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Preface

Class, Race, and Sex: The Dynamics of Control is a collec-
tion of essays based on the seventh and eighth Scholar and
Feminist Conferences held at Barnard College, New York City,
in April of 1980 and 1981. Initiated in 1974, these confer-
ences have been sponsored by the Barnard College Women's
Center and funded by the Helena Rubinstein Foundation. An
examination of the impact of traditional scholarship on fem-
inism, they are to some extent a record of the development
of questions being posed by women's studies scholars over
the intervening eight years. The Future of Difference, an
anthology of papers from the 1978 conference, appeared in
December 1980. Papers from the morning sessions of three of
the earlier meetings (1975, 1976, 1977) have been published
in pamphlet form.

An understanding of the conference planning process illumi-
nates the particular questions raised in this volume and the
history of conference themes in general. The conceptualiza-
tion and administration of these conferences is the collec-
tive responsibility of Jane Gould, director of the Barnard
Women's Center, other Women's Center staff, the academic
coordinator, and the planning committee. The planning com-
mittee is composed of faculty, students, administrators,
activists, women from the larger community, and Women's Cen-
ter staff. Under the leadership of the academic coordina-
tor, the planning committee meets regularly during the fall
semester to discuss theme and select speakers; like a small
study group, they engage in lengthy and often heated discus-
sions on practical and theoretical issues. This process has
ensured the vitality of these conferences by encouraging
argument and debate as well as consensus on the final form
of the conferences.

The diversity and richness of the papers in this volume
are in large part a tribute to the commitment and varied
interests of the women who served on the 1980 and 1981 plan-
ning committees. The decision in those years to enlarge the
planning committee to include more activists and Third-World
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women was a milestone in the history of these conferences.
A response to the retrenchment in the academy and the grow-
ing conservatism and antifeminism in the society, this ac-
tion bespoke a new stage in feminist consciousness in the
university. The planners realized that in order to further
develop feminist theory and reaffirm the power os sister-
hood, the new scholarship on women would have to address cur-
rent political, economic, and social crises directly. An
understanding of differences based on race, class, and sexu-
al preference was enhanced by broader representation on
these planning committees.

The evolution of conference themes highlights some of the
ways in which the new scholarship on women continues to be
informed by feminist consciousness. The purpose of the
first conference, held in 1974 and coordinated by Susan R.
Sacks, was to articulate the questions that would organize
our inquiry; scholars from several disciplines used their
personal/intellectual biographies as a starting point for a
consideration of how one could integrate feminism and schol-
arship. The 1975 conference, "Towards a New Criteria of Rel-
evance" (Nancy K. Miller), examined the ways in which femin-
ism might alter traditional academic definitions and thereby
transform methodology and subject matter. Relying on the
fields of anthropology and history of religion, "The Search
for Origins," 1976 (Mary Brown Parlee), investigated the
roots of female oppression. "Connecting Theory, Practice,
and Values," 1977 (Hester Eisenstein), compared the value
system particular to traditional university structure to the
new system now proclaimed as the basis of feminist scholar-
ship. Using experiences of artists and scholars, "Creating
Feminist Works," 1977 (Elizabeth Minnich), focused on how
the personal and the political merge in feminist process and
form. / These early meetings shared a concern for identifying
commonalities among women as a means of defining, legitimiz-
ing, and naming women's studies as a discipline.

At the heart of the focus on sameness was an understanding
that the establishment of "woman" as an appropriate category
was theprimary task. Once "woman" was proclaimed a viable
"subject," the concept of "difference" could be introduced^
The Future of Difference, 1978 (Alice Jardine), sought to
define the structures that organize and determine our con-
cepts of sexual identity and difference among women and be-
tween women and men. "Class, Race, and Sex: Exploring Con-
tradictions, Affirming Connections," 1980 (Amy Swerdlow),
considered the ways in which primary institutions of power
divide women according to class, race, ethnicity, and sexual
preference. Continuing this analysis, "The Dynamics of Con-
trol," 1981 (Hanna Lessinger), examined the institutions and
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special interest groups that control women's lives within
the context of the socioeconomic crises and the emergence of
the New Right. The maturation and increasing sophistication
of our scholarship permitted us to freely consider sameness
and difference, and their ensuing combinations and permuta-
tions .
During the past eight years, the Scholar and Feminist Con-

ference has become a New York City feminist event, bringing
together some six hundred women activists, scholars, and
artists each year. A seriousness of purpose and acknowledg-
ment of the difficulties of combining feminism and scholar-
ship characterize these conferences. Jane Gould, director
of the Barnard Women's Center and part of this project since
the beginning, has always understood that to be a feminist
in the academy is not an easy task, than one constantly
walks a tightrope between so-called respectability and radi-
cal thinking. In spite of the difficulties, the rewards of
our inquiry have been enormous. That is what inspires us to
carry on the project.

JANIE L. KRITZMAN
The Women's Center, Barnard College
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AMY SWERDLOW

Introduction

The essays in this volume are drawn from two conferences,
the Scholar and the Feminist VII and VIII, presented by the
Barnard College Women's Center in the spring of 1980 and
1981. Like their predecessors, held annually since 1974,
both these conferences explored urgent and critical issues
of concern to women from the vantage point of feminist schol-
arship in all the disciplines in dialogue with feminist acti-
vism. The goal of the Barnard conferences from their incep-
tion has been twofold: (1) to shed light on women's role
and status in society and on the possibilities for change,
and (2) to illuminate the relationship between feminist
scholarship and feminist activism in order to strengthen the
connection between the two.

Meeting in the fall of 1979, the planning committee of the
seventh Scholar and Feminist Conference considered the criti-
cal issues that women would be facing in the 1980s. The com-
mittee recognized that although the decade of the 1970s had
revealed the power of "sisterhood" to inspire and energize
thousands of women to band together and change their own
lives, it had also revealed the limitations of "sisterhood"
as a cohesive political force capable of achieving insti-
tutional and political change. The committee, after lengthy
debates and deliberations, decided that the most compelling
issue for the 1980s for scholars, for activists, and for all
women was the issue of women's power and woman's powerless-
ness.

Of particular interest to the committee was the way in
which the primary institutions of power—the economy and the
state—divide women along the lines of class, race, ethnici-
ty, and sexual preference, thus preventing them from uniting
to achieve and consolidate even their basic and minimal
rights.
The committee recognized that the feminist scholarship of

the 1970s, although devoted to a thorough investigation of
the material, cultural, and psychological roots of patriarch-
al oppression, had not yet sufficiently distinguished the
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historical particularities of patriarchy and its specific
contemporary forms in different classes , races, and cul-
tures, in different economic systems, and in different parts
of the world. For the most part, contemporary feminists
have been loath to recognize conflict among women. They
have tended to ignore the fact that women of different class-
es , races, ethnic groups, and sexual preferences have var-
ied , sometimes contradictory relationships to social institu-
tions, and even to one another. While recognizing that
there can be class conflict and opposition between the woman
who employs a household worker and the one who does the paid
housework, the rhetoric of the women's movement has tended
to minimize the conflict and to stress the fact that both
women are sisters in their secondary status to the men of
their own class and race, and in their oppression by white
male elites. An acknowledgment of the existence of differ-
ence, but a reluctance to probe in depth its causes and its
consequences, has led to growing divisions within the wom-
en's movement, the alienation of women of color, and disaf-
fection by those who perceive the race and class privilege,
the hierarchical relations, and the heterosexism of the
larger society mirrored in the women's rights movement and
in feminist theory.

The conference planning committee, composed of Barnard
faculty and students, plus members of the wider feminist com-
munity, representing women of varied racial and ethnic back-
grounds and of different occupations and academic disci-
plines, chose as the theme for the Scholar and Feminist VII,
"Class, Race and Sex: Exploring Contradictions—Affirming
Connections." Implicit in the choice of this topic was a de-
sire to investigate whether, how, and under what circumstan-
ces the universal female experience of gender oppression
could overcome difference and contradictions to create, at
some bottom line, the unity and the coalition in struggle
necessary for women's emancipation.

The planning committee of the Scholar and Feminist VIII,
also representing Barnard women and the feminist community
at large, decided to elaborate further on these ideas about
race, sex, and class, and division and unity among women
raised in the previous year. In response to a growing on-
slaught on women's rights and on feminism, coming both from
institutions of the state and from special interest groups,
the planners decided to focus on the control of women: how
they are urged, persuaded, manipulated, coerced, and con-
trolled into thinking and behaving in ways that do not serve
their own interests. The committee chose as its topic, "The
Dynamics of Control," in order to develop a systematic view
of the mechanics of economic, political, and ideological
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control imposed on women's lives, particularly in the area
of production and reproduction. Speakers were asked to as-
sess the extent to which the control of women is due to pub-
lic policies, social institutions, and patriarchal ideology
and the extent to which women perpetuate their own subordina-
tion and control. In both conferences a central issue for
consideration was how women resist division and control and
how, under certain historical circumstances, they unite
across class and race lines to fight for their own rights
and for each other.

The essays presented in this volume ask difficult ques-
tions, reject comfortable myths, struggle to unite scholar-
ship with life and theory with experience. They examine the
contradictions and connections of class, race, and sex, of
power and powerlessness, of difference and domination.
Their goal is not to establish a universal theory but to
counteract bias, indifference, and imprecision in our under-
standing of women's oppression in order to increase the pos-
sibilities for cooperation and unity among all women.

