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THE FEMINIST STANDPOINT:
TOWARD A SPECIFICALLY FEMINIST
HISTORICAL MATERIALISM

Nancy C. M. Hartsock

The different understandings of power put forward by women who have theorized

about power implicitly pose the question of the extent to which gender is a wold- -

view-structuring experience. In this chapter 1 explore some of the epistemalogical

consequences of claiming that women’s lives differ systematically and structuraily’

from those of men. In particular, 1 suggest that, like the lives of proletarians accord-
ing to Marxian theory, women’s lives make available a particular and priviteged
vantage point on male supremacy, a vantage point that can ground a powerfut cri-
tique of the phallocratic institutions and ideclogy that constitute the capitalist
form of patriarchy. 1 argue that on the basis of the structures that define women’s
activity as contzibutors to subsistence and as mothers, the sexual division of labor,
one could begin, though not complete, the construction of a feminist standpoint
on which fo ground a specifically feminist historical materialism. I hope to show
how just as Marx's understanding of the world from the standpoint of the prole-
tariat enabled him to go beneath bourgeois ideology, so a feminist starfdpoint can
allow us to descend further into materiality to an epistemnological level at which we
can better understand both why patriarchal institutions and ideclogies take such
perverse and deadly forms and how both theory and practice can be redirected in
more liberatory directions,

The reader will remember that the concept of a standpoint carries several spe-
cific contentions. Most important, it posits a series of levels of reality in which the
deeper level both includes and explains the sutface or appearance. Related to the
positing of levels are several claims:

1. Material life (class position in Marxist theory) not only structures but sets lim-
its on the understanding of social relations.

2. If material fife is structured in fundamentally opposing ways for two different
groups, one can expect that the vision of each will represent an inversion of the
other, and in systems of domination the vision available to the rulers will be
both partial and perverse.

3. The vision of the ruling class {or gender} structures the material relations in
which all parties are forced to participate and therefore cannot be dismissed as
simply false.
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1o consequence; the vision available to the oppressed group must be struggled
‘for and represents an achievement that requires both science to see beneath the
urface of the sociai relations in which all are forced to participate and the edu-
cation that can onfy grow from struggle to change those relations.

.‘As an engaged vision, the understanding of the oppressed, the adoption of a
tandpoint exposes the real relations among human beings as inhuman, points
eyond the present, and carries a historically liberatory role.

cause of its achieved character and its liberatory potential, I use the term “femi-
t* rather than “women's standpoint.” Like the experience of the proletariat,
men’s experience and activity as 2 dominated group contains both negative and
jositive aspects, A feminist standpoint picks out and amplifies the liberatory possi-
es contained in that experience,
" Women's work in every society differs systematically from men'’s. I intend to
ursue the suggestion that this division of labor is the first, and in some societies
the only, division of labor; moreover, it is central to the organization of social labor
more generally.! On the basis of an account of the sexual division of labor, one
hould be able to begin to explore the opypositions and differences between
omen’s and men’s activity and their consequences for epistemology. While I can-
ot attermpt a complete account, I put forward a schematic and simplified account
f the sexual division of laber and its consequences for epistemology. T sketch out a
kind of ideal type of the social refations and world view characteristic of men's and
women's activity in order to explore the epistemology contained in the institution-
alized sexual division of labor. In so doing, I do not mean 1o attribute this vision o
ndividual women or men (any more than Marx or Lukdcs meant their theory of
class consciousness to apply to any particular worker or group of workers). My
focus is instead on institutionalized social practices and on the specific epistemol-
ogy and ontology manifested by the institutionalized sexual divisicn of labor,
Individuals, as individuals, may change their activity in ways that move them out-
side the eutlock embodied in these institutions, but such a move can be significant
only when it occurs at the leve! of society as a whole,

I discuss the “sexual division of labor” rather than “gender division of labor” to
stress, first, my desire ot to separate the effects of “nature and nurture,” or biology

" and culture, and my belief that the division of labor between women and men can-
- not be reduced to simply social dimensions. One must distinguish between what

Sara Ruddick has termed “invariant and senrly unchangeable” features of human
life, and these that, despite being “nearly universal,” are “certainly changeable™
Thus the fact that women and not men bear children is not (yee} a social choice,
but that women and not men rear children in a society structured by compulsory
heterosexuality and male dominance is clearly a societal choice. A second reason to
use the term “sexual division of labor” is fo keep hold of the bodily aspect of exis-
tence, perhaps to grasp it overfirmly in an effort to keep it from evaporating alto-
gether. There is some biological, bodily compenent to human existence, But its size
and substantive content will remain unknown until at least the certainly change-
able aspects of the sexual division of labor are altered.
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On the basis of a schernatic account of the sexual division of labor, I begin ¢

fill in the specific content of the feminist standpoint and begin to specify how
women's lives structure an understanding of social relations, that is, begin to folloy’
ouf the episternological consequences of the sexual division of labor. In addressing
the institutionatized sexual division of labor, T propose to lay aside the impaortant ®
differences among wornen and instead to search for central commonalities across
race and class boundaries. 1 take some justification from the fruitfulness of Mary's
similar strategy in constructing a simplified, two-class, two-man model in which

everything was exchanged at its value. Marx’s schematic account in volume I of
Cupitalleft out of account such factors as imperialism; the differential wages, work,
and working conditions of the Irish; the differences between women, men, and

children; and so on. While ali these factors are important to the analysis of con-

temporary capitalism, none changes either Marx's theories of surplus value or
p ¥ cap & P

alienation, the two mest fundamental features of the Marxian analysis of capital-

ism. My effort here takes a similar form, ia an attempt to move toward a theory of

the extraction and appropriation of women’s activity and women themselves, Sill,
T adopt this strategy with some reluctance, since it contains the danger of making
invisible the experience of lesbians or women of color.? At the same time, I recog-
nize that the effort te uncover a feminist standpoint assumes that there are some
things common to all women’s lives in Western class societies.

