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THE POLITICAL ECONOMY OF WOMENS' LIBERATION 
Margaret Benston
The position of women rests, as
everythlnq in our complex society,
on an economic base.
Eleanor Marx and Edward Aveling
The "woman question" is generally ignored in analyses of the 
class structure of society. This is so because, on the one 
hand, classes are generally defined by their relation to the 
means of production, and on the other hand, women are not 
supposed to have any unique relation to the means of 
production. The category seems instead to cut across all 
classes; one speaks of working-class women, middle-class 
women, etc. The status of women is clearly inferior to that of 
men,1 but analysis of this condition usually falls into 
discussing socialization, psychology, interpersonal relations, 
or the role of marriage as a social institution.2 Are these, 
however, the primary factors? In arguing that the roots of the 
secondary status of women are in fact economic, it can be 
shown that women as a group do indeed have a definite 
relation to the means of production and that this is different 
from that of men. The personal and psychological factors then 
follow from this special relation to production, and a change in 
the latter will be a necessary (but not sufficient) condition for 
changing the former.3 If this special relation of women to 
production is accepted, the analysis of the situation of women 
fits naturally into a class analysis of society.
The starting point for discussion of classes in a capitalist 
society is the distinction between those who own the means of 
production and those who sell their labour power for a wage. 
As Ernest Mandel says:
The proletarian condition is, in a nutshell, the lack of access to 
the means of production or means of subsistence which, in a 
society of generalized commodity production, force the 
proletarian to sell his labour power. In exchange for this labour 
power, he receives a wage which then enables him to acquire 
the means of consumption necessary for satisfying his own 
needs and those of his family.
This is the structural definition of wage

earner, the proletarian. From it necessarily flows a certain 
relationship to work, to the products of his work, and to hie 
overall situation in society, which can be summarized by the 
catchword alienation. But there does not follow from this 
structural definition any necessary conclusion as to the level 
of his consumption.., the extent of his needs  or the degree to 
which he can satisfy them.
We lack a corresponding structural definition of women.
What is needed first is not a complete examination of the 
symptoms of the secondary status of women, but instead e 
statement of the material conditions in capitalist (and other) 
societies which define the group "women". Upon these 
conditions are built the specific superstructures which we 
know. An interesting passage from Mandel points the way to 
such a definition:
The commodity ... is a product created to be exchanged on 
the market as opposed to one which has been made for direct 
consumption. Every commodity must have both a use-value 
and an exchange value. It must have  use-value or else 
nobody would buy it... a commodity without a use-value to 
anyone would consequently be unsaleable, would constitute 
useless production, would have no exchange-value precisely 
because it had no use-value.
On the other hand, every product which has use-value does 
not necessarily have exchange value. It has exchange-value 
only to the extent that the society itself, in which the 
commodity is produced, is founded on exchange, is a society 
where exchange is a common practice...
In capitalist society, commodity production, the production of 
exchange-values, has reached its greatest development. It is 
the first society in human history where the major part of 
production consists of commodities. It is not true, however, 
that all production under capitalism is commodity production. 
TWo classes of products still remain simple use-value.
The first group consists of all things produced by the 
peasantry for its own consumption, everything directly 
consumed on the farms where it is produced...
the second group of products in capitalist society which are 
not commodities but remain
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simple use-value consists of all things produced in the home. 
Despite the fact that considerable human labour goes into this type 
of household production, it still remains a production of use-values 
and not of commodities. Every time a soup is made or a button 
sewn on a garment, it constitutes production, but it is not production 
for the market.
The appearance of commodity production and its subsequent 
regularization and generalization have radically transformed the way 
men labour and how they organize society. 5
What Mandel may not have noticed is that his last paragraph is 
precisely correct. The appearance of commodity production has 
indeed transformed the way that men labour.
As he points out, most household labour in capitalist society (and in 
the existing socialist societies, for that matter) remains in the pre-
market stage. This is the work which is reserved for women and it is 
in this fact that we can find the basis for a definition of women.