The editors' decision to group the papers of the seventh
and eighth Scholar and Feminist Conferences into a single
volume was made when it became clear that most of the arti-
cles submitted to us shared a common set of interests. Writ-
er after writer points out that feminist theory, to be
either comprehensive or effective, must move beyond the dis-
cussion of gender to encompass the admittedly difficult
issues of class, of race and ethnicity, and of sexuality and
sexual preference. The other common thread among these wri-
ters is their conviction that the 1980s represent a period
of great difficulty, even crisis, for feminist activity and
for women in general. A conservative backlash, felt at the
level of public policy, in major institutions, and in the
realm of ideas, threatens the legislative, economic, and
organizational gains women have made over the past twenty
years. Women's demands are widely perceived as threatening:
by the Right, by sections of the state, by many individual
women and men. Women's demands are seen as something to be
curtailed and controlled. It is therefore critical, as most
of these writers indicate, to understand the intersection of
gender with race, class, or sexual identity if the women's
movement is to broaden its scope.

This kind of feminist analysis is best developed out of
close study of particular groups of women at particular his-
torical periods. Most of the authors included here assume
that the multiple social, economic, political, and ideologi-
cal influences on women can only be understood initially by
examining them in the context of specific cases. Part I of
this book, "Historical Parallels," contains six papers that
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examine earlier periods of feminist activity in order to
raise questions about the present.
Renate Bridenthal sets out a dominant theme for the sec-

tion in her "Notes Toward a Feminist Dialectic." Starting
from parallels between the United States of the 1980s and
Weimar Germany, Bridenthal argues that feminism goes through
periods of advance followed by periods of quiescence as it
struggles with the inevitable antifeminism produced by prior
feminist successes. Just such a period of struggle against
antifeminism, Bridenthal believes, is now upon us. Her dis-
cussion also emphasizes the close historical connections
between class struggle and feminism, a theme taken up by
other writers in the book.

The dialectic is visible again in Judith Walkowitz's "Male
Vice and Female Virtue: Feminism and the Politics of Prosti-
tution in Nineteenth-Century Britain." Tracing the develop-
ment of late nineteenth-century antivice movements directed
at prostitution and pornography, Walkowitz shows how middle-
class feminist reformers gradually allied themselves with
both working-class men and antifeminist, repressive moral-
ists. The basis of the alliance was a set of shared ideas
about the centrality of the patriarchal family and the need
to control working-class female sexuality. By the late
1880s the movement had lost its progressive and feminist di-
rection and was reactionary, repressive, and largely in male
hands. Walkowitz's work points to another recurring theme
in this volume: not only do classes have opposed interests
in women's roles, but men and women within the same class of-
ten have contradictory interests.

Evelyn Brooks, writing about "The Feminist Theology of the
Black Baptist Church, 1880-1900," implies that within the
Black community of the period the interests of men and women
were less antagonistic than among their white contemporar-
ies. In another section of this book, the papers by Eliza-
beth Higginbotham and Cheryl Gilkes return to this point.
Because Black women Baptists saw themselves as engaged in im-
portant work for the improvement of their race, women were,
to a limited extent, able to break out of their purely domes-
tic roles. Using theological justifications, Black women
were able to become active in church and community affairs,
work as evangelists, engage in social reform activities, and
hold jobs as teachers, journalists, doctors, and writers.
These Baptist women adapted and shaped late nineteenth-
century feminism to their own needs without, according to
Brooks, drawing major opposition from men.

Atina Grossmann returns to the economic and political sim-
ilarities between the early twentieth century and the pres-
ent. In "Crisis, Reaction, and Resistance: Women in Germa-
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ny in the 1920s and 1930s," Grossmann addresses herself to
the various attempts to control or redirect women's reproduc-
tion and sexuality that grew out of Germany's post-World War
I economic crisis. The state in general tried to promote a
policy of large families serviced by women already pushed
out of the labor force. The state simultaneously promoted
eugenic policies and advocated sterilization for other sec-
tors of the population deemed "unfit." The same period saw
the development of a countertrend, the Sex Reform movement.
This coalition of leftist, liberal, and feminist groups advo-
cated legalized abortion, contraception, sex education, and
women's right to sexual gratification. Although this move-
ment implemented many progressive ideas through its clinics,
its feminist vision was limited by the working-class politi-
cal preoccupation with the rise of the Right. As Lisa Dug-
gan notes elsewhere in this book, such reform movements
still saw female sexuality as passive, exclusively heterosex-
ual, and oriented toward marriage and childbirth within the
family. Issues of female autonomy and control were ignored.
Grossmann sees a potential conflict between issues of class
struggle and issues of feminist struggle. Like Bridenthal,
however, she is hopeful that the two strands of resistance
can remain linked.

Lisa Duggan also turns to the social history of the 1920s,
this time in the United States, to discuss links between fem-
inism and lesbianism. Her article, "The Social Enforcement
of Heterosexuality and Lesbian Resistance in the 1920s," ex-
amines the period's widespread backlash against the economic
and political gains women had made in the previous decade.
In the post-World War I world of industrialization, economic
expansion, and consumerism, many of these gains were undone,
and feminism was characterized as threatening. A lesbian
life-style, as one alternative to marriage and the patriarch-
al family, was under attack. Duggan quotes contemporary ad-
vice and sex manuals to good effect to show just how the
norms of marriage and sexuality were redefined to bolster
the nuclear family against the threat posed by feminists,
spinsters, lesbians, and "sexual deviants," all thought of
as more or less interchangeable. Duggan sees close paral-
lels with the present, when the lesbian or gay alternative
to the nuclear family is again under attack from conserva-
tives who see patriarchy as threatened once more by female
autonomy.

Rayna Rapp and Ellen Ross discuss another aspect of the
same period. In their "The Twenties' Backlash: Compulsory
Heterosexuality, the Consumer Family, and the Waning of Femi-
nism," Rapp and Ross stress the economic, social, and politi-
cal shifts that led to the "demobilization" of that earlier
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feminist movement. They note not only the direct attack on
lesbianism and all homosocial relationships, but also the
erosion of separate women's institutions, such as colleges,
which had fostered female support networks. They show how
consumerism and a newly developed adolescent peer culture in-
teracted with Red-baiting and a general swing to the right
to destroy some women's organizations and change the charac-
ter of others. Rapp and Ross end with a plea that contempo-
rary feminists learn from the past and take steps to avoid a
similar dismantling of their movement.

Part II, "The New Antifeminism," deals explicitly with the
contemporary conservative trends alluded to in the previous
section. Three articles identify and analyze the appeal and
the tactics of the New Right, which has made antifeminism
its central and most compelling issue. Zillah Eisenstein,
in "Antifeminism and the New Right," tackles the difficult
question of why various kinds of feminism and women's autono-
my have been targeted by the Right. She sees conflict with-
in the state over the form of the family most appropriate to
the present stage of capitalism. A center faction, she be-
lieves, is willing to accept the two-income household. This
faction simply wants to move patriarchal control over the in-
creasing number of working women from the household to the
labor market. The neoconservative faction wants to return
to a "moral," ordered society with patriarchal control over
women and their reproductive capacity firmly reestablished
in the family. Both groups see the women's movement as a di-
rect threat and are anxious to dismantle it. Eisenstein be-
lieves these trends are opposed by a growing number of wom-
en, already radicalized on a number of economic issues, but
not yet organized. It is these women, with their nascent
feminist consciousness, whom Eisenstein feels the women's
movement must now address.

Jan Rosenberg, in her "Feminism, the Family, and the New
Right," identifies the same general social and economic up-
heavals that other authors note. She sees rapid social
change as the root of both feminism and the rise of the
Right. Unlike other writers in this book, however, Rosen-
berg connects working-class female responsiveness to the New
Right directly to feminist errors. She blames the women's
movement of the 1960s and 1970s for narcissism, individual-
ism, and a "shared denigration of family life." Family
life, Rosenberg says, is central to working-class women's
lives. She suggests that the capacity of feminism to sur-
vive the onslaught from the Right depends on its ability to
accommodate to the family, rather than demanding its obliter-
ation.

Like Rosenberg, Lisa Desposito is concerned with a white,
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ethnic working class which, she believes, embraces right-
wing issues out of fear that a valued way of life is about
to be swept away by tides of social change. In "The New
Right and the Abortion Issue,"* Desposito carries her analy-
sis further, however. She stresses the ways in which a
raultifaceted New Right coalition, in alliance with the Catho-
lic church and other religious organizations, actively manip-
ulates these fears to build a fraudulent antifeminist "con-
sensus." Desposito also insists that feminists must keep
trying to reach such people, because there is, in fact, some
ground for agreement and alliance. Desposito implies that
there is a strand of liberal, even progressive, thinking
among many working-class people, which makes them hostile to
the Right's attempt to legislate away women's reproductive
rights.

As these brief comments on the preceding papers have indi-
cated, one writer after another has identified the divisions
of class, race, or sexual orientation that sow disunity
among women and hamper efforts to organize wider coalitions.
As various papers have also pointed out, these divisions and
antagonisms intensify in times of economic scarcity and
sharpened class struggle. The seven papers that follow in
Part III, "Gender, Class, and Race," represent attempts to
examine specific issues that divide women by structuring
their supposedly common gender experiences in different
ways. Several writers also touch on the issue of conscious-
ness, noting that class and race often shape women's under-
standing of their objective situations and thus frequently
divide them. In addition, all these papers insist that
class and race are an integral part of feminist theory.