The feminist standpoint that emerges through an examination of women’s
aclivities is related to the proletarian standpoint, but deepergoing. Women and
workers inhabit a world in which the emphasis is on change rather than stasis, a
worid characterized by interaction with natural substances rather than separation
from nature, a world in: which quality is more important than quantity, a world in
which the unification of mind and body is inherent in the activities perfprmed. Yet
there are some important differences, differences marked by the fact that the prole-
tacian (if male) is immersed in this world only during the time his labor power is
being used by the capitalist. If;, to paraphrase Marx, we follow the worker home
from the factory, we can once again perceive a change in the dranatis personae. He
who before followed behind as the worker, timid and holding back, with nathing to
expect but a hiding, now strides in front, while a third person, not specifically pres-
ent in Marx’s account of the transactions between capitalist and worker (both of
whom are male) follows timidly behind, carrying groceries, baby, and diapers.

Given what has been said about the life activity of the proletarian, one can see
that, because the sexual division of labor means that much of the work involved in
reproducing lzbor power is done by women, and because much of the male
worker's contact with nature outside the factory is mediated by women, the visicn
of reality which grows from the female experience is deeper and more thoroughge-
ing than that available to the worker.

The Sexual Division of Labor

Womien’s activity as institutionalized has a double aspect: their contribution to
subsistence and their contribution to childrearing. Whether ¢ not all women do
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women as a sex are institutionally responsible for producing both goods and
= an beings, and all women are forced to become the kinds of persons who can
‘both. Although the nature of women's contribution to s_ublsmtenc.e varies
inensely over time and space, my primary focus hlere ison C.a]:ll‘tallsm, with a sec-
dary focos on the class societies that preceded it.* In capl.ta].lsm, womei cofi-
i te both production for wages and production of goods in the heme, that is,
: ey’. Jike mmen, sell their labor power and produce both commodities an,d §urplus
e, and produce use values in the home. Unlike men, however, women's Yives are
iitationally defined by their production of use values in thf: home.® He:re we
hegin to encounter the narrowness of Marx’s concept of production. WOTne:ns pro-
duction of use values in the home has not been well understood by socialists. It is
1o surprise to ferninists that Engels, for example, simply asks.how women can con-
tae to do the work in the home and also work in production eutside the horne.
j&[arx, too, takes for granted women’s responsibility' for househ.old labor. He
epeats, as if it were his own, the question of a Belgian factory inspector: If a
. other works For wages, “how will [the household’s] internal economy be cared
oz; who will look after the young children; who will get ready the meals, do the
vashing and mending?™ .

Let us trace both the outlines and the consequences of women'’s dual contribu-
ion to subsistence in capitalism. Women's tabor, like that of the male worker, is
‘ontact with material necessity. Their contribution to subsistence, like that of the

trale worker, involves them in 2 world in which the relation to nature and to con-
*érete human requirement is centzal, bath in the form of interaction with nfatural
ubstances whose quality, rather than quantity, is important to the production of
fmeals, ciothing, and sc forth and in the form of close attention in a different way
ftom men's. While repetition for both the wages and even more in househeld pro-
duction involves a unification of mind and body for the purpose of transforming
‘natural substances into socially defined goods. This, too, is true of the labor of the
. tnale worker.

There are, however, important differences, First, women as a group work more
than men. We are all famitiar with the phenomenon of the “double day;” and with
indications that women work many more hours per week than men.” Second, a
" larger proportion of women's labor time is devoted to the productiu.n. of use values
than men's. Cnly some of the goods wamen produce are commodities—however
much they live in a society structured by commadity production and exchange.
“Third, women's production is structured by repetition in a different way from
men’s, While repetition for both the woman and the male worker may talfe the
form of production of the same object, over and over—whether applelples or
brake linings—women's work in housekeeping involves a repetitious clea_mng.’

Thus the man, in the process of production, is involved in contact with neces-
sity and interchange with nature as well as with other human bcings: ‘t.)ut the
process of production or work does not consume his whole life. The activity of- a
woman in the home as well as the work she does for wages keeps her continually in
contact with a world of qualities and change. Her immersion in the world of
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use—in concrete, many-qualitied, changing material processes—is more compiete
than his, And if life itself consists of sensuous activity, the vantage point available
o women on the basis of their contribution to subsistence represents an intensifi-
cation and deepening of the materialist world view available to the producers o

commodities in capitalism, an intensification of class consciousness. The availabil-
ity of this outlock to even nonworking-class women has been strikingly formu-
tated by a novelist: “Washing the toilet used by three males, and the floor and walls
around it, is, Mira thought, coming face to face with necessity. And that is why
women were saner than men, did not come up with the mad, absurd schemes men

developed: they were in touch with necessity, they had to wash the toilet bowl and :

floor™

The focus on women’s subsistence activity rather than men'’s leads to 2 model

in which the capitalist (inale) lives a life structured completely by commodity :

exchange and not at all by production, and at the farthest distance from contac

with concrete material life. The male worker marks a way station on the path to the |

other extreme—the constant contact with material necessity present in women's

contribution to subsistence. There are of course important differences along the -

lines of race and class. For example, working-class men seem to do more domestic
labor than men higher up in the class structure—car repairs, carpeniry, and the
fike. And until very recently, the wage work done by most women of color repli-
cated the housework required by their own households. Still, there are commonal-
ities present in the institutionalized sexual division of labor that make women
responsible for both housework and wage work,