In sheer quantity, household labour, including child care, constitutes 
a huge amount of socially necessary production. Nevertheless, in a 
society based on commodity production, it is not usually considered 
"real work" since it is outside of trade and the market place.
It is pre-capitalist in a very real sense. This assignment of 
household work as the function of a special category "women" 
means that this group does stand in a different relation to production 
than the group "men". We will tentatively define women, then, as 
that group of people who are responsible for the production of 
simple use-values in those activities associated with the home and 
family.
Since men carry no responsibility for such production, the difference 
between the two groups lies here. Notice that women are not 
excluded from commodity production.
Their participation in wage labour occurs; but as a group, they have 
no structural responsibility in this area and such participation is 
ordinarily regarded as transient. Men, on the other hand, are 
responsible for commodity production; they are not, in principle, 
given any role in household labour. For example, when they do 
participate in household production, it is regarded as more than 
simply exceptional; it is demoralizing, emasculating, even harmful to 
health.
(A story on the front page of the Vancouver Sun in January, 1969, 
reported that men in Britain were having their health

endangered because they had to do too much housework: ) The 
material basis for the inferior status of women is to be found in just 
this definition of women. In a society in which money determines 
value, women are a group who work outside the money economy. 
Their work is not worth money, is therefore valueless, is therefore 
not even real work.
And women themselves, who do this valueless work, can hardly be 
expected to be worth as much as men, who work for money. In 
structural terms, the closest thing to the condition of women is the 
condition of others who are or were also outside of commodity 
production, i.e., serfs and peasants
In her recent paper on women, Juliet Mitchell introduces the 
subject as follows: "In advanced industrial society, women's work is 
only marginal to the total economy.
Yet it is through work that man changes natural conditions and 
thereby produces society. Until there is a revolution in production, 
the labour situation will prescribe women's situation within the 
world of men." The statement of the marginality of women's work is 
an unanalyzed recognition that the work women do is different from 
the work that man do. Such work is not marginal, however; it is just 
not wage labour and so is not counted. She even says later in the 
same article, "Domestic labour, even today, is enormous if 
quantified in terms of productive labour." She gives some figures to 
illustrate: In Sweden, 2,340 million hours a year are spent by 
women in housework compared with 1,290 million hours spent by 
woman in industry. And the Chase Manhattan Bank estimates a 
woman's overall work week at 99.6 hours.
However, Mitchell gives little emphasis to the basic economic 
factors (in fact she condemns most Marxists for being "overly 
economist") and moves on hastily to superstructural factors, 
because she notices that "the advent of industrialization has not so 
far freed woman." What she fails to see is that no society has thus 
far industrialized housework. Engels points out that the "first 
premise for the emancipation of women is the reintroduction of the 
entire female sex into public industry .... And this has become 
possible not only as a result of modern large-scale industry, which 
not only permits the participation of women in production in large 
numbers, but actually calls for it and, moreover, strives to convert 
private domestic work also into a public industry."-- And later in the 
same passage: "Here we see already that the emancipation of 
women and their equality with men are impossible end must 
remain so as long as
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women are excluded from socially productive work and restricted to 
housework, which is private." What Mitchell has not taken into 
account is that the problem is not simply one of getting women into 
existing industrial production but the more complex one of 
converting private production of household work into public 
production.
For most North Americans, domestic work as "public production" 
brings immediate images of Brave New World or of a vast institution 
-- a cross between a home for orphans and an army barracks --
where we would all be forced to live.
For this reason, it is probably just as well to outline here, 
schematically and simplistically, the nature of industrialization.
A pre-industrial production unit is one in which production is small-
scale and reduplicative; i.e., there are a great number of little units, 
each complete and just like all the others. Ordinarily such production 
units are in some way kin-based and they are multi-purpose, fulfilling 
religious, recreational, educational, and sexual functions along with 
the economic function. In such a situation, desirable attributes of an 
individual, those which give prestige, are Judged by more than 
purely economic criteria: for example, among approved character 
traits are proper behaviour to kin or readiness to fulfill obligations.