Nancy Hartsock starts from the proposition that difference
does not need to create relations of domination between
groups. Her article, "Difference and Domination in the Wom-
en's Movement: The Dialectic of Theory and Practice," exam-
ines the way in which the women's movement has dealt with
(or failed to deal with) the differences of class and race
within its ranks. Hartsock claims that the current concern
about racism in the women's movement indicates the continu-
ing difficulty of dealing with issues of difference while
also indicating a collective expression of feminist willing-
ness to rethink the significance of differences. She sug-

*Lisa Desposito's article is the only paper not originally
delivered at a Scholar and Feminist Conference. Rather,
Desposito spoke at a Women's Issues Luncheon, sponsored by
the Barnard Women's Center in the fall of 1980, when the
eighth Scholar and Feminist Conference was being planned.
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gests that the socially structured recognition of "other-
ness" need not imply domination or exclusion as it has done
in the past. Once the links between power and difference
are severed, Hartsock says, difference may become a source
of creativity and strength to women.

Bonnie Thornton Dill lays out the profound gulf between
Black and white women in her ar t ic le , '"On the Hem of Life1:
Race, Class, and the Prospects for Sisterhood." According
to Dill, the feminist concept of sisterhood, uniting all wom-
en, has l i t t l e relevance for Black women to whom racial con-
sciousness has always been primary. She describes the recur-
rent fear among Black women that the white women's movement,
largely bourgeois and highly individualistic, will abandon
Blacks at cri t ical moments in pursuit of benefits for white
women only. In suggesting that feminists should study ques-
tions of ideology, presentation of self, distribution of pow-
er, and the material circumstances shaping Black women's
lives, Dill is optimistic about an eventual alliance between
feminists and Black women.

Nancy Boyd Franklin's a r t ic le , "Black Family Life-Styles:
A Lesson in Survival," examines difference from the perspec-
tive of ethnic family l i fe-style. She counters the deficit
view of the Black family perpetrated by white social scien-
t i s t s , stating that Black women may choose not to par t ic i -
pate in the women's movement because they perceive i t as
anti-family and highly individualistic. She calls our atten-
tion to the survival mechanisms of the Black family—a
product of extended family networks and a history of oppres-
sion—and proposes that these coping strategies serve as a
model for other oppressed groups. Citing from her work as a
clinical psychologist, she describes the difficulties faced
by the Black woman, who must struggle to develop an autono-
mous self while defining herself in relation to a large fami-
ly network system.

Elizabeth Higginbotham1s "Laid Bare by the System" rei ter-
ates the point that the women's movement ignores women of
color because it has not understood the realit ies of racial
oppression or the economic exploitation stemming from i t .
In surveying the experience of various racial ethnic groups,
Higginbothara cites a range of features that set women of
color off from middle-class white women. Among them are a
greater equality between the sexes, the variety of family
forms that developed as survival strategies of the op-
pressed, and the sheer value of the family to such women.
She also notes the segregation of the labor force, which
means that Black and Hispanic women's distribution in the
work force always differs from that of white women. This in
turn contributes to the slower, more difficult economic as-
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similation of racial ethnics into U.S. society. Angela
Jorge's "Issues of Race and Class in Women's Studies: A Puer-
to Rican Woman's Thoughts" makes a similar plea that the
women's movement, and particularly the discipline of women's
studies, take into consideration the separate history and op-
pression of Puerto Rican women. Otherwise, Jorge warns,
there will be two women's movements instead of one.
Rosalind Pollack Petchesky, writing about "Reproduction

and Class Divisions among Women," offers a critique of the
way many feminists and Marxists have dealt with the intersec-
tion of gender and class. Going beyond the proposition that
men and women in the same class have conflicting interests,
Petchesky proposes that women within the same class may also
have opposing interests in the questions of work and repro-
duction. She suggests that women have an individual class
position of their own which is defined partially by each wom-
an's linked decisions, made early in life, either to work
most of her life or to have many children. The effects of
these decisions are, in turn, mediated by each woman's
family-derived class background. The working-class woman
who embarks on a life of high fertility and low work-force
participation lives through very different experiences than
the middle-class woman who makes a similar decision.
Different still is the life of the working-class woman who
has opted for low fertility and high work-force
participation. Petchesky argues that feminists need to
understand more clearly this relationship between production
and biological reproduction. She goes on to point out that
women with high fertility and low work-force participation
share one trait: their relative dependence on men and the
family. She suggests that it is this group of women who are
most responsive to right-wing appeals in defense of the
family, since their material interests are so closely tied
to it.

Lourdes Beneria and Gita Sen in their paper, "Class and
Gender Inequalities and Women's Role in Economic Develop-
ment: Theoretical and Practical Implications," criticize
the economic development literature for its failure to exam-
ine the interaction of capital formation, class, and gender
relations. Like Petchesky, they stress the fact that a wom-
an's class position structures the meaning of gender for her
and may set her in opposition to other women, since class is
necessarily an antagonistic relationship. One of the points
stressed by the authors is that a class analysis without
consideration of gender, or gender analysis without consid-
eration of class, will fail to benefit women. Drawing on
the example of rightist women's organization in Chile under
Allende, Beneria and Sen offer a particular warning to those
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concerned with socialist development: if development plans,
however geared toward the working class, fail to address
women's particular interests, women will become a potent
source of reactionary opposition.
Part IV of this volume, "Control through Institution and

Ideology," looks at some specific ways women are controlled
and manipulated. Of the six papers, some deal with institut-
ions, such as welfare or the legal system, that implement
policy toward women. These policies have built into them as-
sumptions about women's roles, sexuality, class, and race.
Other papers in this section deal primarily with ideology.
They show the subtle ways in which women are brought to ac-
cept images of themselves, usually false and damaging. Ide-
ology is particularly powerful in convincing women to inter-
nalize their own control.

Nadine Taub, in "Defining and Combating Sexual Harass-
ment," talks about the ways in which feminists, lawyers, and
the courts have begun to define sexual harassment and to de-
velop mechanisms for halting it. Taub, who has the activist
viewpoint of a feminist lawyer, shows how sexual harassment
itself operates as a form of control over women, by remind-
ing them of their traditional role as sex objects and by
stressing their inappropriateness and incompetence in the
work place. Taub indicates that the harassment is interwov-
en with changing male-female relations and shifting ideas
about sexual expression. Taub also demonstrates how mechan-
isms to stop sexual harassment can turn into potential weap-
ons in the hands of white men who prosecute sexual harass-
ment charges against minority or radical men but not against
more powerful men.

Bettylou Valentine examines the racism, sexism, and class
prejudice against the poor incorporated into the system of
public welfare. Her "Women on Welfare: Public Policy and
Institutional Racism" traces the development of the Aid to
Families with Dependent Children (AFDC) program. She sug-
gests that the system now functions to reenforce female sub-
ordination and to control women's work-force participation.
More than 40 percent of AFDC recipients are white, Valentine
notes, but the classic image is that of a shiftless Black
mother, too lazy to work. Valentine's figures also show the
growing poverty of both Blacks and women, which leads her to
conclude that poverty and welfare are feminist issues. She
suggests short-term goals, such as helping women win the as-
sistance to which they are entitled, but she sees the long-
term solution in the provision of adequately paid work for
everyone in the society.

Cheryl Townsend Gilkes confronts another derogatory image
of Black women. In "From Slavery to Social Welfare: Racism
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and the Control of Black Women," Gilkes shows how white cul-
ture has punished Black women for their preeminent roles in
their families and communities and for their special rela-
tionship with Black men. The dominant culture has labeled
Black women "deviant," bad mothers, and highly dangerous in-
dividuals. In her most extended example, Gilkes cites the
notorious Moynihan Report, which articulated and publicized
these images at a time when Black women were particularly ac-
tive in local politics. As a result, Black women have been
forced to expend their energy in justifying their activities
to Black men as well as to the white world. Nevertheless,
Gilkes concludes that Black women still define their major
problem as racism. She warns that conservatives are again
trying to isolate and contain minority people through an at-
tack on minority women.

Francine Quaglio illustrates the way patriarchal ideals
are embedded in Catholic doctrine in her "Religion as an In-
strument of Social Control." In spite of its contention
that woman, symbolized by the Virgin Mary, is all-powerful,
Catholicism actually sees the Virgin, and all mortal women,
as dependent, passive, and self-abnegating. Quaglio notes
that theology structures reality for believers, so that it
is logical that such a theological system will seek to ally
itself with "other social forces . . . projecting similar im-
ages of control," such as the New Right.

Lillian Robinson analyzes another system of ideas as pre-
sented through the media. Her "Women, Media, and the Dialec-
tics of Resistance" goes beyond the usual feminist accusa-
tions of media sexism. Although there are still plenty of
these sexist images of women around, Robinson says, there
have also been shifts and changes; movies and television now
offer a broader range of images and ideas about families,
women, minorities, and homosexuals. The present problem,
she indicates, is more insidious. The media, when they do
show these new forms of family and sexual relationship,
imply that such things are normal, even commonplace. Wom-
en's long struggle to achieve change is thus quietly nega-
ted. The women's movement itself is still caricatured, if
shown at all. Furthermore, as the media assimilate the sex-
ual revolution, they are showing more explicit sexuality,
more violence against women and children, and more female
characters whose sole function in the story is sexual. When
feminists try to oppose these trends, they find themselves
in an intensely contradictory alliance with the Right.