‘Women’s contribution to subsistence, however, represents only a part of
women’s labor. Women also produce/reproduce men (and other women) on both
a daily and a long-term basis. This aspect of women’s “production”™ exposes the
deep inadequacies of the concept of production as a description of women's activ-
ity. One does not {cannot) produce another human being in anything like the way
one produces an object such as a chair, Much more is involved, activity that cannot
easily be dichotomized into play or work. Helping another to develap, the gradual
relinquishing of contrel, the experiencing of the human limits of one’s actions—all
these are important featuzes of women’s activity as mothers. Women, as mothers,
even more than as workers, are institutionally invelved in processes of change and
growth, and more than workers, must understand the importance of avoiding
excessive control in order to help others grow.” The activity involved is far more
complex than instrumentally working with others to transform: objects. (Interest-
ingly, much of women’s wage work—nursing, social work, and some secretarial
jobs in particular—requires and depends on the refational and interpersonal skills
women learned by being mothered by someone of the same sex.}

This aspect of women’s activity, too, is not without consequences. Indeed, it is
in the production of men by women and the appropriation of this laber, and
women themselves, by men, that the epposition between feminist amnd masculinist
experience and outlook is rooted, and it is here that features of the proletarian
vision are enhanced and modified for the woman and diluted for the man.
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omen’s experience in reproduction Tepresents a unity with nature that goes
eyond the proletarian experience of interchange with nature. As another theorist
as put it, “reproductive Jabor might be said to combine the fanctions of the archi-
ct and the bee; Like the architect, parturitive woman knows what she is doing;
the bee, she cannot help what she is doing.” And just as the worker's acting on
e external work changes both the world and the worker's nature, so too “2 new
changes the world and the consciousness of the woman.”" In addition, in the
racess of producing human beings, relations with others may take a variety of
orms with deeper significance than simple cooperation with others for common
oals—forms that range from a deep unity with another through the many-leveled
and changing connections mothers experience with growing children. Finally,
somen’s experience in bearing and rearing children involves a-unity of mind and
ody more profound than is pessible in the worker’s instrumental activity.
Motherhood in the large sense, that is, motherhood as an institution rather
han an experience, including pregrancy and the preparation for motherhood

“almost all femate children receive in being raised by a womas, results in the con-

struction of female existence as centered within a complex relational nexus.” One
aspect of this relational existence is centered on the experience of living in a
woman's rather than a man's body. There are a series of what our culture treats as
-boundary chalienges inherent in female physiology, challenges that make it diffi-
cult to maintain rigid separation from the object world. Menstruation, coitus,
regnancy, ¢hildbirth, Jactation—all represent chatlenges to bodily boundaries.”

‘Adrienne Rich has described the experience of pregnancy as one in which the
‘embryo was both inside and yet “daily more separate, on its way to becoming sep-
‘arate from me and of-itself. In early pregnancy the stirring of the fetus felt like
ghostly tremors of my own body; later like the movements of a heing imprisoned
‘in me; but both sensations were my sensations, contributing to my own sense of

physical and psychic space™

In turn, the fact that women but not men are primarily responsible for young
children means that the infant first experiences itself as not fully differentiated
from the mother and then as an 1 in relation to an It that it later comes to know as

. female.” Nancy Chodorow and Jane Flax have argued that the object-relations
¢ school of psychoanalytic theory puts forward a materialist psychology, one that 1

propose to treat as a kind of empirical hypothesis, If the account of human devei-
opment provided by object relations is correct, one ought to expect to find conse-
guences—both psychic and social.* According to object-relations theory, the

+ process of differentiation from a woman, by both boys and gitls, reinforces bound-

ary confusion in women’s egos and boundary strengthening in men’s. Individuation
is far more conflictual for male than for female children, in part because both
mother and son experience the other as a definite “other” The experience of one-
ness on the part of both mother and infant scems to Jast longer with girls,”

The complex relational world inhabited by women has its start in the experi-
ence and resolution of the oedipal crisis, cleanly resolved for the boy, whereas the
girlis much more likely to retain both parents as love objects. The nature of the cri-
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sis itself differs by sex: The boy's love for the mother is an extension of mothe
infant unity and thus essentially threatening to his ego and independence
Masculine ego formation necessarily requires repressing this first relation and:
negating the mother.” In contrast, the girl’s love for the father is less threatening
both because it accurs outside this unity and because it occurs at a later stage of
development. For boys, the central Issue to be resolved concerns gender identifica:
tios; for girls, the issue is psychosexual development.” Chodorow concludes that
girls' gradual emergence from the cedipal period takes place in such a way that’
empathy is built into their primary definition of self, and they have a variety of
capacities for experiencing another’s needs or feelings as their own. Put another
way, gitls, because of female parenting, are less differentiated from others than
boys, more continuous with and related to the external object world, They are dif-
ferently oriented to their inner object world as well.”

The more complex female relational world is reinforced by the process of
socialization. Gizls learn roles from watching their mothers; boys must learn roles
from rules that structure the life of an absent male figure. Girls can identify witha
concrete example present in daily life; boys rnust identify with an abstract set of
maxims only occasionally concretely present in the form of the father. Thus, not
only do girls learn 1oles with more interpersonal and relational skills, but the
process of role learning itself is embodied in the concrete relation with the mother,
The male, in contrast, must identify with an abstract, cultural stereotype and learn
abstract behaviors not attached to a well-known person. Masculinity is idealized
for boys, whereas femininity is concrete for girls,

Women and men, then, grow up with personalities affected by different

boundary experiences, differently constructed and experienced inner and outer ;
worlds, and precccupations with different relational issues. This ear]y experience
forms an important ground for the feminine sense of self as connected to the :

world and the masculine sense of self as separate, distinct, and even disconnected.
By retaining the preoedipal attachment to the mother, girls come to define and
experience themselves as continuous with others. In sum, girls enter adulthaed
with a more complex layering of affective ties and a rich, ongoing inner set of
object relations. Boys, with a simpler oedipal situation and a clear and early resolu-
tion, have repressed ties to another. As a result, women define and experience
themselves relationally, and men do not.?

