NANCY C. M. HARTSOCK

THE FEMINIST STANDPOINT: DEVELOPING THE
GROUND FOR A SPECIFICALLY FEMINIST
HISTORICAL MATERIALISM*

The power of the Marxian critique of class domination stands as an implicit
suggestion that feminists should consider the advantages of adopting a his-
torical materialist approach to understanding phallocratic domination. A
specifically feminist historical materialism might enable us to lay bare the
laws of tendency which constitute the structure of patriarchy over time and
to follow its development in and through the Western class societies on which
Marx’s interest centered. A feminist materialism might in addition enable us
to expand the Marxian account to include all human activity rather than
focussing on activity more characteristic of males in capitalism. The develop-
ment of such a historical and materialist account is a very large task, one
which requires the political and theoretical contributions of many feminists.
Here I will address only the question of the epistemological underpinnings
such a materialism would require. Most specifically, I will attempt to develop,
on the methodological base provided by Marxian theory, an important
epistemological tool for understanding and opposing all forms of domination
— a feminist standpoint.

Despite the difficulties feminists have correctly pointed to in Marxian
theory, there are several reasons to take over much of Marx’s approach. First,
I have argued elsewhere that Marx’s method and the method developed by
the contemporary women’s movement recapitulate each other in important
ways.! This makes it possible for feminists to take over a number of aspects
of Marx’s method. Here, I will adopt his distinction between appearance
and essence, circulation and production, abstract and concrete, and use
these distinctions between dual levels of reality to work out the theoretical
forms appropriate to each level when viewed not from the standpoint of the
proletariat but from a specifically feminist standpoint. In this process I will
explore and expand the Marxian argument that socially mediated interaction
with nature in the process of production shapes both human beings and
theories of knowledge. The Marxian category of labor, including as it does
both interaction with other humans and with the natural world can help to
cut through the dichotomy of nature and culture, and, for feminists, can help
to avoid the false choice of characterizing the situation of women as either
“purely natural” or “purely social”’. As embodied humans we are of course
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inextricably both natural and social, though feminist theory to date has, for
important strategic reasons, concentrated attention on the social aspect.

I set off from Marx’s proposal that a correct vision of class society is
available from only one of the two major class positions in capitalist society.
On the basis of this meta-theoretical claim, he was able to develop a powerful
critique of class domination. The power of Marx’s critique depended on the
epistemology and ontology supporting this meta-theoretical claim. Feminist
Marxists and materialist feminists more generally have argued that the posi-
tion of women is structurally different from that of men, and that the lived
realities of women’s lives are profoundly different from those of men.2 They
have not yet, however, given sustained attention to the epistemological
consequences of such a claim. Faced with the depth of Marx’s critique of
capitalism, feminist analysis, as Iris Young has correctly pointed out, often

accepts the traditional Marxian theory of production relations, historical change, and
analysis of the structure of capitalism in basically unchanged form. It rightly criticizes
that theory for being essentially gender-blind, and hence seeks to supplement Marxist
theory of capitalism with feminist theory of a system of male domination. Taking this
route, however, tacitly endorses the traditional Marxian position that ‘the woman
question’ is auxiliary to the central questions of a Marxian theory of society.3

By setting off from the Marxian meta-theory I am implicitly suggesting
that this, rather than his critique of capitalism, can be most helpful to femi-
nists. I will explore some of the epistemological consequences of claiming
that women’s lives differ structurally from those of men. In particular, I
will suggest that like the lives of proletarians according to Marxian theory,
women’s lives make available a particular and privileged vantage point on
male supremacy, a vantage point which can ground a powerful critique of the
phallocratic institutions and ideology which constitute the capitalist form of
patriarchy. After a summary of the nature of a standpoint as an epistemologi-
cal device, I will address the question of whether one can discover a feminist

sta int on which ist historical materialism.
I will suggest that the sexual division of labor forms the basis fer such a

“standpoint and will argue that on the basis of the structures which define
women’s activity as contributors to subsistence and as mothers one could
begin, though not complete, the construction of such an epistemologic
tool. I hope to show how just as Marx’s understanding of the world from th
oint of the proletariat enabled him to go beneath bourgeois ideolo
SO deomt can allow us to understand patriarchal insti
Land ideologies as S perverse inversians of more humane social relations.
T ——
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THE NATURE OF A STANDPOINT

A standpoint is not simply an interested position (interpreted as bias) but
is interested in the sense of being engaged. It is true that a desire to conceal
real social relations can contribute to an obscurantist account, and it is also
true that the ruling gender and class have material interests in deception.
A standpoint, however, carries with it the contention that there are some
perspectives on society from which, however well-intentioned one may be,
the real relations of humans with each other and with the natural world are
not visible. This contention should be sorted into a number of distinct
epistemological and political claims: (1) Material life (class position in Marx%st
theory) not only structures but sets limits on the understanding of social
relations. (2) If material life 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 disWy false. (4) In conse-
quence, the vision available to the oppressed group must be struggled for and
represents an achievement which requires both science to see beneath the
surface of the social relations in whic orced to participate, and the
education which can only grow from struggle to change those relations. (5)

As an engaged vision, the understanding of the oppressed, the adoption of a/‘ X
standpoint ex_pges%@o_ns among human bengs as inhuman, points
beyond the present, and carries a historically liberatory role.

The concept of a standpoint structures epistemology in a particular way.
Rather than a simple dualism, it posits a duality of levels of reality, of which
the deeper level or essence both includes and explains the “surface” or
appearance, and indicates the logic by means of which the appearance inverts
and distorts the deeper reality. In addition, the concept of a standpoint
depends on the assumption that epistemology grows in a complex and contra-
dictory way from material life. Any effort to develop a standpoint must take
seriously Marx’s injunction that “all mysteries which lead theory to mysticism
find their rational solution in human practice and in the comprehension of
this practice.”* Marx held that the source both for the proletarian standpqint
and the critique of capitalism it makes possible is to be found in practical
activity itself. The epistemological (and even ontological) significance of
human activity is made clear in Marx’s argument not only that persons are
active but that reality itself consists of “sensuous human activity, practice. 8
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Thus Marx can speak of products as crystallized or congealed human activity
or work, of products as conscious human activity in another form. He can
state that even plants, animals, light, etc. constitute theoretically a part of

human consciousness, and a i
, part of human life and activity.® As Marx
Engels summarize their position. ’ e

.:the :s;\g;l:ais ex;;rets; the: life, so they are. What they are, therefore, coincides with
ction, both with whar they produce and with how the ’

ir prc y produce. The natu

of individuals thus depends on the material conditions determining their production,” *

This starting point has definite consequences for Marx’s theory of knowl-

edge. If .humans are not what they eat but what they do especially what
they. do in the course of production of subsistence, each mt;ans of producin,
subs1‘stence should be expected to carry with it both social relations ang
relatlc?ns to the world of nature which express the social understandin
csmtamed in that mode of production. And in any society with systematica.llg
dfvergent practical activities, one should expect the growth of lo 'cally
divergent world views. That is, each division of labor, whether by gengdler o};
class, can be expected to have consequences for knowledge. Class societ
accord.mg to Marx, does produce this dual vision in the form of the ruliz”
class vision and the understanding available to the ruled. ’
. On 'the' basis of Marx’s description of the activity of commodity exchange
in capitalism, the ways in which the dominant categories of thought sim %
express the mystery of the commodity form have been pointed out ThIe)sZ
include a fic?pendence on quantity, duality and opposition of nat.ure to
culture, a rigid separation of mind and body, intention and behavior.? From
the pc?rspective of exchange, where commodities differ from each otl.ler onl
quantltatively,'it seems absurd to suggest that labor power differs from aﬁ
other (fom{nodlties. The sale and purchase of labor power from the perspective
of capltal' is simply a contract between free agents, in which “the agrepement
[thfa parties] come to is but the form in which they give legal expression of
their common will.” It is a relation of equality, ?