Ellen Willis's article, "The Challenge of Profamily Poli-
tics: A Feminist Defense of Sexual Freedom," takes up the
theme of feminist antisexual attitudes and sexual repression
on the cultural and individual levels. Willis identifies a
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tendency in the women's movement she labels "neo-Victorian."
Made up of lesbian and straight women, this group categor-
izes male sexuality as violent and bestial, in contrast to
the gentle, supportive, and emotional female variety. Adop-
tion of these stereotypes, Willis suggests, leads many femin-
ists into an unwitting alliance with the Right. She recom-
mends that this theoretical impasse be broken by a feminist
reexamination of assumptions about sexuality and sexual lib-
eration. The creation of a true sexual liberation must de-
velop, Willis believes, in a reshaping of male/female rela-
tions and in drastically altered child-rearing practices.
Taken together, these essays illuminate and enrich each

other, as one writer after another adds her particular per-
spective to the ongoing process of feminist theory building.
While these essays are a beginning, they do not pretend to
offer any final solution. Nevertheless, these authors offer
strategies and questions for research and organizing. What
the articles in this volume succeed in showing is the contin-
ued strength and vitality of a movement that, however divid-
ed, continues to be willing to examine its own differences
and contradictions.
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Notes toward a Feminist Dialectic (1981)

The contemporary women's movement has often seen itself as
organized to resist oppression. The problem with that con-
cept is that it appears to leave the initiative to the
oppressor. It overlooks the fact that, historically, oppres-
sion has heightened when the ruling group, threatened by
initiatives from those it oppresses, has been resistant.
Were that not so, we would have political stasis with little
change in the levels of exploitation and oppression and the
opposition to these. In fact, struggles for liberation re-
sult from continuing initiatives, resisted by those whose
power they challenge, but also, sadly, by elements within
the group seeking liberation. There is external and inter-
nal resistance to forward movement and freedom.

The forward movement I mean is that of oppressed groups to-
ward equality. I will argue here that feminism, in particu-
lar, is a child of class struggle and has evolved with it
on both sides of that struggle. It has often been noted
that women are most free to participate in society when
there is disruption, such as civil or foreign war. Women on
both sides of such conflict, in trying to participate more
fully, find themselves both needed and blocked. They become
stimulated by that contradiction to feminist insights, even
when they seem to be fighting them. However, not until the
nineteenth century did feminism become a sustained movement.
This was possible thanks to urbanization, geographical mo-
bility, and above all, improved communications. Ideological-
ly, feminism devolved from bourgeois ideology with its as-
sumptions of formal civil equality, yet it was contradicted
by bourgeois society with its actual economic, social, and
political inequalities. Articulated socialism was fed by
the same stream. Thus, both the spur to organized feminism
and the means to make it possible became available at the
same time, not by coincidence, of course, since capitalist
development created both. And although the tides of its
organization advance and recede, feminism as a form of
awareness and as intention has remained at least latently
present since then.
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These notes toward a feminist dialectic are prompted by my
current research on German women between the two world wars,
a topic always overhung by intimations of fascism ahead.
Two thoughts guide my work:

1. What was women's relationship to feminism after they won
suffrage? Did feminism die, as some have suggested?

2. What was women's relationship to creeping and successful
fascism?

German women are particularly accessible to researchers be-
cause Weimar Germany was a highly associational society and
many women also organized into groups. I am researching the
interaction of organized women's economic interest groups
with general national politics in Germany under the Weimar
Republic, 1919-1933, up to these groups' dissolution in 1934
under National Socialism. I am finding that women's econom-
ic and political organization and their gender self-aware-
ness attended major shifts in the organization of produc-
tion, that this involved struggle not only with men in the
same arena, but also among women of different classes, and
that this struggle involved diverse strategies, some of
which became self-defeating. Thus, some women's interest
groups supported supported National Socialism, though gender
inequality was part of its philosophy and policy.

Between the two world wars, the German economy reorganized
drastically under the pressures of international trade compe-
tition, reparations payments, and the ambition to become a
leading world power once more. Intensified monopolization
and nationalization of industry restructured the sex-segre-
gated labor market, already dislocated because of the dispro-
portionate number of male deaths in World War I. Mass con-
sumption created new markets and new distributive forms,
such as the department store, with accompanying changes in
the nature and number of sales personnel. An inefficient
agricultural sector failed to halt rural-urban migration,
which added to urban unemployment while creating labor short-
ages in the countryside.

A major effect of these changes was to relocate women in
various jobs, intensifying the economic war between the sex-
es and its subjective reactions: both a heightened feminism
and its opposite, nostalgia for women's return to the domes-
tic sphere. Women's response to their new situation also
had a class dimension which became increasingly important un-
der the economic presures of inflation and depression, with
the result that women increasingly expressed the issues that
divided them rather than those that might have united them.
Another reason for this phenomenon is that the republic ex-
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panded suffrage to include women, so an earlier unifying is-
sue was no longer present. In fact, suffrage provided one
instrument by which women of different classes expressed
their sometimes conflicting interests.
However, even conservative, antifeminist women found them-

selves, in the course of the continuing class struggle of
the 1920s and 1930s, pressing for their interests in various
public forums, such as the parliament, chambers of agricul-
ture and commerce, and the press. Women demanded representa-
tion, legitimacy, and a public voice. They began to act
like feminists, debating strategies of sex-separatist versus
sex-integrated political activity, and insisted on their im-
portance as women to the larger social good as they de-
fined it.

In this article, I will advance some theoretical proposi-
tions emerging from my empirical research. They pertain to
the nature of feminism, which now seems more complex than I
used to think.

First, some generalizations about what feminism is not:

1. It is not a theory, in the sense of being a total
explanation of human behavior.

2. It is not a position or a program, in the sense of
having final, universal, ahistorical goals, though
specific programs may sound so.

3. It is not merely a perspective, either, in the sense
of being the view from woman's place, though it
does include that meaning. Woman's place, and
therefore her view, changes in time and place, that
is, historically and culturally. It also differs by
social class. Thus, we assess each of several past
points on the line from a moving point on that line.
The perspective requires interpretation.

Secondly, some thoughts on what feminism is:
It is something very obvious, that we have all been saying

for over a decade: it is a coming-to-consciousness. How-
ever, this coming-to-consciousness has a particular form.
That form is of an evolution that is birthed through class
struggle, but that advances through a struggle of its own
against resistance, both external (such as social barriers,
male opposition) and internal (such as psychological barri-
ers, female opposition). Feminism is the growing awareness
of boundaries, now perceived as surmountable. It creates op-
position, that is, antifeminism, not only to movement, but
to the very idea of such an egalitarian perception. Femin-
ism is the consciousness of women as separate selves which
women derive from actual activity in other struggles, such



6 Historical Parallels

as abolitionism, civil rights, or class conflict, and which
becomes articulated as an ideology of gender equality. It
is a dependent variable that becomes an independent variable
over time. In other words, feminism derives from altered re-
lationships with the social world and then self-consciously
aims at further alteration in such relationships.

I am positing feminism as being in a dialectical relation-
ship to the social world. At each encounter, it confronts
its resistance, antifeminism, and compels it also to take
historical shape. It creates its own articulated opposite
in conscious antifeminism. In the ensuing struggle, how-
ever, women who join the resistance to feminism also trans-
form their relationship to the social world. By taking pub-
lic action, they help to break down the very barriers they
have chosen to defend. Thus, feminism has grown from a rela-
tively elite movement in the nineteenth century to a much
more broadly based movement in the twentieth century with
global repercussions. This has happened not just through a
trickle-down effect, nor simply through osmosis, accommoda-
tion, or any other porous interpretation, but through con-
stant, active struggle against its own negation.

Just as class struggle is continuous, but explodes into
overt class conflict at certain historical moments, so femin-
ism has a similar dialectical movement. In between histori-
cal moments of articulated programmatic feminism, such as oc-
curred in the second halves of the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries, feminism as a part of collective consciousness
persists, consolidating and integrating its gains, assessing
its losses, until new barriers are experienced. Then it
emerges again with a freshly articulated program.

Thus women discovered that the vote was not enough. We
will discover that the ERA is not enough, as have women in
socialist countries where equal rights have long been consti-
tutionally guaranteed. Each new program will have to ad-
dress the particular historical and cultural situation with-
in which its feminist consciousness comes into being, until
a social infrastructure exists that allows women to come to
full potential and until the social norm accommodates our
life cycle with its reproductive implications as well as it
does men's.

The models of dialectical feminism, a process of coming-
to-consciousness through struggle, whose very engine is con-
tradiction and resistance, can be derived from the Freudian,
the Hegelian, and the Marxian dialectics.
The psychoanalytic model shows struggle in the individual

arena. Here, material rising from the unconscious to the
conscious mind does so against a strong pull of resistance
to the awareness of forbidden desires. Progress in psychoan-
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alysis is not smoothly linear, but proceeds with waves of re-
gression, balancing out for long periods in the limbo of
half-consciousness. Each of us as feminists experiences sim-
ilar resistance to full awareness as our fears of responsi-
bility and of retribution confront our desires for full so-
cial adulthood. Each of us is one unit in a collective,
which collectively undergoes that experience of pushing for-
ward and pulling back.