Chodorow’s argament receives support from Robert Stroller’s work on sexual
excitement and his seacch for the roots of adult sexual behavior in infant experi-
ence. Attempting to understand why men are more perverse than women (i.e., why
mer’s sexual excitement seems to require more gross hostility than women's) led
him to suggest that boys may face more difficulties in individuating than girls.” He
puts forvard a theory of what he terms “primary femininity.” Because the male
infant is merged with the mother, who is 2 woman, the boy may experience himself
as female. Stoller suggests that it may be that the boy does not start out as hetero-
sexual, as Freud thought, but must separate himself to achieve heterosexuality. The

299

ess with the mother must be counteracted. Thus, “masculinity in males starts
‘movement away from the blissful and dangerous, forever remembered and for-
o yearned for, mother-infant symbiosis.® To become masculine, the boy must
arate himself both externally from his mother’s body, and within himself, from
“wn already formed primary identification with femininity.™ This requires the
struction of barriers to femininity directed both inward and outward. The
5 ther may be represented as an evil creature, a witch, to counteract the wish to
rnerge with her. Or the barrier may be constructed and sustained by fantasies of
Thiarming the mother.” Inwardly, the boy must develop a character structure that
“farces the feninine part of himself down and out of awareness.™. .

stract Masculinity and the Feminist Standpoint

This excursion into psychoanalytic theory has served to point to the differences in
inen’s and women's experience of seif resulting from the sexual division of labor in
childrearing. These different psychic experiences both structure and are reinforced
by the differing patterns of men’s and women's activity required by the sexual divi-
sion of laber, and are thereby replicated as epistemology and ontology. This differ-
ential life activity in class society leads on the one hand toward a feminist stand-
point and an the other toward an abstract masculinity.

Because the problem for the boy is to distinguish himself from the mother and
protect himself against the real threat she poses for his identity, his conflictual and
oppositionat efforts lead to the formation of rigid ego boundaries. The way Freud
takes for granied the rigid distinction between the “me and not-me” makes the
point well: “Mormally, there is nothing of which we are more certain than the feel-
ing of ousself, of our own ego. This ego appears to us as something autonomous
" and unitary, marked off distinctly from everything else.” At least toward the out-
side, “the ego scems to maintain clear and sharp lines of demarcation.”” Thus, the
boy's construction of self in opposition to unity with the mother, his construction
of identity as differentiation from the mothez, sets a hostile and combative dualism
. at the heart of both the community men construct and the masculinist world view
by means of which they understand their fives. ...

The construction of the self in opposition to another who threatens one’s very
. being reverberates throughout the censtruction of both class society and the mas-
culinist world view and results in a deep-going and hierarchical dualism. First, the
mar's experience is characterized by the duality of concrete versus abstract.* Material
reality as experienced by the boy in the family provides no model, and is unimpor-
tant in the attainment of masculinity. Nothing of value to the boy occurs within the
family, and masculinity becomes an abstract ideal to be achieved over the opposition
of daily Jife. Masculinity must be attained by means of oppasition to the concrete
world of daily ife, by escaping from contact with the female world of the household
into the masculine world of politics or public life. This experience of two worlds, one
valuable, if abstract and deeply unattainable, the other useless and demeaning, if
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concrete and necessary, lies at the heart of a series of dualisms—abstract/concrete;
mind/body, culture/nature, idealireal, stasis/change. And these dualisms are overlaig
by gender; only the first of each pair is associated with the male. “

Dualism, along with the dominance of one side of the dichotomy aver the
other, marks phaflacentric society and social theory. These dualisms appear in 3
variety of forms—in philosophy, sexuality, technology, political theory, and the
organization of class society itself.. .. :

The oedipal roots of these hierarchical dualisms are memorialized in the over
lay of masculine and feminine connotations. It is not accidental that women ar
associated with quasi-human 2nd nonhuiman nature, that the womnan is associate
with the body and material life, that the lives of women are systematically used o
examples to characterize the lives of thase ruled by their bodies rather than thei
minds.?

Both the fragility and fundamental falseness of the masculinist ideology an
the deeply problematic nature of the social relations from which it grows ax,
apparent in its reliance on a series of counterfactaal assumptions and contentions

Consider how the following contentions run counter to lived experience: The body

is both irrelevani and in opposition to the (real} self, an impediment to be over

come by the mind; the female mind either does not exist (Do women have souls?) ;
or works in such incomprehensible ways as to be unintelligible (the “enigma of |
woman”); what is real and primary is imperceptible to the senses and impervious °