::,gal:;z yea:: 1t:nters into relation with the other, as with a simple owner of commodities
change equivalent for equivalent The o i :
S nly force that brings th -
gether and puts them in relation with e i S and. th
' A ach other, is the selfishness, the gai
. s s gain and the
f}:;vjzetmte‘rje#s of each. Each looks to himself only, and no one troubles himself about
hmosn ;, a:f tjg:,s]tg Sbetzausedtheyhdo $0, do they all, in accordance with the pre-established
» OI under the auspices of an all shrewd i
T providence, work t
their mutual advantage, for the common weal and in the interest of all eether to

This is the only description available within the sphere of circulation or
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exchange of commodities, or as Marx might put it, at the level of appear-
ance. But at the level of production, the world looks far different. As Marx

puts it,

On leaving this sphere of simple circulation or of exchange of commodities . . . we can
perceive a change in the physiognomy of our dramatis personae. He who before was
the money-owner, now strides in front as capitalist; the possessor of labor-power follows
as his laborer. The one with an air of importance, smirking, intent on business; the other
timid and holding back, like one who is bringing his own hide to market and has nothing

to expect but — a hiding.

This is a vastly different account of the social relations of the buyer and seller
of labor power.® Only by following the two into the realm of production
and adopting the point of view available to the worker could Marx uncover
what is really involved in the purchase and sale of labor power, i.e. — uncover
the process by which surplus value is produced and appropriated by the capi-
talist, and the means by which the worker is systematically disadvantaged.?

If one examines Marx’s account of the production and extraction of surplus
value, one can see in it the elaboration of each of the claims contained in the
concept of a standpoint. First, the contention that material life structures
understanding points to the importance of the epistemological consequences
of the opposed models of exchange and production. It is apparent that
the former tesults in a dualism based on both the separation of exchange
from use, and on the positing of exchange as the only important side of
the dichotomy. The epistemological result if one follows through the im-
plications of exchange is a series of opposed and hierarchical dualities —
mind/body, ideal/material, social/natural, self/other — even a kind of solipsism
— replicating the devaluation of use relative to exchange. The proletarian
and Marxian valuation of use over exchange on the basis of involvement in
production, in labor, results in a dialectical rather than dualist epistemology:
the dialectical and interactive unity (distinction within a unity) of human

|
|

and natural worlds, mind and body, ideal and material, and the cooperation /

of self and other (community).
As to the second claim of a standpoint, a Marxian account of exchange

vs. production indicates that the epistemology growing from exchange not
only inverts that present in the process of production but in addition is both
partial and fundamentally perverse. The real point of the production of
goods and services is, after all, the continuation of the species, a possibility
dependent on their use. The epistemology embodied in exchange then, along
with the social relations it expresses, not only occupies only one side of the
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dualities it constructs, but also reverses the proper ordering of any hierarchy can form the ground for a distinctive standpoint, that is, to determine whether

in the dualisms: use is primary, not exchange. it meets the requirements for a feminist standpoint. (I use the term, “femni-

The third claim for a standpoint indicates a recognition of the power nist” rather than “female” here to indicate both the achieved character

f a:lities operative in a community, and points to the ways the ruling group’s of a standpoint and that a standpoint by definition carries a liberatory
vision may be both perverse and made real by means of that group’s power to potential.)

men’s work in every society differs systematically from men’s. I intend
to pursue the suggestion that this division of labor is the first and in some
societies the only division of labor, and moreover, that it is central to the
organization of social labor more generally. On the basis of an account of

define the terms for the community as a whole. In the Marxian analysis, this
power is exercised in both control of ideological production, and in the real
participation of the worker in exchange. The dichotomous epistemology
which grows from exchange cannot be dismissed either as simply false or as

an epistemology relevant to only a few: the worker as well as the capitalist the sexual division of labor, one should be able to begin to explore the
engages in the purchase and sale of commodities, and if material life structures oppositions and differences between women’s and men’s activity and their
consciousness, this cannot fail to have an effect. This leads into the fourth consequences for epistemology. While I cannot attempt a complete account,
claim for a standpoint — that it is achieved rather than obvious, a mediated I will put forward a schematic and simplified account of the sexual division of
rather than immediate understanding. Because the ruling group controls the labor and its consequences for epistemology. I will sketch out a kind of ideal
means of mental as well as physical production, the production of ideals as type of the social relations and world view characteristic of male an‘d fe@ﬂe
well as goods, the standpoint of the oppressed represents an achievement activity in order to explore the epistemology contained in the institutionalized
both of science (analysis) and of political struggle on the basis of which this sexual division of labor. In so doing, I do not mean to attribute this vision
analysis can be conducted. to individual women or men any more than Marx (or Lukacs) meant their
Finally, because it provides the basis for revealing the perversion of both theory of class consciousness to apply to any particular worker or group of
life and thought, the inhumanity of human relations, a standpoint can be the workers. My focus is instead on institutionalized social practices and on the
basis for moving beyond these relations. In the historical context of Marx’s specific epistemology and ontology manifested by the institutionalized sexual
theory, the engaged vision available to the producers, by drawing out the division of labor. Individuals, as individuals, may change their activity in ways
potentiality available in the actuality, that is, by following up the possibility which move them outside the outlook embodied in these institutions, but
of abundance capitalism creates, leads towards transcendence. Thus, the such a move can be significant only when it occurs at the level of society as
proletariat is the only class which has the possibility of creating a classless a whole. .
society. It can do this simply (!) by generalizing its own condition, that is I will discuss the “sexual division of labor’ rather than the “gender division
by making society itself a propertyless producer.!! , of labor” to stress, first my belief that the division of labor between women
These are the general characteristics of the standpoint of the proletariat. and men cannot be reduced to purely social dimensions. One must distinguish
What guidance can feminists take from this discussion? I hold that the power- between what Sara Ruddick has termed “invariant and nearly unchangeable”
ful vision of both the perverseness and reality of class domination made features of human life, and those which despite being “nearly universal”
possible by Marx’s adoption of the standpoint of the proletariat suggests that are “certainly changeable.”'? Thus, the fact that women and not men bear
a Speg'gf,igaily/.femmm standpoint _could allow for a much_more-profound children is not (yet) a social choice, but that women and not men rear children
critique of phallocratic ideologies and institutions than has yet been achieved. in a society structured by compulsory heterosexuality and male dominance is
The effectiveness of Marx’s critique grew from its uncompromising focus clearly a societal choice. A second reason to use the term “sexual division of
on material life_activity, and I propose here to set out from the Marxian labor” is to keep hold of the bodily aspect of existence — perhaps to grasp it
contention that not only are persons active, but that reality itself consists of over-firmly in an effort to keep it from evaporating altogether. There is some
“sensuous human activity, practice”. But rather than beginning with men’s biological, bodily component to human existence. But its size and substantive
labor, I will focus on women’s life activity and on the institutions which content will remain unknown until at least the certainly changeable aspects of

