WHY  WOMEN'S
LIBERATION ?

published by:

Bay Area Radical
Education Project
94] Guerrero St.

San Francisco, Calif. by Marlene Dixon
94110

4 e6

A g);[

“We will fight from one
generation to the next”

10¢



HE 1960’s HAS BEEN A DECADE OF LIBERATION; women ‘
i WSS # have been swept up by that ferment along with blacks
2 LA | :
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The old women’s movement burned itself out in the frantic

decade of the 1920’s. After a hundred years of struggle, women

won a battle, only to lose the campaign: the vote was obtained.

‘ but the new millennium did not arrive. Women got the vote

and achieved a measure of legal emancipation, but the real

social and cultural barriers to full equality for women remained
untouched.

Latins, American Indians and poor whites—the whole
soft underbelly of this society. As each oppressed

[
LOJ[?) 52&2({&' group in turn discovered the nature of its oppression in

i American society, so women have discovered that they too !

AQSﬁ £ thirst for free and fully human lives. The result has been the
059734 !
e } growth of a new women’s movement, whose b

ase encompasses
poor black and poor white women on relief, working women

exploited in the labor force, middle class women incarcerated
in the split level dream house, college girls awakening to the
fact that sexiness is not the crowning achievement in life, and
movement women who have discovered that in a freedom
movement they themselves are not free. In less than four years
women have created a variety of organizations, from the
nationally-based middle class National Organization of
Women (NOW) to local radical and radical feminist groups in
every major city in North America. The new movement in-
cludes caucuses within nearly every New Left group and
within most professional associations in the social sciences.
Ranging in politics from reform to revolution, it has produced
critiques of almost every segment of American society and
constructed an ideology that rejects every hallowed cultural
assumpuon about the nature and role of women.

As is typical of a young movement, much of its growth
has been underground. The papers and manifestos written
and circulated would surely comprise two very large volumes
if published, but this literature is almost unknown outside of
women’s liberation. Nevertheless, where even a year ago
organizing was slow and painful, with small cells of six or ten
women, high turnover, and an uphill struggle against fear and
resistance, in 1969 all that has changed. Groups are growing
up everywhere with women eager to hear a hard line, to articu-
late and express their own rage and bitterness. Moving about
the country, I have found an electric atmosphere of excitement
and responsiveness. Everywhere there are doubts, stirrings, a
desire to listen, to find out what it’s all about. The extent to
which groups have become politically radical is astounding. A
year ago the movement stressed male chauvinism and psycho-
logical oppression; now the emphasis is on understanding the
economic and social roots of women’s oppression, and the
analyses range from social democracy to Marxism. But the
most striking change of all in the last year has been the loss
of fear. Women are no longer afraid that their rebellion will
threaten their very identity as women. They are not frightened
by their own militancy, but liberated by it. Women’s Liberation
is an idea whose time has come.
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For over 30 years the movement remained buried in its

own ashes. Women were born and grew to maturity virtually
ignorant of their own history of rebellion, aware only of a
caricature of blue stockings and suffragettes. Even as increasing
numbers of women were being driven into the labor force by
the brutal conditions of the 1930's and by the massive drain
of men into the military in the 1940’s, the old ideal remained:
a woman'’s place was in the home and behind her man. As the
war ended and men returned to resume their jobs in factories
and offices, women were forced back to the kitchen and nur-
sery with a vengeance. This story has been repeated after each
war and the reason is clear: women form a flexible, cheap
labor pool which is essential to a capitalist system. When labor
is scarce, they are forced onto the labor market. When labor is
plentiful. they are forced out. Women and blacks have pro-
vided a reserve army of unemployed workers, benefiting
capitalists and the stable male white working class alike. Yet
the system imposes untold suffering on the victims, blacks and
women, through low wages and chronic unemployment.

With the end of the war the average age at marriage declined,

the average size of families went up, and the suburban migra-
tion began in earnest. The political conservatism of the *50s
was echoed in a social conservatism which stressed a Victorian
ideal of the woman’s life: a full womb and selfless devotion to
husband and children.

