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INTRODUCTION

We have written this paper to express and share with other women ideas for a new strategy
for the women’s movement. Currently there are two ideological poles, representing the pre-
vailing tendencies within the movement. One is the direction toward new lifestyles within
a women’s culture, emphasizing personal liberation and growth, and the relationship of
women to women. Given our real need to break loose from the old patterns — socially,
psychologically, and economically —— and given the necessity for new patterns in the post-
revolutionary society, we understand, support and enjoy this tendency. However, when

it is the sole emphasis, we see it leading more toward a kind of formless insolation rather
than to a condition in which we can fight for and win power over our own lives.

The other direction is one which emphasizes a structural analysis of our society and its
economic base. It focuses on the ways in which productive relations oppress us. This
analysis is alsé correct, but its strategy, taken alone, can easily become, or appear to be,
insensitive to the total lives of women.

As socialist feminists, we share both the personal and the structural analysis. We see a
combination of the two as essential if we are to become a lasting mass movement. We
think that it is important to define ourselves as socialist feminists, and to start conscious
organizing around this strategy. This must be done now because of the current state of
our movement. We have reached a crucial point in our history.

On the one hand, the strengths of our movement are obvious: it has become an impor-

tant force of our time, and it has also succeeded in providing services and suppﬁrt for

some women’s immediate needs. Thousands of women see themselves as part of the move-
ment; a vaguely defined “women’s consciousness™ has been widely diffused through rap
groups, demonstrations, action projects, counter-institutional activity, and through ‘the

mass media. Women in the movement have a growing understanding of common oppression
and the imperative of collective solutions. With the realization that what we saw as personal
problems were in fact social ones, we have come to understand that the solutions must also
be social ones. With the realization that all women lack control over their lives, we have
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come to understand that that control can only be gained if we act together. We have come {o
understand the specific needs of various groups of women and that different groups of women
have different ways in which they will fight for control over their own lives.

On the other hand, the women’s movement is currently divided. In most places it is broken
into small groups which are hard to find, hard to join, and hard to understand politically. At
the same time, conservative but organizationally clever entrepreneurs are attaching themselves
to the movement, and are beginning to determine the politics of large numbers of people. If
our movement is to survive, let alone flourish, it is time to begin to organize for power. We
need to turn consciousness into action, choose priorities for our struggles and win. To do this
we need a strategy.

Our movement’s strategy must grow from an understanding of the dynamics of power, with
the realization that those who have power have a vested interest in preserving it and the insti-
tutional forms which maintain it. Wresting control of the institutions which now oppress us
must be our central effort if women’s liberation is to achieve its goals. To reach out to most
women we must address their real needs and self-interests.

At this moment we think that it is important to argue for a strategy which will achieve the
following three things: 1) it must win reforms that will objectively improve women’s lives;

2) it must give women a sense of their own power, both potentially and in reality; and 3) it
must alter existing relations of power. We argue here for socialist feminist organizations. We
are not arguing for any one specific organization but for the successful development of organ-
izations so that we may be able to learn from experience and bring our movement to its poten-
tial strength.

To make this argument we have written this paper. It has been designed as follows:

I. Socialist Feminism —— the concept and what it draws from each parent tradition. (pgs. 3-8)

II. Power —— the basis for power in this society, and our potential as women to gain power. (pgs. 9-14)
An applied example of our strategy (pgs. 15-19)

III. Consciousness —— the importance of consciousness for the development of the women’s
movement, its limitations, and its place in a socialist feminist ideology. (pgs. 20-23)

IV. Current issues and questions facing our movement —— A socialist feminist apprmoach to
respond to and develop a context for our programs and concerns. (pgs. 24-28)

V. Organization —— the importance of building organizations for the women’s liberation move-
ment and some thoughts on organizational forms. (pgs. 29-31)

The ideas that we are presenting are probably shared by many women in the movement, but
so far they have not been articulated or identified nationally. We are not organized partly
because our tolerance for different approaches, which our ideology encourages, makes it hard
to present a new or contrary position. Furthermore, certain factors in our movement work
against any kind of organization. Fears of elitism, the emphasis on personal alternatives and
strengths, fear of failure, disbelief in the possibility of winning, and even fear of winning, have
all played a role in our hesitancy.