Such production is originally not for exchange. But if exchange of 
commodities becomes important enough, then increased efficiency 
of production becomes necessary. Such efficiency is provided by the 
transition to industrialized production which involves the elimination 
of the kin-based production unit. A large-scale, non-reduplicative 
production unit is substituted which has only one function, the 
economic one, and where prestige or status is attained by economic 
skills. Production is rationalized, made vastly more efficient, and 
becomes more and more public --part of an integrated social 
network. An enormous expansion of man's productive potential takes 
place. Under capitalism such social productive forces are utilized 
almost exclusively for private profit. These can be thought of as 
capitalized forms of production.
If we apply the above to housework and child rearing, it is evident 
that each family, each household, constitutes an individual 
production unit, a pre-industrial entity, in the same way that peasant 
farmers or cottage weavers constitute pre-industrial production units. 
The main features are clear, with the reduplicative, kin-based, priv

ate nature of the work being the most important. (It is interesting to 
notice the other features; the multi-purpose functions of the family, 
the fact that desirable attributes for women do not centre on 
economic prowess, etc.) The rationalization of production effected 
by a transition to large-scale production has not taken place in this 
area.
Industrialization is, in itself, a great force for human good; 
exploitation and dehumanization go with capitalism and not 
necessarily with industrialization. To advocate the conversion of 
private domestic labour into a public industry under capitalism is 
quite a different thing from advocating such conversion in a socialist 
society. In the latter case the forces of production would operate for 
human welfare, not private profit, and the result should be 
liberation, not dehumanization. In this case we can speak of 
socialized forms of production.
These definitions are not meant to be technical but rather to 
differentiate between two important aspects of industrialization. 
Thus the fear of the barracks-like result of introducing 
housekeeping into the public economy is most realistic under 
capitalism. With socialized production and the removal of the profit 
motive and its attendant alienated labour, there is no reason why, in 
an industrialized society, industrialization of housework should not 
result in better production, i.e., better food, more comfortable 
surroundings, more intelligent and loving child-care, etc., than in the 
present nuclear family.
The argument is often advanced that, under neo-capitalism, the 
work in the home has been much reduced. Even if this is true, it is 
not structurally relevant. Except for the very rich, who can hire 
someone to do it, there is for most women, an irreducible minimum 
of necessary labour involved in caring for home, husband, and 
children. For a married woman without children this irreducible 
minimum of work probably takes fifteen to twenty hours a week; for 
a woman with small children the minimum is probably seventy or 
eighty hours a week.8 (There is some resistance to regarding child-
rearing as a job. That labour is involved, i.e., the production of use-
value, can be clearly seen when exchange-value is also involved- 
when the work is done by baby sitters, nurses, child-care centres, 
or teachers. An economist has already pointed out the paradox that 
if a man marries his housekeeper, he reduces the national income, 
since the money he gives her is no longer counted as wages.) The 
reduction of housework to the minimums given is also expensive; 
for low-income families more labour is required.



In any case, household work remains structurally the same -a 
matter of private production.
One function of the family, the one taught to us in school and the 
one which is popularly accepted, is the satisfaction of emotional 
needs: the needs for closeness, community, and warm secure 
relationships. This society provides few other ways of satisfying 
such needs; for example, work relationships or friendships are not 
expected to be nearly as important as a man-woman-with-children 
relationship. Even other ties of kinship are increasingly secondary. 
This function of the family is important in stabilizing it so that it can 
fulfill the second, purely economic, function discussed above. The 
wage-earner, the husband-father, whose earnings support himself, 
also "pays for" the labour done by the mother-wife and supports the 
children.
