofinfluence and control 
from system to lifcworld, IleedS modification. Sincr the social meanings d 
gender still s tructure late-capi talist official C<:Ollo mic and state systems, 
the q uestion is not Ichtlller lifeworld norms will be: decisive' but , rather, 
which lifeworld norms will. 

What, then, of the remaining element or dc<:oln nization, the replace­
men t of normati\-dy secured COfll.exts or interaction by communicatively 
achievro oncs? Something like this is occurring now as feminists criticize 
traditional grnder norms embcrldcd in legal, govemmCllt , and corporate 
jXllicy. It is a lso occurring as feminists a nd antirem inists dash o\'~r the 
social meanings of "femi ninity" and "masculini ty," tlw interpretallon d 
women 's needs, and the social construction of women's bodies. In thest' 
cases, the poli tical sta ke is hegemony over what I call the "n~ea l.Is of 
int erpretation and communiC"oition." Feminists a rc struggling to ralistnbutl': 
accClls to a nd control over these sociocultural discursi .... e resources. \\le 
arc, thcrcfore, struggli ng for women's autollomy in the fo llowing . special 
scn~c : a measure of coJlcrt iv(" control over thc means orintcrprctallon and 
communication su fficient to permit us to participate on a par \"ith m.e~L in 
all types of social iutcraction. including political deliberation alld da."lSlon­
makins·:;u 

This suggl"S ts that a caution is in order concerning the usc of the terms 
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"'particularism " a nd " universa lism ." Recall Iha t Habcrmas emphasized 
femilli sm's links to his to ric liber.llion movements and its TOOts in uni­
versalist morali ty. Recall that he was critical of those tcnden(.;es within 
feminism , and in rcsistance movements in genera l, tha t retreat from 
po lili (."(I;1 struggle into particularistic countt'n:o mmunities defined, for 
example, by bio logical sex. Now I want to suggest tha t there are really 
three issues here and that they nCt.-d to be disentangled from one a no ther. 
One is thl" issue of (XIli tical engagement versus apol itical countercuitu ral 
activity. Insofar as Habt:rmas's po il1t is a criti(.;sm of separatist cultural 
feminism, it is well taken ill principle, although it ncct:ls the following 
qualifications: cultural separatism , while j" adcquate as lo ng-term political 
strategy, is in many cascs a shOrter-term n.:ccssity fo r women's physical, 
psychological, alld moral survival; and separatist communities havc been 
the source of many poli tically fr ui tful reinterpretations of women's ex­
pcricnl"C. The second issue' is the status of womet l's biol~y in the elaboration 
or new social identities. Insofar as Habermas's point is a criticism of 
reductive biologism, it is weil taken . But this docs not mean that OI1C can 
ignore the fact that women's biology has nearly always been interpreted 
by men; and that women's struggle for a utonomy na.-cssarily and properly 
involvcs, among other things, the reinterpretation of the social mcanings 
of our bodies. T Ill' third issue is the difficult and complex one of universal­
ism versus particula rism. Insofar ~ Habcrmas's endorsement of uni­
versalism pertains to the meta!cvc! of aeccss to and cont rol over the means 
dinterprrtation and communication, it is well taketl. At this level, women's 
struggle ro r a utonomy can be understood in terms of a universalist con­
ception ofdistri buti \"e justice. But it docs not follow that the substantive 
am tent that is the fru it of this struggle, namely, the new social meanings 
we gi\'eour ncros a nd our bodies, ou r new social identities and conceptions 
clfcmininity, can be dismissed as particularistic la pses from ulli\'f·rsalism. 
'n Iese, certainly, arc no more particular than the sexist and androcentric 
me-dnings and norms they arc mean t to replace. "'·Iorc generally, at the 
level of substantive content , ~ o pposaJ to dialogical fo rm, tht:" cont rast 
betwccn universalism alld particula rism is out of place. SubstantiV(' social 
meanings a nd nOrms a rc always ucccssaril y culturally and historically 
specific; they always express dis tinctive shared but llOnuni\·ersal forms of 
lire. Femillist meani ngs and norms will be no exception, but they will not, 
ou that acrouJlt, be l>articularistic in a ny pejora tive sense. L.et us simply 
say that they will be diITeren!. 