Hegel's model in the Phenomenology of Mind, analyzes hu-
man evolution of consciousness over time, beginning with the
conflict-filled relations of slave versus master. According
to this view, the enslaved human realizes his own humanity
and thus comes to consciousness in two ways: (1) through his
labor, which reveals to him his creative self, transforming
the natural world into objects for social use, and (2)
through his relationship to his master, of whom he is by
necessity aware, as he is under the master's power. The mas-
ter, by contrast, need not labor and need not recognize the
separate person or humanity of the slave, since the master
regards the slave as a serving appendage of himself. Thus,
according to Hegel, human history begins when the slave over-
throws his master and continues his journey of coming-to-con-
sciousness as a human being engaging with the natural and
social worlds which he continually transforms through inter-
action with them.

For women, this model of the historical process would have
to be further refined to acknowledge the presence of four
rather than two parties: the master and mistress, the slave
man and the slave woman. The slave woman, then, at the same
historical juncture, encounters three other personae, of
whom she is by necessity aware, though they are not aware of
her separate personhood, for if there is slavery, there will
also be patriarchy. She also experiences a double creativi-
ty, that of producing and reproducing, of transforming both
natural and human material for social ends. Such a model
could usefully explain why women today are so conscious of
the nuances of oppression and also why, given multiple op-
pression, the struggle has been so protracted. One could al-
so argue from it, that women's consciousness is the highest
of all, encompassing as it does several forms of human rela-
tionship and labor.

The Marxian model is historically the most precise, how-
ever. It allows us to identify particular historical situa-
tions in which both class and gender struggle occur, and to
see how they relate to one another. According to this view,
major changes in the mode of production alter class rela-
tions and sharpen class struggle, leading to transformations
in the organization of society and polity that are more com-
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mensurate to changes in economic organization, and reflect
new power relations. In this process, workers become
increasingly conscious of their political role and move to
assume full responsibility over production and over the
fruits of their labor. In the last century and a half,
organized class conflict has been attended by organized
gender conflict, but circumstances have determined which of
these becomes primary for women. So far, while cross-class
alliances have been possible for special issues relating to
all women, economic crisis periods have brought class identi-
ty to the fore, without, however, destroying an underlying
feminist consciousness, which resurfaces at a later time.

I am now proposing that in feminist movements, even the an-
tifeminist opposition by some women becomes part of the over-
all feminist movement, as its opposite but necessary pole.
Thus, paralleling the Marxian view that all history is a his-
tory of the working class coming to consciousness and to con-
trol over their own lives, so all women's history is the his-
tory of feminism, that is, of women coming to consciousness
and to control over their own lives. The resistance to that
is part of the process, because the struggle itself, more
than achievement of any goal, sharpens awareness. This even
carries over into arenas in which women struggle against one
another on class or feminist issues, for the very act of or-
ganized political conflict raises women's consciousness of
their powers and of the barriers against expression of those
powers and thus assists the advance of feminism.

This may be hard to accept. In one individual's lifetime,
resistance of this sort is subjectively experienced as set-
back. Phyllis Schlafly and Anita Bryant are not our sis-
ters. But this is a short-term view. In the long term,
past resistance has been absorbed and the collective con-
sciousness has advanced. Few women now would return the
vote or eliminate themselves from higher education, though
many resisted those innovations. Twentieth-century women's
consciousness transcends these old conflicts, though it re-
tains some resistance to further change, which can only come
through new conflict. In our time, a new feminism encoun-
ters a new antifeminism, with some unresolved old issues and
some new issues. But the twentieth-century movement builds
on the nineteenth-century movement, with an intervening
period from the 1920s to the 1960s which appeared as social
amnesia for feminism, but in which actually gains were
integrated, losses assessed, and messages conveyed genera-
tionally. The period I have studied, the 1920s and 1930s in
Germany, indicated intense class and gender struggles,
though the official feminist movement seemed comatose. The
lull was digestive; the process continued, to explode again
in our generation.
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The current crisis of capitalism, with its reorganization
of an already sex-segmented labor market and its need to
heighten the exploitation of labor, has drawn an increasing
proportion of women into the labor force, where their con-
sciousness as workers and specifically as women workers has
raised awareness to a new programmatic level of feminism, to
a second women's movement. Technological progress and so-
cial differentiation have given us options our grandmothers
never had—a historical gain—but have further sedimented
women toward the bottom of a more differentiated social hier-
archy, widening the gap with men—a historical loss. This
contradiction has given rise to the subjective experience of
relative deprivation, engendering contemporary feminism. In
short, it is not merely the experience of constant oppres-
sion, but the fruitful and noticeable contradiction of gain
and loss, of ambiguously met expectations coming out of
previous struggles, that has birthed the modern women's move-
ment. Were there no change, we would experience stasis.
Were the change only positive, we would not experience dis-
satisfaction. Were the change only negative, we would not
experience hope or take action. Contradiction is the mid-
wife to movement, and this movement progresses through com-
bat with the resistance against it including that of women
and that from within our individual selves, as the Freudian
model elucidates. All honest consciousness-raising has
shown us our own drag, our sometime refusal to move whole-
heartedly into full responsibility. We carry the struggle
inside ourselves, and our regressions are not merely stum-
bling blocks, but part of the advance.

In conclusion, I have argued that feminists and antifemin-
ists are at opposite poles of a shared historical process of
feminism, defined as coming-to-consciousness. The inertial
middle of unfeminists responds also, lending its mass to
whichever force appears preponderant and thus creating the
subjective historical experience of social progress or reac-
tion. They are not front-line feminists, but I would
include them just the same as part of the collective
coming-to-consciousnes through internal, not just external,
conflict.

A preemptive rejoinder against the charge that this view
is too optimistic: it is not an attempt to gauge the fu-
ture. We are on a frontier, and no pioneer can know what
lies beyond. Indeed, the fear of that is what creates resis-
tance against further movement. Here I am merely suggesting
a way of understanding the past, the historical process al-
ready behind us. We can trace an interrupted feminism,
whose history we are now reconstructing on a more conscious
plane than our ancestors. As Robert Burton said in The
Anatomy of Melancholy, we see further, because we stand on
the shoulders of giants.
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Male Vice and Female Virtue: Feminism
and the Politics of Prostitution in
Nineteenth-Century Britain (1980)

Phil Donahue: You're not fearful of being looked
down upon as a bunch of old-fashioned
fuddy-duddies who don't understand
our Constitution and the First Amend-
ment?

Susan Brownmiller: Well, we know we're not old-fashioned
fuddy-duddies. We're radical femin-
ists, so I don' f think they can ac-
cuse us of being old-fashioned; some
people think we're too new-fashioned.

Donahue: But you understand—

Brownmiller: — I think that words like purity,
morality, and decency are very
nice words. I wish that the women's
movement would reclaim those words.

Brownmiller's disclaimer aside (1), the radical feminist at-
tack on commercial sex j ^ old-fashioned; it has its roots
in earlier feminist campaigns against male vice and the doub-
le standard. In this essay, I will outline some of the his-
torical precedents for the current feminist attack on com-
mercial sex, as represented by the Women Against Pornography
campaign (2). Past generations of feminists attacked prosti-
tution, pornography, white slavery, and homosexuality as
manifestations of undifferentiated male lust. These cam-
paigns were brilliant organizing drives that stimulated
grass-roots organizations and mobilized women not previously
brought into the political arena. The vitality of the wom-
en's suffrage movement of the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries cannot be understood without reference
to the revivalistic quality of these antivice campaigns ,
which often ran parallel with the struggle for the vote. By
demanding women's right to protect their own persons against
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male sexual abuse and ultimately extending their critique of
sexual violence to the private sphere of the family, they
achieved some permanent gains for women.
Nonetheless, judging by the goals stated by feminists them-

selves—to protect and empower women—these campaigns were
often self-defeating. A libertarian defense of prostitutes
found no place in the social purity struggle; all too often
prostitutes were objects of purity attacks. Although the
early feminists succeeded in starting a discourse on sex and
mobilized an offensive against male vice, they lost control
of the movement as it diversified. In part this outcome was
the result of certain contradictions in these feminists' at-
titudes; in part it reflected their impotence to reshape the
world according to their own image.

In Great Briitain, explicitly feminist moral crusades
against male vice began with a struggle against state regula-
tion of prostitution (3). Parliament passed the first of
three statutes providing for the sanitary inspection of pros-
titutes in specific military depots in southern England and
Ireland in 1864. Initially this first Contagious Diseases
Act, as it was obliquely entitled, aroused little attention
inside or outside of governmental circles. Public opposi-
tion to regulation did, however, surface in the 1870s, when
a coalition of middle-class evangelicals, feminists, and rad-
ical workingmen challenged the acts as immoral and unconsti-
tutional and called for their repeal. The participation of
middle-class women in repeal efforts shocked many contempo-
rary observers, who regarded this female rebellion as a dis-
turbing sign of the times. The suffrage movement was in its
infancy, and respectable commentators looked on with horror
and fascination as middle-class ladies mounted public plat-
forms across the country to denounce the acts as a "sacri-
fice of female liberties" to the "slavery of men's lust" and
to describe in minute detail the "instrumental rape" of the
internal exam (4). One troubled member of Parliament was
moved to remark to Josephine Butler, the feminist repeal
leader, "We know how to manage any other opposition in the
House or in the country, but this is very awkward for
us—this revolt of women. It is quite a new thing; what are
we to do with such an opposition as this?" (5).