The wages of a man buy the labour of two people. The crucial 
importance of this second function of the family can be seen when 
the family unit breaks down in divorce. The continuation of the 
economic function is the major concern where children are 
involved; the man must continue to pay for the labour of the 
woman. His wage is very often insufficient to enable him to support 
a second family. In this case his emotional needs are sacrificed to 
the necessity to support his ex-wife and children. That is, when 
there is a conflict the economic function of the family very often 
takes precedence over the emotional one. And this in a society 
which teaches that the major function of the family is the 
satisfaction of emotional needs.9
As an economic unit, the nuclear family is a valuable stabilizing 
force in capitalist society. Since the production which is done in the 
home is paid for by the husband-father's earnings, his ability to 
withhold his labour from the market is much reduced. Even his 
flexibility in changing jobs is limited. The woman, denied an active 
place in the market, has little control over the conditions that govern 
her life. Her economic dependence is reflected in emotional 
dependence, passivity, and other "typical" female personality traits. 
She is conservative, fearful, supportive of the status quo.
Furthermore, the structure of this family is such that it is an ideal 
consumption unit. But this fact, which is widely noted in Women's 
Liberation literature, should not be taken to mean that this is its 
primary function. If the above analysis is correct, the family should 
be seen primarily as a production unit for housework and child-
rearing.
Everyone in capitalist society is a consumer; the structure

of the family simply means that it is particularly well suited to 
encourage consumption. Women in particular are good consumers; 
this follows naturally from their responsibility for matters in the 
home. Also, the inferior status of women, their general lack of a 
strong sense of worth and identity, make them more exploitable 
than men and hence better consumers.
The history of women in the industrialized sector of the economy 
has depended simply on the labour needs of that sector. Women 
function as a massive reserve army of labour.
When labour is scarce (early industrialization, the two world wars, 
etc.) then women form an important part of the labour force. When 
there is less demand for labour (as now under neo-capitalism) 
women become a surplus labour force -but one for which their 
husbands and not society are responsible. The "cult of the home" 
makes its reappearance during times of labour surplus and is used 
to channel women out of the market economy. This is relatively 
easy since the pervading ideology ensures that no one, man or 
woman, takes women's participation in the labour force very 
seriously.
Women's real work, we are taught, is in the home; this holds 
whether or not they are married, single, or the heads of 
households.
At all times household work is the responsibility of women. When 
they are working outside the home they must so,how manage to 
get both outside job and housework done (or they supervise a 
substitute for the housework). Women, particularly married women 
with children, who work outside the home simply do two jobs; their 
participation in the labour force is only allowed if they continue to 
fulfill their first responsibility in the home. This is particularly evident 
in countries like Russia and those in Eastern Europe where 
expanded opportunities for women in the labour force have not 
brought a corresponding expansion in their liberty. Equal access to 
jobs outside the home, while one of the preconditions of women's 
liberation, will not in itself be sufficient to give equality for women; 
as long as work in the home remains a matter of private production 
and is the responsibility of women, they will simply carry a double 
work-load.
A second prerequisite for women's liberation which follows from the 
above analysis is the conversion of the work now done in the home 
as private production into work to be done in the public economy.I0 
To be more specific, this means that child-rearing should no longer 
be the responsibility solely of the parents. Society must begin



to take responsibility for children; the economic dependence of 
women and children on the husband-father must be ended. The 
other work that goes on in the home must also be changed -- 
communal eating places and laundries for example.
When such work is moved into the public sector, then the material 
basis for discrimination against women will be gone.
These are only preconditions. The idea of the inferior status of 
women is deeply rooted in the society and will take a great deal of 
effort to eradicate. But once the structures which produce and 
support that idea are changed then, and only then, can we hope to 
make progress. It is possible, for example, that a change to 
communal eating places would simply mean that women are moved 
from a home kitchen to a communal one. This would be an advance, 
to be sure, particularly in a socialist society where work would not 
have the inherently exploitative nature it does now.
Once women are freed from private production in the home, it will 
probably be very difficult to maintain for any long period of time a 
rigid definition of jobs by sex. This illustrates the interrelation 
between the two preconditions given above: true equality in Job 
opportunity is probably impossible without freedom from housework, 
and the industrialization of housework is unlikely unless women are 
leaving the home for jobs.