to nature and natural change. What is remarkable is not only that these con-
tentions have absorbed a great deal of philosophical energy but, along with a series
of other counterfactuals, have structured social relations for centuries.
Interestingly enough, the epistemology and society constructed by men, suf-
fering from the effects of abstract masculinity, have a great deal in coramon with
the society and ideology imposed by commodity exchange. The separation and
opposition of social and natural worlds, of abstract and concrete, of permanence
and change, the effort to define only the former of ¢ach pair as importaat, the
reliance on a series of counterfactual assumptions—all this is shared with the
exchange abstraction. Abstract masculinity shares still another of its aspects with
the exchange ahstraction: It forms the basis for an even more problematic social
synthesis. Hege}'s analysis makes clear the problematic social relations available to
the self that maintains itself by oppasition: Each of the two subjects struggling for
recognition tries to kiil the other. But if the other is kilied, the subject is once again
alene. In sum, then, masculine experience when replicated as episternoiogy leads to
aworld conceived as (and in fact) inhabited by a number of fundamentally hostile
others whom one comes to know by means of opposition {even death struggte)
and yet with whom one must construct z social refation in order to sarvive.
Women’s construction of self in refation to others leads in an opposite
direction—toward opposition to dualisms of any sort; valuation of concrete,
everyday life; a sense of a variety of connectednesses and continuities both with
other persons and with the natural world. If material life structures consciousness,
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s relationafly-defined existence, bodily experience of boundary challenges,
tivity of transforming both physical objects and human beings must be
-ted to result in a world view to which dichotomies are foreign. Women expe-
hee others and themselves along a continuum whose dimensions are evidenced
Sirienne Rich’s argument that the child carried for nine months can be defined
ther as me o as not-me,” and she argues that inner and outer are not polar
Pésites but a continuum.” What the sexual division of labor defines as women’s
i turns on issues of change rather than stasis—the changes nvolved in pro-
cing both use values and commodities, but more profoundly in the activity of
ing human beings who change in both more subtle and more autonomons
Lvays than any inanimate object. Not only the qualities of things but also the quali-
of people are important in women's work; quantity becomes peripheral. In
dition, far more than the instrumental cooperation of the workplace is required;
‘mother-child relation and the maintenance of the family, while it has instru-
nfal aspects, is not defined by them. Finally, the unity of mental and marnual
fhor and the directly sensuous nature of much of women’s wark leads to a more
:ofound unity of mental and manual labor, social and natural worlds, than is
erienced by the male worker in capitalism. The unity grows from the fact that
omen’s badies, unlike mex’s, can be themselves instruments of production: In
regnancy; giving birth, or lactation, argaments about a division of mental from
mannat labor are fundamentally foreign.
That this is indeed women's experience is documented in both the theory and
practice of the contemporary women's movement and needs no further develop-
‘ment here.® The more important question here is whether women’s experience
snd the world view constructed by women’s activity can meet the criteria for a
standpoint. If we return to the five claims carried by the concept of a standpoint it
seems clear that womner’s material life activity has important epistemological and
‘ontological consequences for both the understanding and construction of social
felations, Wamen's activity, then, does satisfy the fisst requirement for a stand-
point.
" Ican now take up the second claim made by a standpoint: that womnen's expe-
tience not only inverts that of men but forms a basis on which to expose abstract
masculinity as both partial and fundamentally perverse, as not only occupying
only one side of the dualities it has constructed but reversing the proper valuation
of human activity. The partiality of the masculinist vision and of the sacieties that
support this understanding is evidenced by its confinement of activity proper to
+ the man to only one side of the dualisms. Its perverseness, however, lies elsewhere.
Perhaps the most dramatic (though not the only) reversal of the proper order of
things characteristic of masculine experience is the substitution of death for life.
The substitution of death for life results atleast in part from the sexuat division
of labior in childrearing. The seif surrounded by rigid ego boundaries, certain of
what is inner and what is outer, the self experienced as walled city, is discontinuous
with others, Georges Bataille has made brilliantly clear the ways in which death
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emerges as the only possible selution to this discontinuity and has folfowed
logic through to argue that reproduction itself must be understoed, not as the
ation of life, but as death. The core experience to be understood is that of discop
nuity and its consequences, As a consequence of this experience of discontinuity
and aloneness, penetration of ego boundaries, or fusion: with another, is expey
enced as viotent. The pair “lover-assailant” is not accidental. Nor is the conpectig;
of reproduction and death.

“Reproduction,” Bataille argues, “implies the existence of discontinygy,
beings.” This is so because “beings which reprodizce themselves are distinct frop;
one another, and those reproduced are likewise distinct from each other, just 4
they are distinct from their parents, Each being is distinct from all others, His birth
his death, the events of his life may have an interest for others, but he alone j;
directly concerned in them. He is born alone. He dies alone. Between one bein;
and another, there is a gulf; a discontinuity,™ (Clearly the gulf of which he speaks
is better characterized as a chasm). In reproduction, spermn and ovum unite &
form a new entity, but they do so from the death and disappearance of two separaty
beings. Thus, the new entity bears death with itself.

Although death and reproduction are intimately linked, Batailie stresses thal
“it is only death which is to be identified with {the transition to] contiauity”; h
holds to this position despite his recognition that reproduction is a form o
growth. The growth, however, he dismisses as not “ours,” as being only “imper
sonal.™ This is not the female experience, in which reproduction is hardly imper-

sonal, nor experienced as death, Tt is, of course, in a literal sense, the sperm that is .
cut off fror its source and lost. Perhaps we should not wonder, then, at the mas-
culinist preaccupation with death, and the feeling that growth is “impersonal,” not

of fundamentai concern to oneself, Beneath Bataille’s theorization of continuity as
death lies the conflictual individuation of the boy: Continuity with another, conti-
nuity with the mother, carries not just danger but inevitable death as a separate
being. But this complete dismissal of the experience of ancther bespeaks a pro-
found lack of empathy and refusal to recognize the very being of anether. It mani-
fests the chasm that separates each man from every other being and from the natu-
ral world, the chasm that marks and defines the problem of community.

The preoccupation with death instead of life appears as well in the argument
that is the ability to kill (and for centuries, the practice} that sets humans above
animals. Even Simone de Beauvoir has accepted that “it is not in giving life but in
risking life that man is raised above the animal: that is why superiority has been
accorded in humanity not to the sex that brings forth but to that which kills"”
That superiority has been accorded to the sex which kills is beyond doubt. But
what kind of vision can take reproduction, the creation of new life, and the force of
[ife in sexuality, and turn it into death, not just in theory but in the practice of rape
and sexiral murder? Any why give pride of place to killing? That is not enly an
inversion of the proper order of things but also a refusal to recognize the real activ-
ities in which mmen as well as women are engaged. The producing of goods and the
reproducing of human beings are certainly life-sustaining activitics. And even the
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‘of the ancient hesoes in search of uudying‘ faxlne were p_ursuits of life and
ented the attempt to avoid death by attaining mnnortahty. Thle searcsl fo;
en, represents the deeper reality that lies beneath the glorification of deat]