structure that activity in order to raise the question of whether this activity the sexual division of labor are altered.
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On a strict reading of Marx, of course, my enterprise here is illegitimate.
While on the one hand, Marx remarked that the very first division of labor
occurred in sexual intercourse, he argues that the division of labor only
becomes “truly such” when the division of mental and manual labor appears.
Thus, he dismisses the sexual division of labor as of no analytic importance.
At the same time, a reading of other remarks — such as his claim that the
mental/manual division of labor is based on the “natural” division of labor
in the family — would seem to support the legitimacy of my attention to the
sexual division of labor and even add weight to the radical feminist argument
that capitalism is an outgrowth of male dominance, rather than vice versa.

On the basis of a schematic account of the sexual division of labor, I will
begin to 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 follow out the epistemological consequences of the sexual
division of labor. In addressing the institutionalized sexual division of labor, I
propose to lay aside the important differences among women across race and
class boundaries and instead search for central commonalities. I take some
justification from the fruitfulness of Marx’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 Capital left out of account

- such factors as imperialism, the differential wages, work, and working condi-
tions of the Irish, the differences between women, men, and children, and so
on. While all of these factors are important to the analysis of contemporary
capitalism, none changes either Marx’s theories of surplus value or alienation,
two of the most fundamental features of the Marxian analysis of capitalism.
My effort here takes a similar form in an attempt to move toward a theory of
the extraction and appropriation of women’s activity and women themselves.
Still, I 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 recognize that the effort to uncover a feminist standpoint
assumes that there are some things common to all women’s lives in Western
class societies.

The feminist standpoint which emerges through an examination of wom-
en’s activities is related to the proletarian standpoint, but deeper going.
Women and workers inhabit a world in which the emphasis is on change
rather than stasis, a world characterized by interaction with natural sub-
stances 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 performed. Yet, there are some important
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differences, differences marked by the fact that the proletafian .(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 follovy the worker }.10me from the
factory, we can once again perceive a change in the dramatz.s personae. ﬂe
who before followed behind as the worker, timid anc‘l holdl.ng back, with
nothing to expect but a hiding, now strides in front wh'11e a third person, arlliot
specifically present in Marx’s account of the tr?n§actlon b~etween cz.aplt st
and worker (both of whom are male) follows timidly behind, carrying gro-

ceries, baby and diapers.

THE SEXUAL DIVISION OF LABOR

Women’s activity as institutionalized has a double aspect — their contribution ]
to subsistence, and their contribution to childrearing. Whether or not .a]l
of us do both, women as a sex are institutionally responsible for produc;mg

ing s
both goods and human beings and all wo orce ; e kin
of peiple who can do both. Although the nature of women’s contribution

to “subsistence vares tmmensely over time and space, my primary foc.us
here is on capitalism, with a secondary focus on 'the Western class scht;es
which preceded it.1* In capitalism, women contnpute both productllclmh or
wages and production of goods in the home, that is, they like men se :1 eir
labor power and produce both commodities and surplgs value., an.d pro :ﬁe
use-values in the home. Unlike men, however, women’s hvses are institution .y
defined by their production of use-values in the home.’® And l'1ere we begl’n
to encounter the narrowness of the Marxian concept of production. Wome.n S
production of use-values in the home has not been well under§tood by social-
ists. It is no surprise to feminists that Engels, for example, snn.ply asks hf)w
women can continue to do the work in the home and also work in p.ro'd‘uctlon
outside the home. Marx too takes for granted women’s re'spon51b1hty for
household labor. He repeats, as if it were his own, the q'uestlon of a Belgl,an
factory inspector: If a mother works for wages, “how will [the h<?useh(?1d s]
internal economy be cared for; who will look after the tgloung children; who
will get ready the meals, do the washing and mending?”* , ;
Let us trace both the outlines and the consequences of woman’s du
contribution to subsistence in capitalism. Women’s labor,hk'e that of tl:le male
worker, is contact with material necessity. Their contributlf)n to subms?ence,
like that of the male worker, involves them in a world in which .the relation to
nature and to concrete human requirements is central, both in the for@ qf
interaction with natural substances whose quality, rather than quantity 1s

nl
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impor'tant to the production of meals, clothing, etc., and in the form of close
attention to the natural changes in these substances. Women’s labor both for
wages and even more in household production involves a unification of mind
and body for the purpose of transforming natural substances into sociall
defined gopds. This too is true of the labor of the male worker. ¢
/There are, however, important differences First)women as a group work
/orc’e’ than men. We are all familiar with the phenomenon of the “double
day,” and witl}/indications that women work many more hours per week
than men.!? ‘;S:@, a larger proportion of women’s labor time is devoted
to the prod{L 1on of use-values than men’s. Only some of the goods women
produce are commodities (however much they live in a society structured
by commodity production and exchange).( Third) women’s production is
structured by repetition in a different way than men’s. While repetition for
both the woman and the male worker may take the form of production
of the same object, over and over — whether apple pies or brake linings —
women’s work in housekeeping invalves a repetitious cleaning.!8 ’

‘ Thus, the: male worker in the process of production, is involved in contact
Wl.th necessity, and interchange with nature as well as with other human
§emgs but the process of production or work does not consume his whole
/l;fe. The activity of a woman in the home as well as the work she does for

v wages keeps her continually in contact with a world of qualities and change
Her @mersion in the world of use — in concrete, many-qualitied, chan in‘
material processes — is more complete than his. And if life itself c’onsisti ogf
sensuous .activity, the vantage point available to women on the basis of their
contnbutlc?n to subsistence represents an intensification and deepening of
the matenal.ist world view and consciousness available to the produgcers
of com.rnO(_ilties in capitalism, an intensification of class consciousness
Th‘e 'avallabﬂity of this outlook to even non-working-class women has be .
trikingly formulated by Marilyn French in The Women’s Room. -

n/lashmf the .toilct used by three males, and the floor and walls around it, is, Mira
m::g}dli(,j cor:ung face to face with necessity. And that is why women were s;ne; than
s not come up with the mad, absurd schemes men d
‘ . eveloped; they were i
with necessity, they had to wash the toilet bowl and floor.19 ’ Y were I toueh