The changes in production necessary to get women out of the home 
might seem to be, in theory, possible under capitalism. One of the 
sources of women's liberation movements may be the fact that 
alternative capitalized forms of home production now exist. Day care 
is available, even if inadequate and perhaps expensive; 
convenience foods, home delivery of meals, and take-out meals are 
widespread; laundries and cleaners offer bulk rates. However, cost 
usually prohibits a complete dependence on such facilities, and they 
are not available everywhere, even in North America.
These should probably then be regarded as embryonic forms rather 
than completed structures. However, they clearly stand as 
alternatives to the present system of getting such work done. 
Particularly in North America, where the growth of "service 
industries" is important in maintaining the growth of the economy, 
the contradictions between these alternatives and the need to keep 
women in the home will grow.
The need to keep woman in the home arises from two major aspects 
of the present system. First, the amount of unpaid labour performed 
by women is vary large and very profitable to those who own the 
means of production. To pay

women for their work, even at minimum wage scales, would imply a 
massive redistribution of wealth. At present, the support of a family is a 
hidden tax on the wage earner -- his wage buys the labour power of 
two people. And second, there is the problem of whether the economy 
can expand enough to put all women to work as a part of the normally 
employed labour force. The war economy has been adequate to draw 
women partially into the economy but not adequate to establish a need 
for all or most of them. If it is argued that the jobs created by the 
industrialization of housework will create this need, then one can 
counter by pointing to (1) the strong economic forces operating for the 
status quo and against capitalization discussed above, and (2) the fact 
that the present service industries, which somewhat counter these 
forces, have not been able to keep up with the growth of the labour 
force as presently constituted. The present trends in the service 
industries simply create "underemployment" in the home; they do not 
create new jobs for women.
So long as this situation exists, woman remain a very convenient and 
elastic part of the industrial reserve army. Their incorporation into the 
labour force on terms of equality -which would create pressure for 
capitalization of housework -is possible only with an economic 
expansion so far achieved by neocapitalism only under conditions of 
full-scale war mobilization.
In addition, such structural changes imply the complete breakdown of 
the present nuclear family. The stabilizing consuming functions of the 
family, plus the ability of the cult of the home to keep women out of the 
labour market, serve neocapitalism too well to be easily dispensed 
with.
And, on a less fundamental level, even if these necessary changes in 
the nature of household production were achieved under capitalism it 
would have the unpleasant consequence of including all human 
relations in the cash nexus. The atomization and isolation of people in 
Western society is already sufficiently advanced to make it doubtful if 
such complete psychic isolation could be tolerated. It is likely in fact 
that one of the major negative emotional responses to women's 
liberation movements may be exactly such a fear. If this is the case, 
then possible alternatives -- cooperatives, the kibbutz, etc. --can be 
cited to show that psychic needs for community and warmth can in fact 
be better satisfied if other structures are substituted for the nuclear 
family.
At best the change to capitalization of housework would only give 
women the same limited freedom given most men in capitalist society. 
This does not mean, however, that women should walt to demand 
freedom from discrimination.



There is a material basis for women's status; we are not merely 
discriminated against, we are exploited. At present, our unpaid 
labour in the home is necessary if the entire system is to function. 
Pressure created by women who challenge their role will reduce 
the effectiveness of this exploitation. In addition, such challenges 
will impede the functioning of the family and may make the 
channeling of ~men out of the labour force less effective. All of 
these will hopefully make quicker the transition to a society in 
which the necessary structural changes in production can actually 
be made. That such a transition will require a revolution I have no 
doubt; our task is to make sure that revolutionary changes in the 
society do in fact end women's oppression.
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APPENDI X
Passages from Lenin, On the Emancipation of Women, Progress 
Publishers, Moscow.
Large-scale machine industry, which concentrates masses of 
workers who often come from various parts of the country, 
absolutely refuses to tolerate survivals of patriarchalism and 
Personal dependence, and is marked by a truly "contemptuous 
attitude to the past". It is this break with obsolete tradition that is one 
of the substantial conditions which have created the possibility and 
evoked the necessity of regulating production and of public control 
over it. In particular, ... it must be stated that the drawing of women 
and juveniles into production is, at bottom, progressive.