on.
et b;j:téannot distniss the substitution of death for life as simply false. Men's
to siructure social relations in their own image means that womenltu.u must
i;ate in social relations that manifest and express abstract masculinity. The
{mportant jife activities have consistently been heid by the powers lh%'lt beto
f2 anworthy of those who are fully human, most centralijf because} of their close
cctions with necessity and life: motherwork (the rearing of children), hous.e-
k; and until the rise of capitalism in the West any wml‘k necessary to subsis-
In addition, these activities in contemporaty capitalisin are ail constructed
yays that systematicaliy degrade and destroy the minds ar.1d h.(]dl'es of. thnm:lwho
ocm them.” The organization of motherheod as an instilution in whmh‘a
rman is alone with her children, the isolation of women from each other in
Homestic labor, the female pathology of toss of self in service to others—all mark
» fransformation of life into death, the distortion of what couE(_i have been cre-
ve and communal activity into oppressive toil, and the destruction of tl'fe possi-
ty'of community present in wormnen’s relational self-definition. Thc‘ ruh‘ng gen-
s and clase’s interest in maintaining social relations such as these is ev1d(_enced
y the fact that when women set up ather structures in which the mother 1s.nut
one with her children, isolated from others, as is frequently the case in wotking-
ass communities or the communities of people of color, these arrangements are
escribed as pathological deviations.

he real destructiveness of the social relations characteristic of abstract mas-
ulinity, however, is now concealed beneath layers of ideology. Marxian .thet.)ry
eeded to go beneath the surface to discover the different levels of éetermmat.son
“that defined the relation of capitalist and {male} worker. These levels of determina-
tion and laws of motion or tendency of phallocratic society must be worked out on
e basis of female experience. This brings me to the fourth claim fora stede.)mr?t:
ts character as an achievernent of both analysis and political struggle occurriag in
‘a particular historical space. The fact that class divisions should have proved so
“resistant to analysis 2nd Tequired such a prolonged palitical struggle before Mar.x
was able to formulate the theory of surplus value indicates the difficulty of this
. accomplishment. And despite the time that has passed since the theory was worked
out, rational contral of production has yet to be achieved. .

Ferninists have only begun the process of revaluing the Eex-nale experience,
seatching for the common threads that connect the diverse experiences of women,
and searching for the structural determinants of these experiences. The dlfﬁcult'y
of the problem faced by feminist theory can be illustrated by the fact that it
required a struggle even to define household labor, if not done for wages, as worli;
to argue that what aze held to be acis of love instead must be recognized as work.
Both the revaluation of women's experience and the use of this experience as a
ground for critique are regquired. That is, the tiberatory possibilities present in
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wommen'’s experience must be, in 4 sense, read out and developed, Thus, a feminis
standpoint may be present on the basis of the commonalities within women’
experience, but it is reither self-evident nor obvious.

Finally, because it provides a way to reveal the perverseness and inhumanity of
human relations, a standpoint forms the basis for moving beyoad these relations,
Just as the proletarian standpoint emerges out of the contradiction between
appearance and essence in capitalism, understood as essentially historical and con
stituted by the relation of capitalist and worker, the ferninist standpoint emerges
both out of the contradiction between the systematically differing structures of
men’s and women’s life activity in Western cultures, It expresses women’s experi
erice at a particular time and place, located within a particular set of social refa
tions. Capitalism, Marx noted, could not develop fully until the notion of human

equality achieved the status of universal truth.” Despite women’s exploitation, -

both as unpaid reproducers of the labor force and as a sex-segregated labor force
available for low wages, then, capitalism poses problems for the continued oppres-
sion of women. Just as capitalism enables the proletariat to raise the possibility ofa
society free from class domination, so too it provides space to raise the possibility
of a society free from all forms of domination. The articulation of a feminist stand-
point based on women’s relational self-definition and activity exposes the world
men have consiructed and the self-understanding that manifests these social rela-
tions as both partial and perverse. More important, by drawing out the potentiality
available in the actuality and thereby exposing the inhumanity of human relations,
it einbodies a distress that requires a solution. The experience of continuity and
relation-—with others, with the natural world, of mind with body—provide an
ontological base for developing a nonproblematic social synthesis, a social synthe-
sis that need not operate through the denial of the body, the attack on nature, or
the death struggle between the seif and other, a social synthesis that does net
depend on any of the forms taken by abstract masculinity.

What is necessary is the genezalization of the potentiality made available by the
activity of women—the defining of society as a whole as propertyless producer both
of use values and of human beings. To understand what such a transformation
would require, we should consider what is involved in the partial transformation
represenied by making the whele of society into propertyless producers of use val-
ues: socialist revolution. The abolition of the division between mental and manual
lzbor cannet take place simply by reans of adopting worker self-management tech-
niques, but instead requires the abolition of private property, the seizure of state
power, and lengthy post-revolutionary class struggle, Thus 1 am not suggesting that
shared parenting arrangements can abolish the sexuat division of labor, Deing away
with this division of labor would of course require institutionalizing the participa-
tion of both women and men in childrearing. But just as the rational and conscious
control of the production of goods and services requires a vast and far-reaching
social transformation, so too the rational and conscious organization of reproduc-
tion would entail the transformation both of every human relation and of human
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ations to the natural world. The magnitude of the task is apparent if one asks
2t a sciety without institutionalized gender differences might look like.
Generalizing the human possibilities present in the life activity of women to
social system as a whole would raise, for the first time in human history, the
-ssibility of a fully human community, a commanity structared by a variety of
nections rather than separation and opposition. One can conclude then that
“men's life activity does form the basis of a specifically feminist materialisn, a

- terialism that can provide a point from which to both critique and work against

2

bl

phailocratic ideology and institutions.

This is [ris Young's point. I am indebted to her persuasive arguments for tzking what she terms
the “gender differentiation of labor” as a central category of analysis. See Young, “Dual Systerns
Theory,” Socialist Review 50, 51 (March-June 1580): 185. My use of (his category, however, dif-
* fers to some extent from: hers. Young focuses on the societal aspects of the division of labor and
. choases to use the term “gender division” to indicate that focus. 1 want to include the relation to
. the natural world as well. In addition, Young's analysis of women in capitalism does not seem ta
. include marriage as a part of the division of labar. She is moze concerned with the division of

Jabor in capitalismt in the productive sector,
See Sara Rnddick, "Maternal Thinking,” Feminist Studies 6, no. 2 (Summer 1980): 364,

. See, for a discussion of this danger, Adriennc Rich, "Disloyal of Civilization: Feminism, Racism,

Gynephobia,” in Or Lies, Secrets, and Silence (New York: Norton, 1979), pp. 275~310; Elly
Bulkin, “Racism and Writing: Some Implications for White Lesbian Critics,” Sinifster Wisdorm, no.