The fo.cus o'n women’s subsistence activity rather than men’s leads to
a model in ‘WhJCh the capitalist (male) lives a life structured completel
b}l commodity exchange and not at all by production, and at the furthes):
distance 'from contact with concrete material life. The r;1ale worker marks
way station on the path to the other extreme of the constant contact wit;
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material necessity 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, carpentry, etc. And until very recently, the wage
work done by most women of color replicated the housework required by
their own households. Still, there are commonalities present in the institu-
tionalized sexual division of labor which make women responsible for both
housework and wage work. '

The female 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 womemction”
exposes tmm of the concept of production as a description
of women’s activity. 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 which cannot easily be dichotomized into play or work.
Helping another to develop, the gradual relinquishing of control, the experi-
ence of the human limits of one’s action — all these are important features of
women’s activity as mothers. Women as mothers even more than as workers,
are institutionally involved in processes of change and growth, and more than
workers, must understaW‘m
order to help othérs grow.?® The activity involved is far more complex than
the Astrumental working with others to transform objects. (Interestingly,
much of women’s wage work — nursing, social work, and some secretarial
jobs in particular — requires and depends on the relational 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 labor
and women themselves by men that the opposition between feminist and
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. The female experience in reproduction represents a unity with
nature which goes beyond the proletarian experience of interchange with
nature. As another theorist has put it,” reproductive labor might be said
to combine the functions of the arthitect and the bee: like the architect,
parturitive woman knows what she is doing; like the bee, she cannot help
what she is doing.” And just as the worker’s acting on the external world
changes both the world and the worker’s nature, so too “a new life changes
the world and the consciousness of the woman.”?! In addition, in the process
of producing human beings, relations with others may take a variety of forms

\
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ABSTRACT MASCULINITY AND THE FEMINIST STANDPOINT

This excursion into psychoanalytic theory has served to point to the differ-
ences in the male and female experience of self due to the sexual division of
labor in childrearing. These different (psychic) experiences both structure and
are reinforced by the differing patterns of male and female activity required
by the sexual division of labor, and are thereby replicated as epistemology
and ontology. The differential male and female life activity in’class society
leads on the one hand toward a feminist standpoint and on the other toward
an abstract masculinity.

Because the problem for the boy is to distinguish himself from the mother
and to protect himself against the real threat she poses for his identity, his
conflictual and oppositional efforts lead to the formation of rigid ego bound-
aries. The way Freud takes for granted the rigid distinction between the “me
and not-me” makes the point well: ‘“Normally, there is nothing of which we
are more certain than the feeling of ourself, of our own ego. This ego appears
to us as something autonomous and unitary, marked off distinctly from
everything else.” At least toward the outside, “the ego seems to maintain
clear and sharp lines of demarcation.”3? Thus, the boy’s construction of
self in opposition to unity with the mother, his construction of identity as
differentiation from the other, sets a hostilé and combative dualism at the
heart of both the community men construct and the masculinist world view
by means of which they understand their lives.

I do not mean to suggest that the totality of human relations can be
explained by psychoanalysis. Rather I want to point to the ways male rather
than female experience and activity replicates itself in both the hierarchical
and dualist institutions of class society and in the frameworks of thought
generated by this experience. It is interesting to read Hegel’s account of the
relation of self and other as a statement of male experience: the relation of
the two consciousness takes the form of a trial by death. As Hegel describes
it, “each seeks the death of the other.”

Thus, the relation of the two self-conscious individuals is such that they provide them-
selves and each other through a life-and-death struggle. They must engage in this struggle,
for they must raise their certainty for themselves to truth, both in the case of the other
and in their own case.33

The construction of the self in opposition to another who threatens one’s
very being reverberates throughout the construction of both class society
and the masculinist world view and results in a deepgoing and hierarchical
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dualism. First, the male 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 unimportant in the attainment of masculinity.
Nothing of value to the boy occurs with the family, and masculinity becomes
an abstract ideal to be achieved over the opposition of daily life.3* Masculinity
must be attained by means of opposition to the concrete world of daily life,
by escaping from contact with the female world of the household into the
masculine world of public life. This experience of two worlds, one valuable,
if abstract and deeply unattainable, the other useless and demeaning, if
concrete and necessary, lies at the heart of a series of dualisms — abstract/
concrete, mind/body, culture/nature, ideal/real, stasis/change. And these
dualisms are overlaid by gender: only the first of each pair is associated with
the male.

Dualism, along with the dominance of one side of the dichotomy over the
other, marks phallocentric society and social theory. These dualisms appear
in a variety of forms — in philosophy, technology, political theory, and the
organization of class society itself. One can, for example, see them very clearly
worked out in Plato, although they appear in many other forms.3® There,
the concrete/abstract duality takes the form of an opposition of material to
ideal, and a denial of the relevance of the material world to the attainment
of what is of fundamental importance: love of knowledge, or philosophy
(masculinity). The duality between nature and culture takes the form of a
devaluation of work or necessity, and the primacy instead of purely social
interaction for the attainment of undying fame. Philosophy itself is separate
from nature, and indeed, exists only on the basis of the domination of (at
least some) of the philosopher’s own nature.3® Abstract masculinity, then,
can be seen to have structured Western social relations and the modes of
thought to which these relations give rise at least since the founding of the
polis.

The oedipal roots of these hierarchical dualisms are memorialized in the
overlay of female and male connotations: it is not accidental that women
are associated with quasi-human and non-human nature, that the female
is associated with the body and material life, that the lives of women are
systematically used as examples to characterize the lives of those ruled by
their bodies rather than their minds.?’ '

Both the fragility and fundamental falseness of the masculinist ideology
and the deeply problematic nature of the social relations from which it grows
are apparent in its reliance on a series of counterfactual assumptions and
contentions. Consider how the following contentions are contrary to lived
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experience: the body is both irrelevant and in opposition to the (real) self, an
impediment to be overcome 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 contentions 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
suffering from the effects of abstract masculinity have a great deal in common
with that 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 each pair as important, the
reliance on a series of counter factual assumptions — all this is shared with
the exchange abstraction. Abstract masculinity shares still another of its
aspects with the exchange abstraction: it forms the basis for an even more
problematic social synthesis. Hegel’s analysis makes clear the problematic
social relations available to the self which maintains itself by opposition:
each of the two subjects struggling for recognition risks its own death in the
struggle to kill the other, but if the other is killed the subject is once again
alone.’® In sum, then, the male experience when replicated as epistemology
leads to a world conceived as, and (in fact) inhabited by, a number of funda-
mentally hostile others whom one comes to know by means of opposition
(even death struggle) and yet with whom one must construct a social relation
in order to survive.

