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The first issue of Feminis: Review (January 1979) contained a review of
my work by two English sociologists, Michéle Barrett and Mary
MclIntosh. I replied to this three issues later and sought to show, first
the various ways in which they had misrepresented what I had WI"Eﬁ:te:nT
segond, what I thmk the concerns of feminist criticism should be; anc;
third, and most important, the various ways in which Ban’en’ and -
Mclntosh fundamentally misconceive marxism. It is not necessary in
| this collection to include the first part of the article, since the collection
: itself makes the relevant articles available in English, but the latter two

parts are mgmﬁcam because they expose the widespread theoretical

schizophrenia of the left on the subject of women’s oppression. The
. _contradictory analyses Barrettand MclIntosh produce are due, I believe,

i 5 3
[ito a desperate desire to continue 0 X€MPL men from responsibility for
" the oppression of woren.

Marxism misunderstood: abused and used

Barretut aJ'Zld. MclIntosh’s article rests on a set of attitudes which are
common in intellectual circles:

1 areligious attitude to the writings of Marx;

% lam assertion that marxism censtitutes a whole which one must take
r leave;

3 aconfusion between the materialist method, used for the first time
by Marx, and the analysis of capitalism which he made using it; or
rather the re_ducnon of the first to the second; ’

4 a confusion, voluntarily perpetuated, between these two things and

* A version of this article appeared in Feminist Review, no. 4 (1980).

the interpretation which ‘marxist’ sects make of COntemporary societys
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and
5 3 presentation of this iriple confusion as the whole (1o be taken or
left) of ‘marxism’, which is in its turn not only presented as 2 science,

_but as The Science having all the characteristics of this pure essence: I

particular, neutrality and universality.

“The religious attitude builds Marx into an object of study i himself. .

" ‘Marxologists’, as their name indicates, are interested in Marx qua
‘Marx. They lose sight of why Marx is important; or rather they invert

the order of priorities. They judge Marx not in terms of politics, but.——

" rather they judge politics in terms of Marx. This talmudic artitude may

at first sight seem contradictory o the very varied interpretations o be
found among the different marxist sects (in itself no bad thing} and-the
fact that their analyses, all supposedly ‘marxist’, diverge radically
among themselves. But in reality the reverence for the letter of Marx,
the constitution of this into the wltimate, quasi-divine reference, the
dogma of infallibility, serves 10 construct the authority with which later
‘marxists’, whoever they may be, adorn themselves. Recourse 10
argument from authority — I am right because 'm a Marxist — is by no
means peculiar to marxists, but that doesn’t make it any more excusable.
Marxism is erected as the value of values and is seen as not only above
the struggles, but outside them. The uitimate perversion, and one
which is moreover widespread, is that people then come 10 judge real
oppression, and even the very existence of oppression, according to
whether or not it corresponds 1o ‘marxism’, and not marxism according ™
10 whether or met it is pertinemt or not 1o real oppressions. This
perversion 1s Dot, of course, a simple diversion of the intellect, devoid of
political meaning. For to stress in a revolt, like 2 women’s revoluton,
only that which is comsistent with their interpretation of marxism,
allows people eventually to decide that a revolt is invalid or unimportant -
(‘what mattersistobe a marxist, not to make 2 revolution’). -
In so far as these two linked atiitudes incarpate ‘marxismy’ today, itis
more than understandable that most of the oppressed, including most
ferninists, refuse o call themselves ‘marxists’. Like them, I siress those
things in marxisoa which are consistent with women’s revolt. I won’'t
shed one tear for marxism if it has o be abandoned because it is seen to
be useless in analysing oppression. “This is an essential difference
between my approach and that of Barrett and Mclotosh because it
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seems to me that the very meaning of marxism rests in its political - it is clear throughout her work that Delphy’s theoretical position is closely
utility. People who do not have a specific political interest —who are not . relaredtoher POh;mai stance, and indeed she has argued that ‘each is indispen-,
part of an oppressed group — have diverted this meaning by making : sable to the other’.
" marxism into an object In itself. Or rather, in so doing they bave - Thev thereby i ) ) o .
revealed that they are not politically engaged. Rut what does thismean?  f - g thereby imply pot only that their theoretical position is not related /)
.. Isiteven possible? Nothing is ourside the field of politics: one issimply E eir political position, but further that this js a good thing: that |
*:#lon one side or the other. If you are not on-the side of the oppressed,you i eory can be independent of the social and/or political position thatone s
“¥_llare on the other side; and your inrellectual approach will show it. occupies, and that it should be. In the article which they cite (see p. 211) 1
‘ | say that theory should not be independent of politics, but that anyway it
Mazism axed the politics of knswledge | cannot be, even should it want to be. In so doing I am only reaffirming
Subordinating political validity to theoretical ‘ruth’ is a typically reac- g mhat has been said clsewhere by moany other authors, starting with
 tonary procedure (and, additionally, one contrary to the spirit of LAk, and which is the basis of the materialist approach. All knowledge——
' marxism). Th coretical truth — whatever the oretical truth it may be — - 13 the product of 2 1’_ust0ncal situation, th:ther it knows it or not. The
simply does not exist. For where does a theory draw its truth from? In 4 idea of a peutral science — of 2 theory which is not related 10 a socialf
what can it be more or less true than another theory, if pot in that it - 1 political position - is notinitselfa neutral idea; it does not come from an
serves a class; that it is true or false from a political point of view, froma o absence of socio-political position, stce such an absence is incon-
given position in the class struggle (in the wide semse)? To what & ceivable. The idea that knowledge does not have a foundation in the
Tybsolute truth’ can one refer to decree a theory ‘corvect’ without . social position of its producers is, on the contrary, the productofavery ..
’ making reference to the class struggle? I do not know; or rather, I know precise social position: the position of dominance. : [
‘ only too well. This absclute truth is what bourgeois science pretends o § So, when Barrewt and Meclntosh see the rooting of a theory in a
possess; and it is precisely this pretention that materialism deflated. b+ P olitical position as a weakuess, they reveal at the same time that they
e Marx precisely denounced it in saying that all intellectual productionis i - adoipt a notion of knowledge and hence of marxism which is not only
¢ - the product of a real situation apd practice. Science, capital 8, doesnot profoundly anti-marxist, but above all profoundiy reactionary and
t. exist,and what does must be called ‘bourgeois s cience’. b hence antiferninist. Two of the most serious practical political implica--