Under the leadership of Josephine Butler, the Ladies Na-
tional Association (LNA) was founded in late 1869 as a sep-
artist feminist organization. A Ladies Manifesto was is-
sued, which denounced the acts as a blatant example of class
and sex discrimination. The manifesto further argued that
the acts not only deprived poor women of their constitution-
al rights and forced them to submit to a degrading internal
examination, but officially sanctioned a double standard of
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sexual morality that justified male sexual access to a class
of "fallen" women and penalized women for engaging in the
same vice as men (6).
The campaign also drew thousands of women into the politi-

cal arena for the first time, by encouraging them to chal-
lenge male centers of power—such as the police, Parliament,
and the medical and military establishments. Rallying to
the defense of members of their own sex, these women opposed
the sexual and political prerogatives of men. They rejected
the prevailing social view of "fallen" women as pollutants
of men and depicted them instead as women who had been invad-
ed by men's bodies, men's laws, and that "steel penis," the
speculum (7).

Mid-Victorian feminists treated prostitution as the end re-
sult of the artificial constraints placed on women's social
and economic activity: inadequate wages and restrictions of
women's industrial employment forced some women on to the
streets, where they took up the "best paid industry"—prosti-
tution (8). They also saw prostitution as a paradigm of the
female condition, a symbol of women's powerlessness and sexu-
al victimization (9). Feminists realized that the popular
sentimentalization of "female influence" and motherhood only
thinly masked an older contempt and distrust for women as
"The Sex," as sexual objects to be bought and sold by men
(10). The treatment of prostitutes under the acts epito-
mized this pervasive and underlying misogyny. "Sirs," de-
clared Butler, "you cannot hold us in honour so long as you
drag our sisters in the mire. As you are unjust and cruel
to them, you will become unjust and cruel to us" (11).

As "mothers" and "sisters," feminists asserted their right
to defend prostitutes, thereby invoking two different kinds
of authority relationships. A mother's right to defend
"daughters" was only partially an extension and continuation
of women's traditional role within the family. It was also
a political device, aimed at subverting and superseding pa-
triarchal authority: it gave mothers, not fathers, the
right to control sexual access to the daughters. But it al-
so sanctioned an authority relationship between older, mid-
dle-class women and young working-class women that, although
caring and protective, was also hierarchical and custodial.
In other contexts, feminist repealers approached prostitutes
on a more egalitarian basis, as sisters, albeit fallen ones,
whose individual rights deserved to be respected and who, if
they sold their bodies on the streets, had the right to do
so unmolested by the police (12).

This was the radical message of the repeal campaign. It
was linked to an enlightened view of prostitution as an ir-



The Politics of Prostitution 13

regular and temporary livelihood for adult working-class wom-
en (13). The regulation system, feminists argued, not pros-
titution per se, doomed inscribed women to a life of sin by
publicly stigmatizing them and preventing them from finding
alternative respectable employment. "Among the poor," de-
clared Josephine Butler, the "boundary lines between the vir-
tuous and the vicious" were "gradually and imperceptibly
shaded off" so that it was "impossible to affix a distinct
name and infallibly assign" prostitutes to an outcast catego-
ry (14). In fact, the young women brought under the acts
lived as part of a distinct female subgroup in common lodg-
ing houses among a heterogeneous community of the casual la-
boring poor. They were both victims and survivors. The "un-
skilled daughters of the unskilled classes" (15), their
lives were of a piece with the large body of laboring women
who had to eke out a precarious living in the urban job mar-
ket and for whom sexual coercion was but one form of exploi-
tation to which they were subjected. But prostitutes were
not simply victims of male sexual abuse: they could act in
their own defense, both individually and collectively, and
prostitution itself often constituted a "refuge from uneasy
circumstances" (16) for young women who had to live outside
the family and who had to choose among a series of unpleas-
ant alternatives.

Through their agitation, feminist repealers established a
political arena that made it possible for prostitutes to re-
sist, "to show the officers," in the words of one registered
woman, "that we have some respect for our own person" (17).
LNA leaders and their agents descended upon subjected dis-
tricts like Plymouth and Southampton, agitated among regis-
tered prostitutes, and tried to persuade them to resist the
regulation system.

Political expedience also pulled feminists in a different di-
rection. On the whole, the discussion of voluntary prostitu-
tion received far less publicity than exposes of innocent
girls forced down into the ranks of prostitution by the "spy
police" (18). Feminist leaders used sensational stories of
false entrapment or instrumental rape to appeal to working-
class radicals and middle-class evangelicals alike.
Furthermore, feminist propaganda was still constrained by

an extremely limited vocabulary constructed around the theme
of female victimization. By mystifying prostitution and wom-
en's move into it, this propaganda imperfectly educated the
LNA rank and file on the "politics of prostitution."
A politics of motherhood also structured the cross-class

alliance between feminists and radical workingmen within the
repeal camp. As mothers, LNA leaders called upon the sons
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of the people to join with them in a rebellion against the
evil fathers, clearly presuming that their working-class al-
lies would follow their political lead. "Our working men

. are not unwilling to follow the gentle guidance of a
grave and educated lady" or to "devote the whole influence
of their vote . . . when the right chord in their hearts and
consciences is touched by a delicate hand" (19). Ironical-
ly, feminists encouraged workingmen to assume a custodial
role toward "their" women and frequently reminded them of
their patriarchal responsibilities as defenders of the fami-
ly. One LNA poster, for instance, warned "Working Men!" to
"Look to the protection of your wives and daughters. They
are at the mercy of the police where these Acts are in
force" (20). Propaganda of this sort aroused popular indig-
nation against regulation, but it also buttressed a patriar-
chal stance and a sexual hierarchy within the organized work-
ing class that feminists had vigorously challenged in other
contexts. At the same time that Butler and her friends were
trying to build bridges with the organized working class,
they had to struggle with their new allies over proposals to
restrict female employment. To feminists, a defense of free
female labor and an attack on the "slavery" of prostitution
were part of the same work, but working-class leaders saw it
otherwise. They countered libertarian and feminist
arguments against protective legislation with a defense of
the "family wage" and with the view that prostitution
resulted not from female unemployment but from the vitiation
of the working-class family when adult male labor had to
compete with the cheap labor of women and children (21).
Feminists knew they were treading on dangerous ground here.
Despite her strong feelings against protective legislation,
Butler hesitated from pressing the point at the annual
meeting of the Trades Union Congress. "I think it might be
wise for us not to raise the question of the restrictions on
female labour in the Trades Congress, this year. . . . It
is such a serious question for the future, that we must try
to avoid that awful thing—a real breach between women and
workingmen" (22).

LNA leaders did not entirely ignore their female constitu-
ency in the working class, but they tended to see working
women principally as objects of concern than as active par-
ticipants in the struggle. Although working-class women
attended LNA lectures in great numbers and loudly voiced
their indignation against "those blackguard Acts" (23), they
were not effectively organized into their own repeal associa-
tions (24). This failure was due in part to the indifferent
organizing efforts and the elitism of the LNA and in part to
the practical difficulty of organizing working-class women
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given their economic dependence and exclusion from the
political culture (25).

Although capable of enunciating a radical critique of pros-
titution, feminist repealers still felt ambivalent about
prostitutes as women who manipulated their sexuality as a
commodity. And although they had joined with radical work-
ingmen in an attack against elite male privilege, this
cross-class, cross-gender alliance was fraught with contra-
dictions. By and large these anxieties and contradictions
remained submerged during the libertarian struggle against
state regulation, but they soon surfaced in the more repres-
sive campaign against white slavery.

After the suspension of the acts in 1883, Butler and her
circle turned their attention to the agitation against the
foreign "traffic in women" and the entrapment of children in-
to prostitution in London. When Parliament refused to pass
a bill raising the age of consent and punishing traffickers
in vice, Butler and Catherine Booth of the Salvation Army ap-
proached W. T. Stead of the Pall Mall Gazette for assist-
ance. The result was the "Maiden Tribute of Modern Baby-
lon," published in the summer of 1885 (26).

The "Maiden Tribute" was one of the most successful pieces
of scandal journalism published in Britain during the nine-
teenth century. By using sexual scandal to sell newspapers
to a middle-class and working-class readership, Stead ush-
ered in a new era of tabloid sensationalism and cross-class
prurience.

In lurid detail, the "Maiden Tribute" documented the sale
of "five pound" virgins to aristocratic old rakes, graphical-
ly describing the way the "daughters of the people" had been
"snared, trapped and outraged either when under the influ-
ence of drugs or after a prolonged struggle in a locked
room" (27). The series had an electrifying effect on public
opinion: "By the third installment mobs were rioting at the
Pall Mall Gazette offices, in an attempt to obtain copies
of the paper" (28). An enormous public demonstration was
held in Hyde Park (estimated at 250,000) to demand the pas-
sage of legislation raising the age of consent for girls
from thirteen to sixteen. Reformers of all shades were rep-
resented on the dozen or so demonstration platforms. For
one brief moment, feminists and personal rights advocates
joined with Anglican bishops and socialists to protest the
aristocratic corruption of young innocents (29).