6 (Spring 1980); bell hooks, Ain't 1 Wowan (Boston: South End Press, 1981), p. 138,
. Some cross-cultural evidence indicates tha the statns of women varies with the work they de, To

the extent that women and men contribute equally to subsistence, women's siatus is higher than

5t would be if their subsistence work differed profoundly from that of men; that is, if they do

noae or elmost 2l of the work of subsistence, their status remains low. See Peggy Sanday,

“Female Status in the Public Domain;” in Woman, Culture and Society, ed. Michelle Rosaldo and

Louise Lamphere (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1974), p- 199. See also Iris Young's

account of the sexuat division of labor in capitalistm, mentioned in note 1,

It is irrelevant 1o my argument here that women's wage labor takes place under different cir-

cumstances than men’s—that is, their lower wages, their confinement to only a few occupational

categories, et ceters. I am concentrating instead on: the farmal, structural features of women’s

work. There has been much effort to argue that women’s domestic labor is 2 source of surpius

value, that is, to include it within the scope of Marx’s value theory as productive labor, or to

argue that since it does not produce surplus value it belongs to an entirely different mode of pro-

duction, variously characterized as domestic or patriarchal. My strategy here is quite different
from this, See, for the British debate, Mariarosa Dalla Costa and Seima James, The Power af
Wermen and the Subversion of the Conmunity {Bristol: Palling Wall Press, 1975); Wally Secombe,
“The Housewife and Her Labar Under Capitalism,” New Left Review 83 (January-February
1974); Jean Gardiner, “Women’s Domestic Labour,” New Left Review 89 {Marck 1975); and Paul
Smith, “Domestic Labour and Marx’s Theory of Value,” in Feminism and Materialism, eds,
Armette Kubn and Ann Marie Wolpe (Boston: Rentledge and Kegan Paul, 1578). A portion of
the American debate can be found in Ira Gerstein, “Domestic Work and Capitalism,” and Lisa
Vogel, *The Farthly Family” Radical America 7, nos. 415 {July-October 1973}; Ann Perguson,
“Wormnen as a New Revolutionary Class” in Between Labor and Capital, ed. Pat Walker (Boston:
South End Press, 1979).
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6. Frederick Engels, Origins of the Family, Private Property and the State (New York: Interna
Publishers, 1942); Kari Marx, Capital (New York: International Publishers, 1967) 1: 671, ),
and Engels have also described the sexual division of labor as natural or spontancous, §ee
O'Brien, "Reproducing Manxist Man,” in The Sexism of Social and Political Thought, ed. Loy
Clark and Lynda Tange { Teronte: University of Toronte Press, 1979),

7. For a discussion of women's work, see Elise Boulding, “Familial Constraints of Women's
Roles" in Women and the Workplace, ed. Martha Blaxall and B. Reagan (Chicago: Univers
Chicago Press, 1976), esp. pp, 111, 113, An interesting historical note is pravided by the fact
Nausicas, the daughter of a Homeric king, did the household laundry, See M. L Findey, The “;[,
of Qdyssens (Middlesex, England: Penguin, 1979), p. 73. While aristocratic women were |
involved in actual labor, the difference was one of degree. And as Aristotie remarked in the Pol
supervising slaves is not a particulazly upkifting activity. The life of leisure and philosophy, so mg
the goal for aristocratic Athenian men, then, was almost unthinkable for any woman.

8, Simone de Beauvolr holds that repetition has a deeper significance and that women’s biolog;
destiny itself is repetition, See The Second Sex, trans. H. M. Parshley (New York: Knopf, 195
. 59. But see also her discussion of heusework in ibid., pp. 423 . There, her treatment of hoy
work is strikingly negative, For her the transcendence of humanity is provided in the historica]
struggle of self with other and with the natural world. The appositions she sees are not really sta’
sis vs, change, but vather transcendence, escape from the muddy concreteness of dadly life.

9. Marilyn French, The Wormen'’s Roorn (New York: Jove, 1978), p. 214,

10, Sara Ruddick, “Maternal Thinking,” presents an interesting discussion of these and of
aspects of the thought which emerges from the activity of mothering. Although 1 find it difficulf
1o speak the language of interests and demands she uses, she brings out several valuable poin
Her distinction between maternal and scientific thought is very intrigning and potentially useful
(see esp, pp. 350-53),

11, Mary O'Brien, “Reproducing Marxist Man.” p. 115, n. 11.

12. It should be understood that I am concentrating here on: the experience of women in Westerr
culture. There are a number of cross-cultural differences that can be expected to have some
effect. See, for example, the differences that emerge fTom a comparison of childrearing in
ancient Greek society with that of the contemporary Mbuti in central Africa. See Philip Slater,
The Glary of Hera {Bostor: Beacon, 1968); and GColin Turnbull, “The Politics of Non-
Aggression.” in Learning Non-Aggression, ed, Ashiey Montagu (New York: Oxford University
Press, 1978). See also Tsaac Balbus, Marxism and Domination (Princeton: Princeton University
Press, 1982).

13. Se¢ Nancy Chodorow, “Femily Structure and Female Personality;” in Rosaldo and Lamphere,
Women, Culture, and Society, p. 58.

14, Adrience Rich, Of Woman Born {New York: Norton, 1976}, p. 63.