Now what is the relation hctwct!11 feminist struggles over th(, means of 
interpretation and communication and inslitutional change? Such struggles, 
( claim, a re implicitly and ('xplicirly raising Ihe following qucstions. 
Should thc roles of worker, childrearer, citi .. ..cn, and dicllt be fully de­
gendered? Can thcy be? Or do we, ra ther, require arrangements that 
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penni! womell to be workers and ci tizens as (.(.'IJ11ltll, just a.~ men hall~ 
always been workers a nd citizclls (I.J mrn? And wha t miglll tha t mean? III 
any case, how should the character and positloll of paid work, childrcaring, 
a nd c ili~enship be defined vis-a-vi.! one anot her? Should rlclllOCTat ic, 
socialist-feminist, self-managed paid work encompass childrcaring? O r 
should childrea ring, rAther, rcplaoc soldiering as a componen t of trans.. 
fo rmed, democratic, socialist-reminist, participa tol')' citizenship? What 
other possib ilities are conceivable? 

LeI me conclude Ihis d iscussion o r the six theses by restating the 1l'lOs1 
important criti~ 1 poines. Fil1it , Habermas's account fa ils to theorize the 
palriarchal, norm-mt:diatcd character of latt.'-Capitaiis l official-eoonornic 
and administrative systems. Likewise, it fail s to theorize the systemic, 
money- and power-mediated charactcr ofmale d ominance ill thedomcsl.ic 
sphere of the late-capitalist lifeworld. Consequcn t Iy, his coloni zation thesis 
fails to grasp that the channels of influence betwecn these instit utions arc 
multidirectional. And it tend s to rcplicate. rather than to problt:matize, a 
major institutional support of women 's subordination in la tc capitalism, 
namely, the gender-based separation of both the masculinc public sphen: 
and the s tatc-regulatcd economy of scx-segmented paid work and social 
welfare from privatized female childrcaring. Th us, while Habcnnas wants 
to be critical of male dominance, his diagnostic categories delkc t attention 
elsewhere, to the allegedly overriding problem of gender-neutrdl reification. 
Finally, Habermas's categories tend to misrepresent the causes and under­
estimate the scope of thc femini st challcnge to welfa rc s tale capitalis m. In 
sho n , the s truggles :md ,,,ishes of contempor.H), women a rc not adt:quatdy 
clarified by a theory that draws the basic baule line between s)'slt:m and 
lifewo rld institutio ns. From a feminist penipective, there is a more basic 
battle line bet\\'ccn the fo rms of malc dominance linking "system" to 
"Iifeworld" and us. 

Conclusion 

In general, then, the principal blindspots of Habermas's theory with 
respect to gcnder arc traceable to his categorial opposition between system 
and lifcwo rld ins titutions. And to thc two more elemcntary oppositions 
from w hich it is compounded, the reproduction one and the action contexts 
o nc. O r, ra ther , the blindspots a rc traceable to the way in which these 
oppositions, ideologically and androccntrically interpreted, tt:nd to over­
ride and eclipse other, potentially morc critical elcments of Habcrmas's 
framework - elemcnts like the distinction between normati\'CIy seeured 
and communicativel)' achicvl--d action contcxts, and like the four-tenn 
model of public/private relations. 

0,1 Ilabtrmlls 273 

Halx:nnas 's blindspots a re instructive, I thi nk. T hey pennil us to 
concludc somc'lhin~ about whal tht: eatq::oria l framework of a socialist­
fcminist critical theory of welfare state capitalism should look like. One 
erucial rcquirement is thaI this framework not be such as to put the male­
headed nuclear family a nd the s tatc-regula tl--d official l-'Conomy on two 
opposite sides of the major categorial divide. We require, rdther, a frame­
work sensitive to the similarities between them, since both appropria te 
our labor, short-circuit our participatio n in the interpretat ion of our 
nl-'Cds, and shield nonnatively secured nct:d interpretations from political 
contestation . A srcond crucial requircml:nt is tha t this framework contain 
no a priori assumptions about the unidircctionali ty of social mOlion and 
causa l influence, that it be sensitive to the ways in which allegedly dis­
appearing instit utions a nd norms persist in s tructuring social reality . A 
third crucial Tl-'<juirc,nent, and the las t I shall mention here, is that this 
framework not be such as to posit the l-'Vi l of welfare statc' capitalism 
l:xclusively or primarily as the evil of reification. It must, rather, be 
capaule offorc~rC)unding the c:vil of dominance a nd subordination .~ 1 
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