The female construction of self in relation to others leads in an opposite
direction — toward opposition to dualisms of any sort, valuation of concrete,
everyday life, sense of a variety of connectednesses and continuities both
with other persons and with the natural world, If material life structures
consciousness, women’s relationally defined existence, bodily experience
of boundary challenges, and activity of transforming both physical objects
and human beings must be expected to result in a world view to which
dichotomies are foreign. Women experience others and themselves along a
continuum whose dimensions are evidenced in Adriennc Rich’s argument
that the child carried for nine months can be defined “neither as me or as
not-me,” and she argues that inner and outer are not polar opposites but a
continuum.* What the sexual division of labor defines as women’s work
turns on issues of change rather than stasis, the changes involved in producing
both use-values and commodities, but more profoundly in the activity of
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rearing human beings who change in both more subtle and more autonomous
ways than any inanimate object. Not only the qualities of things but also
the qualities of people are important in women’s work: quantity becomes
peripheral. In addition, far more than the instrumental cooperation of the
workplace is required; the mother-child relation and the maintenance of the
family, while it has instrumental aspects, is not defined by them. Finally, the
unity of mental and manual labor, and the directly sensuous nature of much
of women’s work leads to a more profound unity of mental and manual
labor, social and natural worlds, than is experienced by the male worker in
capitalism. The unity grows from the fact that women’s bodies, unlike men’s,
can be themselves instruments of production: in pregnancy, giving birth
or lactation, arguments about a division of mental from manual 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
development here.** The more important question here is whether female
experience and the world view constructed by female 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 women’s material life activity has impor-
tant epistemological and ontological consequences for both the understanding
and construction of social relations. Women’s activity, then, does satisfy the
first requirement of a standpoint.

I can now take up the second claim made by a standpoint: that the female
experience not only inverts that of the male, 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 societies which support this understanding is
evidenced by its confinement of activity proper to the male 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 charac-
teristic of the male experience is the substitution of death for life.

The substitution of death for life results at least in part from the sexual
division of labor in childrearing. The self-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 emerges as the only possible solution to this discontinuity
and has followed the logic through to argue that reproduction itself must be
understood not as the creation of life, but as death. The core experience to
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be understood is that of discontinuity and its consequences. As a conse-
quence of this experience of discontinuity and aloneness, penetration of
ego-boundaries, or fusion with another is experienced as violent. Thus, the
desire for fusion with another can take the form of domination of the other.
In this form, it leads to the only possible fusion with a threatening other:
when the other ceases to exist as a separate, and for that reason, threatening
being. Insisting that another submit to one’s will is simply a milder form of
the destruction of discontinuity in the death of the other since in this case
one is no longer confronting a discontinuous and opposed will, despite its
discontinuous embodiment. This is perhaps one source of the links between
sexual activity, domination, and death.

Bataille suggests that killing and sexual activity share both prohibitions
and religious significance. Their unity is demonstrated by religious sacrifice
since the latter:

is intentional like the act of the man who lays bare, desires and wants to penetrate his
victim. The lover strips the beloved of her identity no less than the bloodstained priest
his human or animal victim. The woman in the hands of her assailant is despoiled of her
being . .. loses the firm barrier that once separated her from others . . . is brusquely laid
open to the violence of the sexual urges set loose in the organs of reproduction; she is
laid open to the impersonal violence that overwhelms her from without.4!

Note the use of the term “lover” and “assailant” as synonyms and the pre-
sence of the female as victim.

The importance of Bataille’s analysis lies in the fact that it can help to
make clear the links between violence, death, and sexual fusion with another,
links which are not simply theoretical but actualized in rape and pornography.
Images of women in chains, being beaten, or threatened with attack carry
clear social messages,among them that “‘the normal male is sexually aggressive
in a brutal and demeaning way.”“? Bataille’s analysis can help to understand
why “men advertise, even brag, that their movie is the ‘bloodiest thing that
ever happened in front of a camera’.”’*® The analysis is supported by the
psychoanalyst who suggested that although one of the important dynamics of
pornography is hostility, “one can raise the possibly controversial question
whether in humans (especially males) powerful sexual excitement can ever
exist without brutality also being present.”*

Bataille’s analysis can help to explain what is erotic about “snuff” films,
which not only depict the torture and dismemberment of a woman, but claim
that the actress is in fact killed. His analysis suggests that perhaps she is a
sacrificial victim whose discontinuous existence has been succeeded in her
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death by “the organic continuity of life drawn into the common life of the
beholders.” Thus, the pair “lover-assailant” is not accidental. Nor is the
connection of reproduction and death.

“Reproduction,” Bataille argues, “implies the existence of discontinuous
beings.” This is so because, “Beings which reproduce themselves are distinct
from one another, and those reproduced are likewise distinct from each other,
just as 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 is directly concerned in them. He is born alone. He dies
alone. Between one being and another, there is a gulf, a discontinuity.” %6
(Clearly it is not just a gulf, but is better understood as a chasm.) In reproduc-
tion sperm and ovum unite to form a new entity, but they do so from the
death and disappearance of two separate beings. Thus, the new entity bears
within itself “the transition to continuity, the fusion, fatal to both, of two
separate beings.”#” Thus, death and reproduction are intimately Enkt?d,
yet Bataille stresses that “it is only death which is to be identified with
continuity.” Thus, despite the unity of birth and death in this analysis,
Bataille gives greater weight to a “tormenting fact: the urge towards love,
pushed to its limit, is an urge toward death.””*® Bataille holds to this position
despite his recognition that reproduction is a form of growth. The growth,
however, he dismisses as not being “ours,” as being only “impersonal.”
This is not the female experience, in which reproduction is hardly impersonal,
nor experienced as death. It is, of course, in a literal sense, the sperm which
is cut off from its source, and lost. No wonder, then, at the masculinist
occupation with death, and the feeling that growth is “impersonal,” not of
fundamental concern to oneself. But this complete dismissal of the experience
of another bespeaks a profound lack of empathy and refusal to recognize the
very being of another. It is a manifestation of the chasm which separates each
man from every other being and from the natural world, the chasm which
both marks and defines the problem of community.

The preoccupation with death instead of life appears as well in the argu-
ment that it is the ability to kill (and for centuries, the practice) which 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.”5® That superiority has been accorded to the
sex which kills is beyond doubt. But what kind of experience and vision can
take reproduction, the creation of new life, and the force of life in sexuality,
and tumn it into death — not just in theory but in the practice of rape,
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pornography, and sexual murder? Any why give pride of place to killing? This
is not only an inversion of the proper order of things, but also a refusal to
recognize the real activities in which men as well as women are engaged. The
producing of goods and the reproducing of human beings are certainly life-
sustaining activities. And even the deaths of the ancient heroes in search of
undying fame were pursuits of life, and represented the attempt to avoid
death by attaining immortality. The search for life, then, represents the
deeper reality which lies beneath the glorification of death and destruction.