Recent research delineates the vast discrepancy between lu-
rid journalistic accounts and the reality of prostitution.
Evidence of widespread entrapment of British girls in London
and abroad is slim. During the 1870s and 1880s, officials
and reformers uncovered a light traffic in women between
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Britain and the continent. All but a few of the women en-
ticed into licensed brothels in Antwerp and Brussels had
been prostitutes in England. Misled by promises of a life
of luxury and ease as part of a glamorous demimonde, they
were shocked and horrified at the conditions imposed upon
them in licensed state brothels, a sharp contrast to what
they had experienced in England. In most cases, then, it
was the conditions of commercial sex and not the fact that
deeply upset the women (30). Stead's discussion of child
prostitution contained similar misrepresentations and distor-
tions. There undoubtedly were some child prostitutes on the
streets of London, Liverpool, and elsewhere; but most of
these young girls were not victims of false entrapment, as
the vignettes in the "Maiden Tribute" suggested; the girls
were on the streets because the alternatives were so limit-
ed. "Since sexuality in western cultures is so mystified,"
notes Gayle Rubin, "the wars over it are often fought at
oblique angles, aimed at phony targets, conducted with mis-
placed passions, and are highly, intensely, symbolic" (31).
The "Maiden Tribute" episode strikingly illustrates both
this mystification and its political consequences. Shifting
the cultural image of the prostitute to the innocent child
victim encouraged new, more repressive, political initia-
tives over sex.

Why then did feminist reformers endorse this crusade? Why
did they ally with repressive moralists and antisuffragists
who were as anxious to clear the streets of prostitutes as
to protect young girls from evil procurers and vicious aris-
tocrats? Like the image of the instrumental violation of
registered women under the earlier acts, the story of aristo-
cratic corruption of virgins "generated a sense of outrage
with which a wide spectrum of public opinion found itself in
sympathy" (32). Feminist repealers undoubtedly believed
they could manipulate this popular anger for their own pur-
poses, first to secure the full repeal of the acts (they
were finally removed from the statute books in 1886) and
then to launch a sustained assault on the double standard.
They were also attracted to the radical message in Stead's
expose of aristocratic vice. The disreputable performance
of MPs during the debates over the age of consent confirmed
feminists' worse suspicions about "the vicious upper class-
es." During the debates, old rakes like Cavendish Bentinck
treated prostitution as a necessary and inevitable evil, and
others openly defended sexual access to working-class girls
as a time-honored prerogative of gentlemen.

Feminists felt obliged to redress the sexual wrongs done
to poor girls by men of a superior class, but they regis-
tered the same repugnance and ambivalence toward incorrigi-
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ble girls as they had earlier toward unrepentant prosti-
tutes. For them as well as for more repressive moralists,
the desire to protect young working-class girls masked impul-
ses to control the girls' sexuality, which in turn reflected
their desire to impose a social code that stressed female ad-
olescent dependency. This code was more in keeping with mid-
dle-class notions of girlhood than with the lived reality of
the exposed and unsupervised daughters of the laboring poor
who were on the streets. Respectable working-class parents
certainly shared many of the same sentiments toward female
adolescents. Despite the fact that they often sent their
daughters out to work at thirteen, they nonetheless took
pains to restrict their social independence and sexual knowl-
edge and experience (33).

Another subtheme of feminist discussion was that young fe-
males of all classes were vulnerable to male sexual vio-
lence. "There was no place of absolute safety, neither in
streets, nor parks, nor railways, nor in the houses, where
the procuresses were often known to enter as charwomen, nor
indeed in the very churches and chapels," one speaker an-
nounced at a meeting of middle-class women (34). Although
female victimization was a sincere concern of feminists, it
also served diverse political interests. Whereas feminists
identified the "outlawed political condition of women" (35)
as the root cause of the crimes exposed in the "Maiden Trib-
ute," antifeminists used the occasion to activate men into a
new crusade to protect rather than emancipate women—a cru-
sade that was, at times, overtly misogynist. "Let us appeal
to their manhood, to their chivalry, to their reverence for
their own mothers and sisters—to protect the maidens of the
land," declaimed one speaker, who rapidly acknowledged that
the objects of such manly solicitude—"those poor, silly,
weak children who know not the frightful ruin they are bring-
ing on their lives"—were not worthy of the ideals they had
inspired (36).

What was the outcome of the "Maiden Tribute" affair? The
public furor forced the passage of the Criminal Law Amend-
ment Act of 1885, a particularly nasty and pernicious piece
of omnibus legislation. It raised the age of consent for
girls from thirteen to sixteen, but also gave police far
greater summary jurisdiction over poor working-class women
and children—a trend that Butler and her circle had always
opposed. It also contained a clause making indecent acts be-
tween consenting male adults a crime, thus forming the basis
of legal prosecution of male homosexuals in Britain until
1967. An antiaristocratic bias may have prompted the inclu-
sion of this clause (reformers accepted its inclusion but
did not themselves propose it), as homosexuality was associ-
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ated with the corruption of working-class youth by the same
upper-class profligates who on other occasions were thought
to buy the services of young girls (37).
Despite the public outcry against corrupt aristocrats and

international traffickers, the clauses of the new bill were
mainly enforced against working-class women and regulated
adult rather than youthful sexual behavior. Between 1890
and 1914, the systematic repression of lodging house broth-
els was carried out in almost every major city in Great Brit-
ain. In many locales, legal repression dramatically af-
fected the structure and organization of prostitution.
Prostitutes were uprooted from their neighborhoods and had
to find lodgings in other areas of the city. Their activity
became more covert and furtive. Cut off from any other sus-
taining relationship, they were forced to rely increasingly
on pimps for emotional security as well as protection
against legal authorities. Indeed, with the wide prevalence
of pimps in the early twentieth century, prostitution shift-
ed from a female- to a male-dominated trade. Further, there
now existed a greater number of third parties with a strong
interest in prolonging women's stay on the streets. In
these and other respects, the 1885 act drove a wedge between
prostitutes and the poor working-class community. It effect-
ively destroyed the brothel as a family industry and center
of a specific female subculture, further undermined the so-
cial and economic autonomy of prostitutes, and increasingly
rendered them social outcasts (38).

But prostitutes were not the only objects of reformist at-
tacks. In the wake of Stead's "shocking revelations," the
National Vigilance Association (NVA) was formed. First or-
ganized to ensure the local enforcement of the Criminal Law
Amendment Act, the NVA soon turned its attention to burning
obscene books and attacking music halls, theaters, and nude
paintings. It condemned the works of Balzac, Zola, and Ra-
belais as obscene and successfully prosecuted their British
distributors; it attacked birth control literature and adver-
tisements for "female pills" (abortifacient drugs) on the
same grounds. To these moral crusaders, "pornographic liter-
ature," thus broadly defined, was a vile expression of the
same "undifferentiated male lust" (39) that ultimately led
to homosexuality and prostitution. The fact that pornogra-
phy was now available in inexpensive editions undoubtedly
heightened middle-class concern over the emergence of a de-
generate and unsupervised urban popular culture (40).

Although the social purity movement served middle-class in-
terests, it is a common error among historians to assume
that working-class support for social purity was ephemeral
or that both before and after the summer of 1885 social pur-
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ity remained an almost exclusively middle-class movement.
Middle-class evangelicals may have predominated in the NVA,
but the values of social purity seem to have penetrated cer-
tain portions of the working class.
By the mid-eighties, Ellice Hopkins, the female pioneer in

social purity, had already organized hundreds of male chasti-
ty leagues and female rescue societies. Besides counseling
working-class mothers on how to avoid incest in their homes,
she regularly delivered speeches on purity before meetings
of workingraen. She and others successfully recruited thou-
sands of respectable workingmen throughout the nation into
White Cross armies, who were dedicated to promoting the
single standard of chastity and attacking public and private
vice. The prescriptive literature distributed by social pur-
ity groups also seems to have influenced the child-rearing
practices of the time. Edwardian working-class parents were
notable for the strict schedules, puritanical treatment of
masturbation, and severe restrictions they placed on their
teenage daughters' social and sexual behavior. Although the
late-Victorian and Edwardian years represented a germination
period for the formulation of a "new sexuality," the avail-
able facts about sexuality—the general decline in both
venereal disease and prostitution, the high age of marriage
and low illegitimacy rates, the apparently limited use of
contraceptives among the working classes—seem to support
the hypothesis that "sexual restraint" was indeed "spreading
down through society" (41).

But sexual restraint could also serve women's interests.
In a culture where women were often the victims of sexual
coercion yet blamed for the crimes committed against them
(42), and where it was difficult even to conceive of female
sexual agency as long as women lacked agency in other vital
areas, defenders of women's rights could and did regard the
doctrine of female passionlessness and male sexual self-
control as a significant advance over traditional assump-
tions of a dangerous and active female sexuality (43). What-
ever its drawbacks, this sexual strategy resulted in some
permanent gains for women: it made it possible for women to
name incest and rape as crimes against their person (rather
than as crimes against the property of men). Most particu-
larly, through the Incest Act of 1908, young women were
offered legal recourse against sexual violence by male fami-
ly members for the first time (44). By insisting that women
had the right to refuse the sexual demands of husbands, fem-
inists working within the social purity framework laid the
foundation for a new egalitarian code of marital relations
still to be fully realized in the contemporary era (45). In
feminist hands, desexualization could empower women to at-
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tack the customary prerogatives of men; it could also
validate a new social role for women outside of the
heterosexual family.