tions of t}:{is situation, which are visible in their article, are that on. the
one hand it justifies their not revealing the political posiﬁon from which
they speak, and on the other, i implies that people other than the \
oppressed — :Lheorists, scientists — may talk about the oppression. This /
stance is directly linked to the reactionary comtent of the political /
position they are hiding. '
We have seen that the reification-deification of Marx serves to
construct the quthority from which the imposition of ‘marxist’ theses is

It is therefore strange 1o S€€ SOmE “marxists’ (like Louis Althusser)
rehabilitating the notion of Science and laying claim 10 ag absolute
truth, but this tme for marxism. This status is simply not compatble
with the very theory — marxisim — for which it is claimed, at least i1 50 far

1* as marxism does not break with the approach which engendered it —
materialism. But it is more than contradictory, it is disquieting, because
the pretention universality, to the absolute, Is precisely the mark of
intellectual products coming from dominant positons. Only dominants LAOTILY
claim to be above the mélée, and they must claim s0 1o be since all their then argued. This is simply a way of evading the discussion: of dispen-
Kknowledge, their Science, tries to claim that thiSmélée does notexist; of sing, or thinking one is dispensing, with the need to prove the internal
_ in a secondary fashion — to deny the class struggle. From thisitwould e coberence of an argument by calling on a principle of authority. It

|  seem that any claim to univer <ality, in knowledge of no matter what, b justifiably horrifies feminists — and others — and it distances them from

0, hides a dominant perspective (of the dominant group in whatever af . TRAXXISHL

inter-group antagomisim Is at stake, and varies from case 10 case).