We are addressing the paper now to women who share our ideas of socialist feminism, whether
they are women working in the movement, women who have never been active, women who
have dropped out of the movement, or women working in mixed organizations. We hope that
it may provide a common language in which we can begin to talk, a context in which we can
meet to plan how to move.




I. SOCIALIST FEMINISM

We choose to identify ourselves with the heritage and future of feminism and socialism in

our struggle for revolution. From feminism we have learned the fullness of our own potential
as women, the strength of women. We have seen our common self-interesi with other women
and our common oppression. Having found these real bonds as women, we realize we can rely
on each-other as we fight for liberation. Feminism has moved us to see more concretely what
becomes of people shaped by social conditions they do not control. We find our love and hate
focused through our feminism —— love for other women bound by the same conditions, hate
for the oppression that binds us. A great strength we find in feminism is the reaffirmation of
human values, ideals of sisterhood: taking care of people, being sensitive to people’s needs and
developing potential.

From feminism we have come to understand an institutionalized system of oppression based on
the domination of men over women: sexism. Its contradictions are based on the hostile social
relations set into force by this domination. This antagonism can be mediated by the culture
and the flexibility of the social institutions so that in certain times and places it seems to be a
stable relationship. But the antagonisms cannot be eliminated and will break out to the surface
until there is no longer a system of domination.

But we share a particular conception of feminism that is socialist. It is one that focuses on how
power has been denied women because of their class position. We see capitalism as an institu-
tionalized form of oppression based on profit for private owners of publicly-workedfor
wealth. It sets into motion hostile social relations in classes. Those classes too have their re-
lations mediated through the culture and institutions. Thus alliances and divisions appear with-
in and between classes at times clouding the intensity or clarity of their contradiction. But

the basic hostile nature of class relations will be present until there is no longer a minority
owning the productive resources and getting wealthy from the paid and unpaid labor of the rest.

We share the socialist vision of a humanist world made possible through a redistribution of
wealth and an end to the distinction between the ruling class and those who are ruled.

We have come to understand that only through an organized collective response can we fight
such a system. Sisterhood thus also means to us a struggle for real power over our own lives
and the lives of our sisters. Our personal relations and our political fight merge together and
create our sense of feminism. Through the concept of sisterhood, women have tried to be
responsive to the needs of all women rather than a selected few, and to support, criticize and
encourage other women rather than competing with them.




Our-Vision —— Socialist Feminism is Desirable and Not Possible Under the Existing System

The following would be among the things we envision in the new order, part
of everyday life for all people:

— free, humane, competent medical care with an emphasis on preventive medicine, under
the service of community organizations

— peoples’ control over their own bodies — i.e., access to safe, free birth control, abor-
tion, sterilization, free from coercion or social stigma

— attractive, comfortable housing designed to allow for private and collective living
— varied, nutritious, abundant diet

— social respect for the work people do, understanding that all jobs can be made socially necessary
and important

— democratic councils through which all people control the decisions which most directly
affect their lives on the job, in the home, and community

— scientific resources geared toward the improvement of life for all, rather than conquest
and destruction through military and police aggression

— varied, quality consumer products to meet our needs
— an end of housework as private, unpaid labor

~— redefinition of jobs, with adequate training to prepare people for jobs of their choice;
rotation of jobs to meet the life cycle needs of those working at them, as well as those
receiving the services.

— political and civil liberties which would encourage the participation of all people in the
political life of the country

| — disarming of and community control of police

i — social responsibility for the raising of children and free client-controlled childcare avail-
‘ able on a 24-hour basis to accommodate the needs of those who use it and work in it

| — free, public quality education integrated with work and community activities for people
of all ages ’

‘ — freedom to define social and sexual relationships

— a popular culture which enhances rather than degrades one’s self respect and respect for
others

— support for internal development and self-determination for countries around the world

We outline this vision to be more concrete about what a socialist feminist society might mean
or try to be. This vision of society is in direct opposition to the present one which is based on
the domination of the few over the many through sex, race and class. While there are con-
cessions that it can make, the present form would not or could not adjust to the kind of people-
oriented society outlined above.




Contradictions — An Alternative Is Necessary

Socialist feminism is not only desirable but it is also necessary because the current system of
capitalism is not stable and cannot last in its present form. However, this does not mean that
the society will inevitably become socialist. A fascist or barbaric form is also an alternative.-
The system that will replace capitalism will be determined by the orientation and power of
groups fighting for alternatives. Hence, we must struggle to bring our vision of socialist fem~
inism to fruition.