As the bleak decade played itself out, however, three im-
portant social developments emerged which were to make a
rebirth of the women's struggle inevitable. First, women came
to make up more than a third of the labor force, the number of
working women being twice the prewar figure. Yet the marked
increase in female employment did nothing to better the posi-
tion of women, who were more occupationally disadvantaged
in the 1960’s than they had been 25 years earlier. Rather than
moving equally into all sectors of the occupational structure
they were being forced into the low paying service, clerical and
semi-skilled categories. In 1940, women had held 45 per cent
of all professional and technical positions; in 1967, they held
only 37 per cent. The proportion of women in service jobs
meanwhile rose from 50 to 55 per cent.




Second, the intoxicating wine of marriage and suburban life
was turning sour; a generation of women woke up to find their
children grown and a life (roughly 30 more productive years)
of housework and bridge parties stretching out before them
like a wasteland. For many younger womei, the empty drudg-
ery they saw in the suburban life was a sobering contradiction
1o adolescent dreams of romantic love and the fulfilling role
of woman as wife and mother.

Third. a growing civil rights movement was sweeping
thousands of young men and women into a moral crusade—a
crusade which harsh political experience was to transmute into
the New Left. The American Dream was riven and tattered in
Mississippi and finally napalmed in Viet-Nam. Young Amer-
icans were drawn not to Levittown, but to Berkeley, the
Haight-Ashbury and the East Village. Traditional political
ideologies and cultural myths, sexual mores and sex roles with
them, began to disintegrate in an explosion of rebellion and
protest.

The three major groups which make up the new women’s
movement—working women, middle class married women and
students—bring very different kinds of interests and objectives
to women’s liberation. Working women are most concerned
with the economic issues of guaranteed employment, fair
wages, job discrimination and child care. Their most immediate
oppression is rooted in industrial capitalism and. felt directly
through the vicissitudes of an exploitative labor market.

Middle class women, oppressed by the psychological mutila-
tion and injustice of institutionalized segregation, discrimina-
tion and imposed inferiority, are most sensitive to the de-
humanizing consequences of severely limited lives. Usually
well educated and capable, these women are rebelling against
being forced to trivialize their lives, to live vicariously through
husbands and children.

Students, as unmarried middle class girls, have been most
sensitized to the sexual exploitation of women. They have
experienced the frustration of one-way relationships in which
the girl is forced into a “‘wife” and companion role with none
_of the .supposed benefits of marriage. Young women have
3ncrea'smgly rebelled not only against passivity and dependency
e the."' relationships but also against the notion that they must
function as sexual objects, being defined in purely sexual rather
than human terms, and being forced to package and sell them-
selves as commodities on the sex market.
in:iz:i]:i ogr::llijfe (li'epresenlsl an independent as.pec§ of the total
ook ha:DPl’esglqn of women. Their differences are
p e Zoallss Z?l immediate interest rather than of
S, psych.olo ‘Women sytfe_r from economic exp.k')ll-

gical deprivation, and from exploitive
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sexuality. Within women’s liberation there is a growing under-
standing that the common oppression of women provides the
basis for uniting across class and race lines to form a powerful
and radical movement.

[RACISM AND MALE SUPREMACY]

LEARLY, FOR THE LIBERATION OF WOMEN to become a

reality it is necessary to destroy the ideology of male

supremacy which asserts the biological and social

inferiority of women in order to justify massive
institutionalized oppression. Yet we all know that many women
are as loud in their disavowal of this oppression as are the
men who chant the litany of “a woman’s place is in the home
and behind her man.” In fact, women are as trapped in their
false consciousness as were the mass of blacks 20 years ago, and
for much the same reason.

As blacks were defined and limited socially by their color, so
women are defined and limited by their sex. While blacks, it
was argued, were preordained by God or nature, or both, to
be hewers of wood and drawers of water, so women are
destined to bear and rear children, and to sustain their
husbands with obedience and compassion. The Sky-God
tramples through the heavens and the Earth/Mother-Goddess
is always flat on her back with her legs spread, putting out for
one and all.