Yet one cannot dismiss the substitution of death for life as simply false.
Men’s power to structure social relations in their own image means that
women too must participate in social relations which manifest and express
abstract masculinity. The most important life activities have consistently been
held by the powers that be to be unworthy of those who are fully human
most centrally because of their close connections with necessity and life:
motherwork (the rearing of children), housework, and until the rise of
capitalism in the West, any work necessary to subsistence. In addition, these
activities in contemporary capitalism are all constructed in ways which
systematically degrade and destroy the minds and bodies of those who
perform them.5! The organization of motherhood as an institution in which
a woman is alone with her children, the isolation of women from each other
in domestic labor, the female pathology of loss of self in service to others —
all mark the transformation of life into death, the distortion of what could
have been creative and communal activity into oppressive toil, and the
destruction of the possibility of community present in women’s relational
self-definition. The ruling gender’s and class’s interest in maintaining social
relations such as these is evidenced by the fact that when women set up
other structures in which the mother is not alone with her children, isolated
from others — as is frequently the case in working class communities or
communities of people of color — these arrangements are categorized as
pathological deviations.

The real destructiveness of the social relations characteristic of abstract
masculinity, however, is now concealed beneath layers of ideology. Marxian
theory needed to go beneath the surface to discover the different levels of
determination which defined the relation of capitalist and (male) worker.
These levels of determination and laws of motion or tendency of phallocratic
society must be worked out on the basis of female experience. This brings
me to the fourth claim for a standpoint — its character as an achievement of
both analysis and political struggle occurring in a particular historical space.
The fact that class divisions should have proven so resistant to analysis and
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required such a prolonged political struggle before Marx was able to formulate
the theory of surplus value indicates the difficulty of this accomplishment.
And the rational control of production has certainly not been achieved.

Feminists have only begun the process of revaluing female experience,
searching for common threads which connect the diverse experiences of
women, and searching for the structural determinants of the experiences.
The difficulty 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 work, to argue that what are held to be acts of love
instead must be recognized as work whether or not wages are paid.’? Both
the valuation of women’s experience, and the use of this experience as a
ground for critique are required. A feminist standpoint may be present
on the basis of the common threads of female experience, but it is neither
selfevident nor obvious.

Finally, because it provides a way to reveal the perverseness and inhuman-
ity of human relations, a standpoint forms the basis for moving beyond these
relations. Just as the proletarian standpoint emerges out of the contradiction
between appearance and essence in capitalism, understood as essentially
historical and constituted by the relation of capitalist and worker, the feminist
standpoint emerges both out of the contradiction between the systematically
differing structure of male and female life activity in Western cultures. It
expresses female experience at a particular time and place, located within
a particular set of social relations. Capitalism, Marx noted, could not develop
fully until the notion of human equality achieved the status of universal
truth.5® 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 oppression of women. Just as
capitalism enables the proletariat to raise the possibility of a 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 standpoint
based on women’s relational self-definition and activity exposes the world
men have constructed and the self-understanding which manifests these
relations as partial and perverse. More importantly, by drawing out the
potentiality available in the actuality and thereby exposing the inhumanity
of human relations, it embodies a distress which requires a solution. The
experience of continuity and relation — with others, with the natural world,
of mind with body — provides an ontological base for developing a non-
problematic social synthesis, a social synthesis which need not operate
through the denial of the body, the attack on nature, or the death struggle
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between the self and other, a social synthesis which does not depend on any
of the forms taken by abstract masculinity.

What is necessary is the generalization 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 represented by making the whole of society into
propertyless producers of use-values — i.e. socialist revolution. The abolition
of the division between mental and manual labor cannot take place simply by
means of adopting worker-self-management techniques, but instead requires
the abolition of provate property, the seizure of state power, and lengthy
post-revolutionary class struggle. Thus, I am not suggesting that shared
parenting arrangements can abolish the sexual division of labor. Doing away
with this division of labor would of course require institutionalizing the
participation 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 the rational and conscious organiza-
tion of reproduction would entail the transformation both of every human
relation, and of human relations to the natural world. The magnitude of the

task is apparent if one asks what a society without institutionalized gender
differences might look like.

CONCLUSION

An analysis which begins from the sexual division of labor — understood not
as taboo, but as the real, material activity of concrete human beings — could
form the basis for an analysis of the real structures of women’s oppression, an
analysis which would not require that one sever biology from society, nature
from culture, an analysis which would expose the ways women both partici-
pate in and oppose their own subordination. The elaboration of such an
analysis cannot but be difficult. Women’s lives, like men’s, are structured by
social relations which manifest the experience of the dominant gender and
class. The ability to go beneath the surface of appearances to reveal the real
but concealed social relations requires both theoretical and political activity.
Feminist theorists must demand that feminist theorizing be grounded in
women’s material activity and must as well be a part of the political struggle
necessary to develop areas of social life modeled on this activity. The outcome
could be the development of a political economy which included women’s
activity as well as men’s, and could as well be a step toward the redefining
and restructuring of society as a whole on the basis of women’s activity.
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Generalizing the activity of women to the social system as a whole would
raise, for the first time in human history, the possibility of a fully human
community, a community structured by connection rather than separation
and opposition. One can conclude then that women’s life activity does form
the basis of a specifically feminist materialism, a materialism which can
provide a point from which both to critique and to work against phallocratic
ideology and institutions.

My argument here opens a number of avenues for future work. Clearly, a
systematic critique of Marx on the basis of a more fully developed under-
standing of the sexual division of labor is in order. And this is indeed being
undertaken by a number of feminists. A second avenue for further investiga-
tion is the relation between exchange and abstract masculinity. An exploration
of Mauss’s The Gift would play an important part in this project, since he
presents the solipsism of exchange as an overlay on and substitution for a
deeper going hostility, the exchange of gifts as an alternative to war. We have
seen that the necessity for recognizing and receiving recognition from another
to take the form of a death struggle memorializes the male rather than female
experience of emerging as a person in opposition to a woman in the context
of a deeply phallocratic world. If the community of exchangers (capitalists)
rests on the more overtly and directly hostile death struggle of self and other,
one might be able to argue that what underlies the exchange abstraction
is abstract masculinity. One might then turn to the question of whether
capitalism rests on and is a consequence of patriarchy. Perhaps then feminists
can produce the analysis which could amend Marx to read: “Though class
society appears to be the source, the cause of the oppression of women, it
is rather its consequence.” Thus, it is “only at the last culmination of the
development of class society [that] this, its secret, appear[s] again, namely,
that on the one hand it is the product of the oppression of women, and that
on the other it is the means by which women participate in and create their

own oppression”.55
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NOTES

* | take my title from Iris Young’s call for the development of a specifically feminist
historical materialism. See ‘Socialist Feminism and the Limits of Dual Systems Theory,’
in Socialist Review 10, 2/3 (March-June, 1980). My work on this paper is deeply in-
debted to a number of women whose ideas are incorporated here, although not always
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used in the ways they might wish. My discussions with Donna Haraway and Sandra
Harding have been intense and ongoing over a period of years. I have also had a number
of important and useful conversations with Jane Flax, and my project here has benefitted
both from these contacts, and from the opportunity to read her paper, ‘Political Philos-
ophy and the Patriarchal Unconscious: A Psychoanalytic Perspective on Epistemology
and Metaphysics’. In addition I have been helped immensely by collective discussions
with Annette Bickel, Sarah Begus, and Alexa Freeman. All of these people (along with
Iris Young and Irene Diamond) have read and commented on drafts of this paper. I
would also like to thank Alison Jaggar for continuing to question me about the basis on
which one could claim the superiority of a feminist standpoint and for giving me the
opportunity to deliver the paper at the University of Cincinnati Philosophy Department
Colloquijum; and Stephen Rose for taking the time to read and comment on a rough
draft of the paper at a critical point in its development.