Contradictions are phenomena necessary to maintain the system but by their own internal

logic produce forces destructive to it. A knowledge of them helps explain the chaos around us,
giving a stable context to understand the historically changing process we are in. Such an under-
standing also helps us pick out weak spots of the process, points for defense and attack. Examples
of these contradictions are all around us in varying degrees of severity. Sexism and capitalism
reinforce one another, shape each other and have shaped us.

Contradictions in Our Power

~ Any analysis of the distribution of power and its effect on society’s institutions must recognize
the historical context of our oppression. Qur oppression is different from that of our sisters

at the turn of the century who had no legal rights, were confined to the home, and bore children
from maturity to death. Thus, what is liberating at one time may be a factor of oppression at
another. For example, women were denied their own sexuality bécause of social attitudes,
inadequate birth oontrol, the shelter of the family, women’s private role in the economy, and
the lack of knowledge about their bodies. The development of a more advanced technology
(the pill and machines) and education objectively gave more freedom to our sisters. At the

same time, these developments also made possible new forms for the oppression of women, in-
creased sexual objectification and abuse.

In the realm of women and work, legislation which protected women was of great benefit in
easing their burden. Currently, however, in the name of easing our burden, such legislation is
used to deny women equal opportunity. Of course, women and all people have a right to safe
and good working conditions; but these need to be fought for all workers.

Understandmg our changing history helps us to avoid stereotyping our opposition or own own
notions of what liberation means. The development of a strategy makes it clear that technologi-
cal advances, legislative changes or educational developments are not good or bad in themselves.
When we know the context in which any specific change occurs, we can judge the value of that
change for our goals.

We have learned from history that, in fact, what is progressive for the system as a whole is also
the seeds for its destruction. For example, increasing the availability of jobs for women and
encouraging talented women to enter the labor force helps employers and strengthens capital-
ism but at the same time gives women an opportunity to come together physically and unionize
as a collective force for change. Other women, seeing this, will raise their expectations and
demands on the system for a larger share than it can offer all.




Knowing that these contradictions are the reality in which we live, we can fight that other-

wise supposed “monolith” of control at its weak points and gain strength for ourselves. If our
analysis is correct, on the basis of those contradictions, women and other powerless people will
find concrete bases for unity to struggle in their self-interest. Now we see severe contradictions
and possibilities for fights for structural changes on issues of childcare (for adequate care and com-
munity control), inclusion in the political system, jobs and working conditions for workers’ con-
trol, etc.

Multi-Level Contradictions

Many analyses have identified various institutions (e.g., the family or sexual relations) as the
crucial contradiction of sexism. However, these contradictions reflect the social relations of a
sexist society, or institutions in which sexism occurs. Eliminating these “prime factors™ would
neither eliminate sexism nor necessarily create supportive alternatives for women. As the factory
may be the locus for capitalist exploitation, it is not the basis of that exploitation. Private
ownership and profit is the basis, giving rise to the class relations. Similarly, the family is a
crucial locus of sexist oppression but it is not the basis of that exploitation. Control by men
over women and the relegation of women to secondary roles is the basis of sexism, giving rise

to a sexist society.

We do not find helpful the constant cry that before we organize, we need to develop a complete
theory of the nature of our oppression or find the prime contradiction of our oppression (as if
there is just one). Some analyses, in fact, have led us only to further inaction with the rationale
of not having the total picture.

Every institution oppresses women as long as the society is based on the oppression of women.
Our struggle against sexism is against those institutions, social relations and ideas which divide

women and keep them powerless, and subservient to men. At different periods our oppression
may be greater in one area than another, and this should direct our struggle.

The social relations of society —— its institutions, culture and ideology —— grow out of this system.
But these ideas take on a life of their own, no longer dependent on or necessary to the economic
base. In fact, they can develop in contradiction to that base. So, for example, racism or sexism
serve much more than narrow economic function. Thus, what is important is not just redistri-
bution of goods but a change in authority, control and ideas. Clearly, all elements of a class
society are not reflections of the economic relations; however, in the last instance (at the point
where contradictions become revolutionary in dimension) economic relations are the crucial

link.