Since middle-class women elaborated these ideas, it is
hard to know what working-class women thought of them. La-
boring women did participate in mothers' meetings, and they
may have found the moral authority imparted to desexualized
women attractive, as it reinforced the power of mothers and
female collectivities (46). In the dense urban neighbor-
hoods of late-Victorian and Edwardian England, where female
neighbors shared space and services and female relatives sus-
tained the bonds of kinship, social and sexual norms were of-
ten articulated at street level through hierarchical female
networks. The mothers of Plymouth, Lancaster, and Salford,
for example, enforced incest taboos, socialized their daugh-
ters into a fatalistic and dependent femininity, and increas-
ingly shunned "bad women" (often at the instigation of puri-
ty agencies) (47).

On the whole, the activities of neighborhood matriarchs
sustained social hierarchies and divisions, particularly
along generational and sex lines (48). Female sexual respec-
tability in these neighborhoods was purchased at a high
price, with little promise of social indepedence. The "new
woman" option was simply not available to working-class
daughters: they could not aspire to a future outside of het-
erosexual domesticity. For working-class women, such a fu-
ture could only forebode a life of hardship and homeless-
ness. As a result, the contradictory nature of the power
imparted to women through passionlessness appears even more
apparent for working-class women. However much such a doc-
trine mitigated the powerlessness of dependent wives, it
left working-class women alienated from and ignorant of
their own sexuality and body and unable to control their
reproduction—a disabling condition, to judge from the de-
pressing letters collected by the Women's Cooperative Guild
in their volume, Maternity (49).

Social purity presented workingmen with a different set of
implications and opportunities; it could bolster their auth-
ority as responsible patriarchs if they were willing to sub-
mit themselves to a certain domestic ideology. In general,
sexual respectability became the hallmark of the respectable
workingman, anxious to distance himself from the "bestiali-
ty" of the casual laboring poor at a time when increased
pressure was being placed on the respectable working class
to break their ties with outcast groups. The social purity
movement itself provided an avenue of social mobility for
some men like William Coote, a former compositor who became
the national secretary of the NVA. Changing employment pat-
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terns also seem to have reinforced patriarchal tendencies
among skilled sectors of the working class by the end of the
century, as the proportion of married women working outside
the home declined and the family wage for male workers be-
came an essential demand of trade unions. In this context,
social purity—which called upon men to protect and control
their women—may have served as the ideological corollary of
the family wage, morally legitimatizing the prerogatives of
patriarchy inside and outside the family (50).

What was the subsequent relationship between feminism and
social purity? Initially, prominent feminists filled many
of the committee positions of the NVA, but this connection
was short-lived. Butler and her circle resigned when the
prurient and repressive direction of the NVA became appar-
ent. Throughout the late eighties and nineties, Butlerites
warned their workers to "beware" of the repressive methods
of the social purity societies who were "ready to accept and
endorse any amount of coercive and degrading treatment of
their fellow creatures in the fatuous belief that you can
oblige human beings to be moral by force" (51). But their
warnings were too late. The new social purity movement had
passed them by, while absorbing a goodly number of the LNA
rank and file (52).

Moderate suffragists like Millicent Fawcett and Elizabeth
Blackwell remained within the ranks of social purity, and
feminist purity reformers, most notably Laura Ormiston
Chant, were prominent in the attack on theaters and immoral
public entertainments. Feminists still maintained a voice
within social purity after 1885, but they were in constant
danger of being engulfed by positions far removed from their
own. To be sure, feminist repealers had earlier faced a sim-
ilar dilemma, but the problem of social-purity feminists was
compounded by the fact that social purity was by no means an
explicitly feminist or libertarian cause, nor was it domin-
ated by a forceful feminist leader like Josephine Butler.
The reactionary implications of social purity, for feminists
and prostitutes alike, are illuminated by the public contro-
versy surrounding the Jack the Ripper murders.

In the autumn of 1888, the attention of the "classes" as
well as the "masses" was riveted on a series of brutal mur-
ders of prostitutes residing in lodging houses in the White-
chapel area of East London (53). Public response to the
murders was widespread and diverse, but the people who mobil-
ized over the murders were almost exclusively male.
An army of West End men, fascinated by the murders and

bent on hunting the Ripper, invaded the East End (54). Mean-
while, a half-dozen male vigilance committees were set up
in Whitechapel—by Toynbee Hall, by the Jewish community, by
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the radical and socialist workingmen's clubs (55 )i These
male patrols were organized to protect women, but they also
constituted surveillance of the unrespectable poor and of
low-life women in particular. They were explicitly modeled
on existing purity organizations already active in the area
that had helped to close down two hundred brothels in the
East End in the year before the Ripper murders (56). As we
have seen, the message of social purity to men was mixed:
it demanded that men control their own sexuality, but it
gave them power to control the sexuality of women as well,
since it called upon them to protect their women and to re-
press brothels and streetwalkers.

These generalizations are borne out by the Ripper episode,
when men ostensibly out to hunt the Ripper often harassed
women on the streets while husbands threatened wives with
"ripping" in their homes (57). Female vulnerability extend-
ed well beyond the "danger zone" of Whitechapel. Throughout
London, respectable women, afraid to venture out alone at
night, were effectively placed under "house arrest" and were
dependent on male protection. Despite the public outcry
against the "male monster" "who stalks the streets of Lon-
don" (58) in search of fallen women, public attention inevit-
ably reverted to the degraded conditions of the Whitechapel
victims themselves. "The degraded and depraved lives of the
women," observed Canon Barnett of Toynbee Hall in the
Times, were more "appalling than the actual murders" (59).
Men like Barnett finally manipulated public opinion and con-
solidated it behind closing down lodging houses where the
murdered victims once lived and replacing them with artisan
dwellings. Through the surveillance of vigilance commit-
tees, the murders helped to intensify repressive activities
already underway in the Whitechapel area and to hasten the
reorganization of prostitution in the East End (60).

During the Ripper manhunt , feminists were unable to mobil-
ize any counteroffensive against widespread male intimida-
tion of women. Josephine Butler and others did express con-
cern that the uproar over the murders would lead to the
repression of brothels and to subsequent homelessness of
women; but these were isolated interventions in an overwhelm-
ingly male-dominated debate.

Although some feminists still maintained a national presence
in the purity crusade, all in all, by the late 1880s femin-
ists had lost considerable authority in the public discus-
sion over sex to a coalition of male professional experts,
conservative churchmen, and social purity advocates. On the
other hand, social purity permanently left its imprint on
the women's movement through the First World War. Both the
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sixteen-year campaign against state regulation and later sex-
ual scandals such as the "Maiden Tribute" ingrained the
theme of the sexual wrongs perpetrated against women by men
on later feminist consciousness. After the 1880s, the "wom-
en's revolt" became "a revolt that is Puritan and not Bohem-
ian. It is an uprising against the tyranny of organized in-
temperance, impurity, mammonism, and selfish motives" (61).

On the whole, this attack on male dominance and male vice
involved no positive assertion of female sexuality. Al-
though a small minority of feminists like Olive Schreiner
and Stella Browne were deeply interested in the question of
female pleasure, they were far removed from the feminist
mainstream, where the public discussion of sexuality and
male dominance was still couched within the terms of a "sepa-
rate sphere" ideology, implying that women were moral, "spir-
itual" creatures who needed to be protected from animalistic
"carnal" men and demanding, in the words of Christabel Pank-
hurst, the Edwardian militant suffragist, "votes for women"
and "chastity" for men (62). Moreover, the obsession with
male vice again sidetracked early twentieth-century femin-
ists into another crusade against white slavery (1912),
while obscuring the economic basis of prostitution. It even
prompted the most progressive women of the day to advocate
raising the age of consent to twenty-one. Finally, it led
to repressive public policies. Commenting on the enforce-
ment of the White Slavery Act of 1912, Sylvia Pankhurst re-
marked, "It is a strange thing that the latest Criminal
Amendment Act, which was passed ostensibly to protect women,
is being used almost exclusively to punish women" (63).

These then are the early historical links between feminism
and repressive crusades against prostitution, pornography,
and homosexuality. Begun as a libertarian struggle against
the state sanction of male vice, the repeal campaign helped
to spawn a hydra-headed assault on nonmarital, nonreproduct-
ive sexuality. The struggle against state regulation
evolved into a movement that used the instruments of the
state for repressive purposes.

It may be misleading to interpret the effects of these
later crusades solely as blind, repressive attacks on sexual-
ity; in many ways they clarified and identified whole new
areas of sexuality. According to Michel Foucault, this
elaboration of new sexualities was a strategy for exercising
power in society. By ferreting out new areas of illicit sex-
ual activity and sometimes defining them into existence, a
new "technology of power" was created that facilitated con-
trol over an ever-widening circle of human activity (64).
But power is not simply immanent in society; it is deployed