15. I rely on the analyses of Dinnerstein and Chodorow but there are difficulties in that they ar
attempling to explain why humans, both maie and female, fear and hate the female. My purpos
here is to invert theiz arguments and to attempt to put forward a positive account of the episte

mological consequences of this situation, What follows is a summary of Nancy Chodorew, The

Reproduction of Motherig {Betkeley: University of California Press, 1978).

16. See Chodorow, Reprodiiction; and Jane Flax, “The Cenflict Between Nurturance and Autenomy
in Mother-Daughter Relations and in Feminism,” Pemtinist Studies 6, no 2 (June 1978).

17. Chodorow, Reproduction, pp. 105-9.

18. This is Jane Flax’s point.

9. Chodorow, Reproduciion, pp. 127-31, 163,

20, 1bid, p. 166.

21. 1kid,, pp. 174-78. Chodorow suggests a correlation between father absence and fear of women
{p. 213}, and one should, treating this as an empirical hypothesis, expect a series of culural dif-
ferences based an the degree of father absence. Here the ancient Greeks and the Mbuti provide 2
fascinating contrast. (See above, nate 12,)

22, Ibid,, p. 198. The flexible and diffuse femate cgo beundaries can of course tesult in the pathol-

ogy of loss of self in responsibility for and dependence on others {the obverse of the male

pathology of experiencing the self as walled city),
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hildrearing may be the problem and also ascribes total
ally the malc’s successful individuation, See Robert Stoller,
p. 154 and p. 161, for an awesome Yst of tasks to be

. considers that single-sex ¢
ility to the mother for especi
o (Mew York: Pantheon, 1975),
Jished by the mothez.

hp. 137-138. .
oIP 154. See aiso his discussion aof thes
Fxciterent (New York: Pantkeon, 197).
ef, Berversion, p. 99 .
pp- 150, 121, respectively.

. 150
»fnd Freud, Civilization and Its Discortenis {Mew Yorks Norton, 1961), pp. 12-13.

abstract and cancrete in a sense much influenced by Marx. “Abstraction” refers
omly to the practice of searching for universal generalities but alse catries d;ra'gamryé cur:;g-—
s of idealism and partiality. By “concrete;” 1 refer to r‘es?ect for :omple)uly and m
ensional causality, and mean to suggest as welllas a malefmhsm and comp! e'teness. .
ilar arguinent in his contention that the Platonic stress on hier

uldrier has made a simi enl the A
f:d order reslted from a similarly leatned opposition 1o daily life rooted in the young

locrat’s experience of being taught proper behavior by s\avss who coulé not ﬂ;csnlxs;?es
gage in +his behavior. Ses Gouldner, Enfer Plato (New York: Basic Buoks,JIBES), P:PD 1— -
See Flizabeth Spelman, “Metaphysics and Misog;a?y: The Soul a;:d Body in Pl:}l‘os al n%.uﬂe:i:
imeo), One analyst has argued that its basis lies in L?\e fact Ehat the early mo et r:xo.no 1Like
;'ep.[esentalive of nature, is a source, like nature, of ultimate d‘lstress as well as.uiuma Te doy:r. ke
ature, she is both nourishing and disappeinting, both aliuring and threatening. d e_;n a;l
joves her...and it hates her because, like nature, she dacs not perfectly protect an prrl);; e o;
.. The mother, then—like nature, which sends blizzards and locusts aﬁs well as suI}S 3 a.n
strawberries—is perceived as capricious, sometimes actively malevolent” Dorothy Dinnerstein,
The Mermaid and the Minotaur {New York: Harper & R?m 1976}, p- 95 N i, see
Rich, Of Wormar Born, pp- 64, lG?.Furasimilar( gesm‘pnﬂve accm;n:s lsn.lltge:i g;ssu:n lat analysis,
i an, The Duality of Human Existence {Boston: Beacon Press, N .
]:rlayv::g?:kenrs are suppztji with remarkable force by bﬂt;'l.ﬂle .t.heonr and prac'txc:;f the i:r;-f
temporary women's movement. In theory, this appears in d;ffg[ent ﬁ)rrr;s in eawgrﬁn
Torathy Riddle, “New Visions of Spiritual Power,” Quest: @ fesninist .q:.mrle; ly I_, ;Ilob ivp T3
1975); Griffin, Woman and Nature, esp. Book IV, “The Sepa{atc‘ Re_l?med i Rl; 1,,11 f 10'"":
Borm, esp, pp. 62-68; Linda Thurston, "On Male and Fert.lale Principle;” The Second Wave L, nio.
{Summer 1971). In feminist political organizing, this vision has been expressed dsan Gpp;sl.t:log
of leadership and hierarchy, as an effort to prevent the davelogment of organizations divide
into Ieaders and followers. It has also taken the forms of an Insistence on ﬂ.'le unity of t!'le.p-er-
sanal and the potitical, a stress on the concrete rather than on abst.ract_ principles (an Oppulsmun
to theory), and a stress on the politics of everyday life. For a fasc.ma?mg a1.1d early example, se¢
Pat Mainardi, “The Palitics of Housework,” in Voices of Women's Liberation, ed, Leslie Tanner
t¥ew York: New American Library, 1970). o )
5. Georges Bataille, Death and Sersuaiity (New York: Arno Press, 1977), p. 1% italics mine.
6. 1bid., pp. 596, .
7. de Beauvoir, The Second Sex, p. 38. .
8. Consider, for example, Rich's discussion of pregnancy and. childbirth, cha!:s. 6,7, al}d Of Woman
Born, And see also Charlotte Perkins Gilman's discussion of domestic labar in The Hotie
ana, [1L.; University of Illinois Press, 1972).
32, gzb;:[]:;;sl-feminist?ffom to determine whether housework produces surgius‘ value an;lf the
femnirzist political strategy of demanding wages for housework represent two (mistaken) efforts
o recognise wamen's achivity as work
46, Marx, Capital, 1: 60.

e dynamics in Chapter 2 of Robert Stoller,
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