1 See my ‘Feminist Theory and the Development of Revolutionary Strategy,’ in Zillah
Eisenstein, ed., Capitalist Patriarchy and the Case for Socialist Feminism (New York:
Monthly Review, 1978).

2 The recent literature on mothering is perhaps the most detailed on this point. See
Dorothy Dinnerstein, The Mermaid and the Minotaur (New York: Harper and Row,
1976); Nancy Chodorow, The Reproduction of Mothering (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 1978).

3 Iris Young, ‘Socialist Feminism and the Limits of Dual Systems Theory,’ in Socialist
Review 10, 2/3 (March-June, 1980), p. 180.

4 Eighth Thesis on Feuerbach, in Karl Marx,"’l‘heses on Feuerbach,” in The German
Ideology, C.J. Arthur, ed. (New York: International Publishers, 1970), p. 121.

5 Ibid. Conscious human practice, then, is at once both an epistemological category and
the basis for Marx’s conception of the nature of humanity itself. To put the case even
more strongly, Marx argues that human activity has both an ontological and epistemolog-
ical status, that human feelings are not “‘merely anthropological phenomena,” but are
“truly ontological affirmations of being.” See Karl Marx, Economic and Philosophic
Manuscripts of 1844, Dirk Struik, ed. (New York: International Publishers, 1964),
pp. 113,165, 188.

6 Marx, 1844, p. 112. Nature itself, for Marx, appears as a form of human work, since
he argues that humans duplicate themselves actively and come to contemplate themselves
in a world of their own making. (Jbid., p. 114). On the more general issue of the relation
of natural to human worlds see the very interesting account by Alfred Schmidt, The
Concept of Nature in Marx, tr. Ben Foukes (London: New Left Books, 1971).

7 Marx and Engels, The German Ideology, pp. 42.

8 See Alfred Sohn-Rethel, intellectual and Manual Labor: A Critique of Epistemology
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in tension with Sohn-Rethel’s. Sohn-Rethel argues that commodity exchange is a char-
acteristic of all class societies — one which comes to a head in capitalism or takes its
most advanced form in capitalism. His project, which is not mine, is to argue that (a)
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abstraction, (b) that this abstraction contains the formal element essential for the
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philosophy and to modern science. (See /bid., p. 28).In addition to a different purpose,
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autonomy to them. (See, for example, his discussions on pp. 84—86, 95.) I take the
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different circumstances than men’s — that is, their lower wages, their confinement
to only a few occupational categories, etc. I am concentrating instead on the formal,
structural features of women’s work. There has been much effort to argue that women’s
domestic labor is a source of surplus value, that is, to inclue it within the scope of Marx’s
value theory as productive labor, or to argue that since it does not produce surplus
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of childrearing in ancient Greek society with that of the contemporary Mbuti in central
Africa. See Phillip Slater, The Glory of Hera (Boston: Beacon, 1968) and Colin Turn-
bull, ‘The Politics of Non-Aggression,” in Ashley Montagu, ed., Learning Non-Aggression
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1978).

23 See Nancy Chodorow, ‘Family Structure and Feminine Personality,” in Michelle
Rosaldo and Louise Lamphere, Woman, Culture, and Society (Stanford: Stanford
University Press, 1974), p. 59.

24 Of Woman Born (New York: Norton, 1976), p. 63.

25 See Chodorow, The Reproduction of Mothering, and Flax, ‘The Conflict Between
Nurturance and Autonomy in Mother-Daughter Relations and in Feminism,” Feminist
Studies 4, 2 (June, 1978). I rely on the analyses of Dinnerstein and Chodorow but
there are difficulties in that they are attempting to explain why humans, both male and
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female, fear and hate the female. My purpose here is to invert their arguments and to
attempt to put forward a positive account of the epistemological consequences of this
situation. What follows is a summary of Chodorow, The Reproduction of Mothering,

26 Chodorow, Reproduction, pp. 105-109.

27 This is Jane Flax’s point.

28 Chodorow, Reproduction, pp. 127-131, 163.

29 Jbid., p. 166.

30 Jpid., pp. 174—178. Chodorow suggest a correlation between father absence and fear
of women (p. 213), and one should, treating this as an empirical hypotheses, expect a
series of cultural differences based on the degree of father absence. Here the ancient
Greeks and the Mbuti provide a fascinating contrast. (See above, note 22.)

31 pid., p. 198. The flexible and diffuse female ego boundaries can of course result in
the pathology of loss of self in responsibility for and dependence on others. (The obverse
of the male pathology of experiencing the self as walled city.)

32 Sjgmund Freud, Civilization and Its Discontents (New York: Norton, 1961), pp. 12—
13.

33 Hegel, Phenomenology of Spirit (New York: Oxford University Press, 1979), trans.
A. V. Miller, p. 114. See also Jessica Benjamin’s very interesting use of this discussion in
“The Bonds of Love: Rational Violence and Erotic Domination,” Feminist Studies 6, 1
(June, 1980). .
34 Alvin Gouldner has made a similar argument in his contention that the Platonic
stress on hierarchy and order resulted from a similarly learned opposition to daily life
which was rooted in the young aristocrat’s experience of being taught proper behavior
by slaves who could not themselves engage in this behavior. See Enter Plato (New York:
Basic Books, 1965), pp. 351-355.

35 One can argue, as Chodorow’s analysis suggests, that their extreme form in his
philosophy represents an extreme father-absent (father-deprived?) situation. A more
general critique of phallocentric dualism occurs in Susan Griffin, Woman and Nature
(New York: Harper & Row, 1978).

36 More recently, of course, the opposition to the natural world has taken the form of
destructive technology. See Evelyn Fox Keller, ‘Gender and Science,” Psychoanalysis and
Contemporary Thought 1, 3 (1978), reprinted in this volume.

37 See Elizabeth Spelman, ‘Metaphysics and Misogyny: The Soul and Body in Plato’s
Dialogues,” mimeo. One analyst has argued that its basis lies in the fact that “the early
mother, monolithic representative of nature, is a source, like nature, of ultimate distress
as well as ultimate joy. Like nature, she is both nourishing and disappointing, both
alluring and threatening . . . The infant loves her . . . and it hates her because, like nature,
she does not perfectly protect and provide for it ... The mother, then — like nature,
which sends blizzards and locusts as well as sunshine and strawberries — is perceived as
capricious, sometimes actively malevolent.” Dinnerstein, p. 95. .

38 See Benjamin, p. 152. The rest of her analysis goes in a different direction than mine,
though her account of The Story of O can be read as making clear the problems for any
social synthesis based on the Hegelian model.