It is indisputable that the capitalist factory places these categories of 
the working population in particularly hard conditions, but endeavors 
to completely ban the work of women and juveniles in industry, or to 
maintain thhe
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patriarchal manner of life that ruled out such work, would be 
reactionary and utopian. By destroying the patriarchal isolation of 
these categories of the population who formerly never emerged from 
the narrow circle of domestic family relationships, by drawing them 
into direct participation in social production, . .. industry stimulates 
their development and increases their independence. (p.15)
Notwithstanding all the laws emancipating woman, she continues to 
be a domestic slave, because petty housework crushes, strangles, 
stultifies, and degrades her, chains her to the kitchen and the nursery, 
and she wastes her labour on barbarously unproductive, petty, nerve-
racking, stultifying and crushing drudgery. The real emancipation of 
women, real communism, will begin only where and when an all-out 
struggle begins (led by the proletariat wielding the state power) 
against this petty housekeeping, or rather when its wholesale 
transformation into a large-scale socialist economy begins.
Do we in practice pay sufficient attention to this question, which in 
theory every Communist considers indisputable? Of course not. Do 
we take proper care of the shoots of communism which already exist 
in this sphere? Again, the answer is no. Public catering 
establishments, nurseries, kindergartens --here we have examples of 
these shoots, here we have the simple everyday means, involving 
nothing pompous, grandiloquent or ceremonial, which can really 
emancipate women, really lessen and abolish their inequality with 
man as regards their role in social production and public life. These 
means are not new, they (like all the material prerequisites for 
socialism) were created by large-scale capitalism. But under 
capitalism they remained, .first, a rarity, and secondly --which is 
particularly important --either profit-making enterprises, with all the 
worst features of speculation, profiteering, cheating and fraud, or 
"acrobatics of bourgeois charity", which the best workers rightly hated 
and despised. (pp.61-62)
You all know that even when women have full rights, they still remain 
downtrodden because all housework is left to them. In most cases, 
housework is the most unproductive, the most savage, and the most 
arduous work a woman can. do.
It is exceptionally petty end does not include anything that would in 
any way promote the development of the woman. (p.67) We are 
setting up model institutions, dining-rooms and nurseries, that will 
emancipate women from housework ....

14 We say that the emancipation of the workers must be 
effected by the workers themselves, and in exactly the same 
way the emancipation of working women is a matter for the 
working women themselves. The working women must 
themselves see to it that such institutions are developed, and 
this activity will bring about a complete change in their 
positions as compared with what it was under the old, capitalist 
society. (p. 68)
The change in an historical epoch can always be determined 
by the progress of women towards freedom, because in the 
relation of woman to man, of the weak to the strong, the victory 
of human nature over brutality is most evident.
The degree of emancipation of women is the natural measure 
of general emancipation.
-- Charles Fourier In education, in marriage, in everything, 
disappointment is the lot of women. It shall be the business of 
my life to deepen thls disappointment in every woman's heart 
until she bows down to it no longer.
-- Lucy Stone Every socialist recognizes the dependence of the 
workmen on the capitalist, and cannot understand that others, 
and especially the capitalists themselves, should fail to 
recognize it also; but the same socialist often does not 
recognize the dependence of women on men because the 
question touches his own dear self more or less clearly.
-- August Bebel
 In no bourgeois, shares, etc.), be it even the most democratic 
republic, nowhere in the world, have women gained a position 
of complete equality. And this, notwithstanding the fact that 
more than one and a quarter centuries have elapsed since the 
Great French Revolution.
in words bourgeois equality promises equality and freedom.
in fact not a single bourgeois republic, not even the most 
advanced one, has glven the feminine half of the human race 
either full equality with men or freedom from the guardianship 
and oppression of men.
-- Lenin, Pravda, November 8, 1919 The degree of 
emancipation of women could be used as a standard by which 
to measure general emancipation.
-- Marx and Engels, The Holy Family
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