But Barrett and McIntosh present as a criticism the fact that:
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M and the analysis of capialss

There are many ‘marxist’ theses. They all have, bowever, one point in
comimon: 2ll the different parties and schools which cail themselves
‘marxists’ today agree to perpetuate, under cover of the authority which
their talmudic studies have conferred on Marx the man, an unpardon-
able confusion between the principles of materialism and the analysis
which Marx made of the capitalist mode of producton (and which in
turn they interpret liberally and diversely). Although inexcusable, this
reduction of the former to the latter is today so widespread that most

. ‘marxists’ - and plenty of others — think that capitalism ‘invented’
| exploitation, that capitalism 25 exploitation, and that exploitation s
' capitalism. Here again, it is Dot just a maiter of simple ‘error’ or

‘jgnorance’ striking by chance. This ‘error’ has a political meaning
which feminists have clearly recognized: it makes the antagonism
between the proletarians and the capitalists — which is one of the
possible forms of exploitation —~ into the principal conflict wherever it
exists; into the model for all oppression; and finally into the very
Gefinition of exploitation. This is evident when ‘marxists’ 52y:

1 either that feminism cannot use marxism: ‘no concept of relations of
production developed on the “model” of Marxism . . . includes the
necessity of sexual division’ (Diana Adlam (1979) in 2 review of The
Main Enemy);

2 or that the exploitation of women does not exist since marxism 1S
indifferent to sexual division (Mark Cousins {1978) in m/f). -

Both here confuse marxism — the method — with the marxist analysis of

. capitalism — one of the possible applications of this method.

The concepts used for the marxist analysis of capitabist exploitation
(or Capital, to simplify) cannot actually account for the exploitation of
women, Tor the samne reason +hat they canpot accouat for the expioit-

./ ation of serfs, or slaves, or indentured servants, or prisoners in labour

camps, or African share-Croppers. The simple reason is that the
concepts used 1o account for exploitation by wages— and it is this which
is the subject of Capital — cannot account for the exploitation of the
unwaged. But the concepts used in the analysis of capitalism are pot the
whole of marxist thought. On the contrary, they are themselves derived
from more general concepts. How, otherwise, would Marx have been
able 10 analyse non-capitalist modes of producton and exploitation,
such as slavery and feudalism? The concepts of class and exploitation do
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not come from the study of capitalism; on the contrary, they pre-exist,

it, permit it, and are at the origin of the notion of capitalism in its —

marxist sense, i.e. as a particular system of exploitation. These more
general concepts — class and exploitation — net only in no way require
that sexual divisions be ignored, but on the contrary are erninently
useful in explaining them. And I mean here ‘explain’ in the strong sense:

pot just in describing it, not in describing only what happens after the

division exists, but in accounting for its genesis.

These concepts are the key concepts of materialism to which I see two

foundations. For me, the first foundation of materialism is that itis a 7

theory of bistory, one wher

s S

(morive exploitation. This postulate explains and Is explained by the
second_foundation of materialism: the postulate that the way in which’

life is materially produced and repro
collective level.

(54
e

Marxism and womern's OppTession

< history is written in terms of the domin-.
ation, of social groups by one another. Domination has as its ulrimate
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Iced and duced is the base of the organiz-
ation of all societies, hence is fundamental both at the individual aﬁ‘,iv’fl&,"/ e
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Marxism is, by all the evidence, materialist. To this extent it can be used 2

by feminism. In so far as materialism concerns oppression, and z

inversely if we accept that to start from oppression defines among other
things a materialist approach, a feminist science will tend inevitably
towards a materialist theory of history. Teo me materialism is not one
possible teol, among others, for oppressed groups; it is the tool precisely

(

in so far as it is the only theory of history for which oppression is the .-

-

fundamental reality, the point of departure. .

This had been hidden across the years by people who have appropri-
ated marxism and, in so doing, have not only reduced materialism t© the
analysis of the capitalist mode of production aloze, but in addition have
evacuated the very materialism of this analysis because they have made
it one academic analysis among others, and in competition with the
others on its ‘intellectual merits’ alone. They have thus dropped the
deep meaning which propels marxist analysis and which distinguishes it

as an approach far more than its content — the explanation of and

struggle against oppression. It is therefore clear that the non-recognition
of sexual division in the analysis of Capital in no way prevents the
applicaton of materialist concepts to the oppression of women. How-
ever, this non-recognition poses a problem — not for womes, but for the
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" analysis of the capitalist mode of production. Itis in fact not so much 2
- - matter of non-recognition s of non-problematizaton. The analysis

. false: the analysis of the capitalist mode of production is indifferent 10
- the sexual division in the sense that the fact that the positions could not