Contradictions at every level of society influence each other and within each level (economic,

social, ideological) they are mirrored and overdetermined. That is, the pace at which contra-

dictions develop is complex, sometimes reinforcing, sometimes cancelling each other. Thus,

long range planning and a carefully worked out strategy are needed to continually respond to

the complexity of the contradictions in American society. But we reflect in our theory that there

are contradictions and that an alternative system is 1) desirable and not possible now, and 2) necessary
to provide a true end to hostilities (between classes, sexes, races, nations).




We find it futile to argue which is more primary —— capitalism or sexism. We are oppressed by
both. As they are systems united against our interests, so our struggle is against both. This
understanding implies more than women’s caucuses in a “‘movement’ organization. What we

as socialist feminists need are organizations which can work for our particular vision, our self-
interest in a way that will guarantee the combined fight against sexism and capitalism. At

times this will mean independent organizations, at other times joint activity recognizing specific
situations and general conditions.

The American Context of the Contradictions

The forms of oppression we face are filtered through the unique conditions of the American
situation. We have a very heterogeneous working class, more diversified by ethnic background,
race and job status than most other countries. This gives us many different strengths but also
many internal divisions. Also, we have a heritage of slavery with an oppressed black and min-
ority population. This now is as basic to the society as is sexism and is linked with it.

In addition, the power of the ruling class is widespread and disseminated through every aspect

of the society. This makes for a difficult enemy —— hard to isolate, focus on at its root, and

hold accountable while its ideas filter into our minds. As the leading world imperialist power,

our national struggle must consider strategic relationships linking our struggle with those around
the world. Also, we live in a society with relative material comfort. This means that what we have
to offer must not be just economic solutions. The question of quality of life is not only to be
raised but also ideas for a new social order.

We also are cut off from our history of left struggle since the destruction of the left in the fifties.
To our great lack this has sometimes denied us a sense of long-term struggle and strategy develop-
ment. One of our overriding responsibilities at this particular historical period is to develop

a strategy which will both call into question the validity of current economic and social relations
and at the same time make socialist feminism a meaningful possibility. This will hot occur except
as more and more people gain the political experience necessary to develop a concrete under-
standing of the viability of our vision. :

Role of Ideology in the Development of Strategy

The preceding section outlines our ideology —— socialist femlmsm It is this ideology which
guides the development of our strategy and tactics, sets our priorities, and gives us an overall
focus for our work. The key ideological understanding is that all issues are political, are based
on power, and that our actions have political implications.

We develop this-ideology both out of practice and in reading and discussion —— matching
theory to the real world. To an extent ideology plays the role of consciousness —— it is a
clear picture of reality which strengthens our ability to communicate and argue for our posi-
tion. Stated explicitly, ideology helps provide links for women, in seeing how one struggle is
related to others. Some individuals, aware of many social contradictions, may make an in-
tellectual leap —— understand the parts as a whole through a socialist feminist ideology.

Most people are guided by an ideology. Our own particular relationship to ideology has

two special functions. First, it provides ideas which guide us, defining the framework ana
reason for our actions. Second, it defines our view of the world concretely, thus providing

a system of analysis through which women can understand socialist feminism as a world view.




The ideological underpinnings for a socialist feminist strategy are laid out here and should be
evident in the paper. But this paper is designed primarily to propose a strategy. It flows from
and should help us define our ideology even better in the future; but it is a different under-
taking —— determining what we should do NOW.

This is one reason we feel confident in describing a strategy when we do not have the full
blueprint for how revolution will occur. One is not developed full blown and then the other
becomes possible. '

Neither is this an attempt at overall strategy. Overall strategy helps us to see the way to seizure
of state power and the critical break from the past, developing new institutions and a new social
order based on equality of people and redistribution of wealth and resources. We can only de-
velop an understanding of exactly how this will occur as we gain experience in building our
movement. Continually moving from political work to further theoretical development and
back to political work is a necessity. Revolution has several stages and it is important to have
an understanding of the historical period we are in.

' Therefore, given the ideology presented here, we have developed the following priorities for
this particular point in time:

1) We must reach most women. We must work toward building a majority movement.
Our analysis tells us this is possible if we proceed in the right way.

2) We must present intermediate goals that are realizable as well as
desirable to show the necessity and possibility of organizing

3) We must develop collective actions.
Now the crucial need is to weaken the power of the ruling class, give women a sense of their own
power, and improve our lives so that we are welded together as a force prepared to struggle together.
/Concem with these issues is the basis for the socialist feminist strategy we outline in the next sections.