39 Of Woman Bomn, p. 64, p. 167. For a similar descriptive account, but a dissimilar
analysis, see David Bakan, The Duality of Human Existence (Boston: Beacon, 1966). )
40 My arguments are supported with remarkable force by both the theory and practice
of the contemporary women’s movement. In theory, this appears in different forms
in the work of Dorothy Riddle, ‘New Visions of Spiritual Power,” Quest: a Feminist
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Quarterly 1, 3 (Spring, 1975); Susan Griffin, Woman and Nature, esp. Book 1V: ‘The
Separate Rejoined’; Adrienne Rich, Of Woman Born, esp. pp. 62—68; Linda Thurston,
‘On Male and Female Principle,” The Second Wave 1, 2 (Summer, 1971). In feminist
political organizing, this vision has been expressed as an opposition of leadership and
hierarchy, as an effort to prevent the development of organizations divided into leaders
and followers. It has also taken the form of an insistence on the unity of the personal
and the political, a stress on the concrete rather than on abstract principles (an opposi-
tion to theory), and a stress on the politics of everyday life. For a fascinating and early
example, see Pat Mainardi, ‘The Politics of Housework,” in Leslie Tanner, ed., Voices
of Women’s Liberation (New York: New American Library, 1970).

4 George Bataille, Death and Sensuality (New York: Arno Press, 1977), p. 90.

42 Women Against Violence Against Women Newsletter, June, 1976, p. 1.

43 Aegis: A Magazine on Ending Violence Against Women, November/December, 1978,
p-3.

44 Robert Stoller, Perversion: The Erotic Form of Hatred (New York: Pantheon, 1975),
p- 88.

45 Bataille, p. 91. See pp. 91ff for a more complete account of the commonalities of
sexual activity and ritual sacrifice.

46 Death and Sensudlity, p. 12 (italics mine). See also de Beauvoir’s discussion in The
Second Sex, pp. 135, 151.

47 Bataille, p. 14.

48 Jbid., p. 42. While Adrienne Rich acknowledges the violent feelings between mothers
and children, she quite clearly does not put these at the heart of the relation (Of Woman
Born).

49 Bataille, pp. 95-96.

50 The Second Sex, p. 58. It should be noted that killing and risking life are ways of
indicating one’s contempt for one’s body, and as such are of a piece with the Platonic
search for disembodiment.

51 Consider, for example, Rich’s discussion of pregnancy and childbirth, Ch. VI and
VII, Of Woman Born. And see also Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s discussion of domestic
labor in The Home (Urbana, Ill.: The University of Illinois Press, 1972).

52 The Marxist-feminist efforts to determine whether housework produces surplus value
and the feminist political strategy of demanding wages for housework represent two
(mistaken) efforts to recognize women’s non-wage activity at work. Perhaps domestic
labor’s non-status as work is one of the reasons why its wages — disproportionately paid
to women of color — are so*low, and working conditions so poor.

53 Capital, Vol. 1, p. 60.

54 The phrase is O’Brien’s, p. 113.

55 See Marx, 1844, p. 117.

SANDRA HARDING

WHY HAS THE SEX/GENDER SYSTEM BECOME
VISIBLE ONLY NOW?

During the last decade of feminist inquiry, a new “object” for scientific
scrutiny has emerged into visibility: the sex/gender system.* Sex/gender is
a system of male-dominance made possible by men’s control of women’s
productive and reproductive labor, where “reproduction” is broadly con-
strued to include sexuality, family life, and kinship formations, as well as the
birthing which biologically reproduces the species. However, the “discovery”
of the sex/gender system has implications beyond the need for revisions in
our scientific understandings. While many feminists have argued that this
discovery calls for new morals and new politics, I intend to show why its
discovery at this particular moment in history also calls for a revolution in
epistemology. The new epistemology must be one- which is not fettered by
the self-imposed limitations of empiricist, functionalist/relativist, or marxist
epistemologies. We shall see, within the all too brief limits of so short a paper,
what the main limitations of these existing epistemologies are, and distinguish
the pre-conditions for an adequate theory of belief production from the
epistemological goals of feminist inquirers which lean too heavily on these
inadequate epistemological programs.; The feminist discovery of the sex/
gender system certainly is more than the expression of socially unobstructed
“natural talents and abilities,” of functionally adequate beliefs, and of changes
in the division of labor by class. But an insufficiently critical stance toward
the existing epistemologies has obscured for us just what this “more” isWe
need to investigate more fully why it is that only now can we understand
“patriarchy,” “misogyny,” “sex-roles,” “discrimination against women,” and
“the first division of labor — by sex” as mere appearances of the underlying
reality of the sex/gender systemjLet us begin by first looking at the newly
visible size and shape of the sex/gender system, and then examining the
self-imposed limitations of empiricist, functionalist/relativist, and marxist
epistemologies.

What is the sex/gender system? If one looks over the vast array of studies
during the last decade which have been animated by feminist concerns, one
can virtually see the emergence into visibility of a widely existing object in
nature/history. In retrospect, it appears clear that every study animated by
feminist concerns has been trying to clarify and deepen our understanding of
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SANDRA HARDING AND MERRILL B. HINTIKKA

INTRODUCTION

During the last decade, feminist research has attempted to add understandings
of women and their social activities to what we all thought we knew about
nature and social life. However, from the very beginning of this project, it
has appeared to be in tension with some of the most fundamental insights of
the Second Women’s Movement. Only recently has the nature of this tension
become clear. Within the theories, concepts, methods and goals of inquiry
we inherited from the dominant discourses we have generated an impressive
collection of “facts” about women and their lives, cross-culturally and
historically — and we can produce many, many more. But these do not, and
cannot, add up to more than a partial and distorted understanding of the
(‘patterns of women’s lives. We cannot understand women and their lives by
adding facts about them to bodies of knowledge which take men, their lives,
and their beliefs as the human norm. Furthermore, it is now evident that if
“women’s lives cannot be understood within the inherited inquiry frameworks,
than neither can men’s lives. The attempts to add understandings of women
to our knowledge of nature and social life have led to the realization that
there is precious little reliable knowledge to which to add them. A more
fundamental project now confronts us. We must root out sexist distortions
and perversions in epistemology, metaphysics, methodology and the philos-
ophy of science — in the “hard core” of abstract reasoning thought most
immune to infiltration by social values.
When we called for papers for this collection, we formulated our project
in the following way:

In the last decade feminist thinkers have provided brilliant critiques of the political and
social beliefs and practices of patriarchal cultures. But less attention has been given to
the underlying theories of knowledge and to the metaphysics which mirror and support
patriarchal belief and practice. Are there - can there be — distinctive feminist perspec-
tives on epistemology, metaphysics, methodology and philosophy of science?

While it would do a disservice to the richness and variety of the papers
we selected to suggest that a single theme emerged from responses to our
question, the reader will find that in different ways, all of the contributors
examine the nature and implications of the one discovery of the decade
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