. problem. Their theory is indifferent to the problem, certainly, but in

Marx made of wage exploitation is not, as Mark Cousins pretends,
indifferent to the division of the sexes, or at any rate it is not so i the
sense that Cousins (and others) understand. They think that in the
analysis of capital, the positions described —or the classes constituted by
the analysis (capitalists and workers) —can be indifferently occupied by
men or women. The fact that they are above all occupied by men is seen
as an external factor, and one which removes nothing {rom the validity
of the analysis. This implies that the latter would be the same if the

classes were constituted m equal parts of women and men. But this 1s

be occupied indifferently by men or women is not even perceived as 2

the opposite semse: 1t takes the sexual division as given, it recognizes 1t
ax\:nd integrates it: itis based on it.

Hence a materialist approach cannot be content with adding the
materialist analysis of the oppression of women 10 the analysis of the
oppression of workers made by Marx, and later marxists. The two
cannot be simply added together, since the first necessarily modifies the
second. Feminiso necessarily modifies “marxism’ in several ways: first,
because it is impossible for it To accept the reduction of marxism solely
to the analysis of capital; second, since the struggle between WOrkers
and capitalists is not the only struggle, this antagonism can no longer be
taken as the unique dynamic of society; and third, because it also
modifies the analysis of capital from within. The recognition of the
existence of patriarchy - of, for those who are shocked by this term, of
sexual division (which no one canl deny and which for me is one and the
same thing) — makes It appaf_ﬁnjc_ﬂwq&mg class’ described by
marxists and _ct;g;ggt_g:;i_zggl_by,themasitheoneﬂcally_asexual’m jswelland

' truly sexed, and pot only in 20 empirical and contingent fashion. It is

coricerned entifely with only the male p; art of the working class. All the

' concepts used by Marx, and then by the others, take asa structural and

theoretical defipition of the worker’s condition the lot of the male
worker. Women workers are invisible, they are absent from the analysis
of the labour market on the one hand, and their domestic work and its
exploitation is taken as given on the other. Thus not only the reduction
of marxism to the analysis of capital, but the very comntent of this
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analysis, makes it impossible to apply this marxisn to the oppression of
women. But, still further, taking accoumit of the opression of women —
which is what it means 10 be ferninist — makes, or should make, it
impossible 1o accept this analysis even as It CODCErns capital.

Two objectives: the extension of the principles of marxism (i.e. of
materialism) to the analysis of the oppression of women, and a review of
the analysis of capital from the viewpoint of what has been acquired in
ferninist analysis, are what should define a marxist ferninist or feminist
marzist approack, if the words have any meaning. But it is the very
possibility of such an approach which Barrett and MclIntosh try to deny
(or rather 10 forbid) by affirming that their conception of marxism isthe
only one, and in claiming, in addition, that 1 would be contradictng
myself if I were 10 ‘atterpt in my use of marxism’ to do what I say is.
impossible: ‘to gbstract technical concepts from their ““reactionary
context”.’ Noting in passig that they here qualify marxism as a ‘realy)
tionary context’, I maintain that this is true of all the overall theories oii
sociely or humanity we possess. General accounts of the world,, whether
they are anthropological, sociological or psychoanalytic, take the,
oppression of women as given, are unable to explain it, and above all aré_&
unable to help in overthrowing it. This applies equally to marxism as
Barrett and McIntosh understand it (i.e. to the conventional analysis of
Capital); and that it would be ‘llusory to claim to arrive at different
results with the same conceptual tools’ is sbundantly proven by the
failure of the ‘domestic labour debate’. This is indeed why I do not use
this analysis and why 1 deem that they should not use it either. But thisis
not true of materialism as a method, and this is why a feminist material-
ist approach is net only possible, but also necessary, whatever they may
say.

Polemic and femminist criticism

This set of ardtudes 1© marxism is the basic problem in Barrett and
Mclntosh’s approach. Thisis why 1 have dealt with it first, leaving aside
temporarily their polemic . . .oR polemic. For polemic is certainly one
of the things at issue in their polemical article. They criticize me for
doing something which they themselves are busy doing. I could, of
course, have fallen for it In making a reply, and perbaps 1 should have
contented myself with mentioning this irony and let them have the
benefit of the doubt: I could have accepied that they did itintentionally,
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