Indeed, the phenomenon of male chauvinism can only be
understood when it is perceived as a form of racism, based on
stereotypes drawn from a deep belief in the biological inferi-
ority of women. The so-called “black analogy” is no analogy
at all; it is the same social process that is at work, a process
which both justifies and helps perpetuate the exploitation of
one group of human beings by another.

The very stereotypes that express the society’s belief in the
biological inferiority of women recall the images used to
justify the oppression of blacks. The nature of women, like
that of slaves, is depicted as dependent, incapable of reasoned
thought, childlike in its simplicity and warmth, martyred in
the role of mother, and mystical in the role of sexual partner.
In its benevolent form, the inferior position of women results
in paternalism; in its malevolent form, a domestic tyranny
which can be unbelievably brutal.

It has taken over 50 years to discredit the scientific and social
“proof”” which once gave legitimacy to the myths of black
racial inferiority. Today most people can see that the theory
of the genetic inferiority of blacks is absurd. Yet few are
shocked by the fact that scientists are still busy ‘“‘proving” the
biological inferiority of women.



In recent years, in which blacks have led the struggle for
liberation, the emphasis on racism has lfocuscd only upon
racism against blacks. The fact that “‘racism” has been prac-
ticed against many groups other than blacks has been pushed
into the background. Indeed, a less forceful but more accurate
term for the phenomenon would be “social Darwinism.” It
was the opinion of the social Darwinists that in the natural
course of things the “ft” succeed (i.e. oppress) and the
“unfit” (i.e. the biologically inferior) sink to the bottom. Ac-
cording to this view, the very fact of a group's oppression
proves its inferiority and the inevitable correctness of its low
position. In this way each successive immigrant group coming
to America was decked out in the garments of “‘racial” or
biological inferiority until the group was sufficiently assim-
ilated, whereupon Anglo-Saxon venom would turn on a new
group filling up the space at the bottom. Now two groups
remain, neither of which has been assimilated according to the
classic American pattern: the “visibles” —blacks and women. It
is equally true for both: “it won’t wear off.”

Yet the greatest obstacle facing those who would organize
women remains women’s belief in their own inferiority. Just
as all subject populations are controlled by their acceptance
of the rightness of their own status, so women remain subject
because they believe in the rightness of their own oppression.
This dilemma is not a fortuitous one, for the entire society is
geared to socialize women to believe in and adopt as im-
mutable necessity their traditional and inferior role. From
earliest training to the grave, women are constrained and
propfxgandized. Spend an evening at the movies or watching
television, and you will see a grotesque figure called woman
presented in a hundred variations upon the themes of *‘chil-
dren, church, kitchen™ or “the chick sex-pot.”
“dli::il;h:));cr:n;vhg beligve in the “rights of mankind,” the

f man, consider that to make a woman a person, a
hume‘m be.mg in her own right, you would have to change her
;);}]im}:ﬁér;eitgk&y C:rlmic.haf:l ‘_‘prone and 'silenl“.; imagipe
e S ugh- n girl; picture Rennie Davis as Miss

erica. Such cqnlradlclxons as these show how pervasive
g?f?icgffﬁ-§§?;e'd is the cultural contempt for women, how
e 0. imagine a woman as a serious human being, or
s Y, how empty and degrading is the image of woman

at floods the culture.

S(e(::(;;g:sssl:;‘:jileti h:]\:: _slhov(\jm_ that black acceptance of white
e Humanéale identity, to 'flllena.llon, to rage
o Comradicti(.)ns i lho;emgs;1 cannot bear in their own hearts
ideology of male suprema: e bold e g et T%Ie
y and its effect upon women merits
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as serious study as has been given to the effects of prejudice
upon Jews, blacks, and immigrant groups.

It is customary to shame those who would draw the parallel
between women and blacks by a great show of concern and
chest beating over the suffering of black people. Yet this
response itself reveals a refined combination of white middle
class guilt and male chauvinism, for it overlooks several essen-
tial facts. For example, the most oppressed group within the
feminine population is made up of black women, many of
whom take a dim view of the black male intellectual’s adoption
of white male attitudes of sexual superiority (an irony too cruel
to require comment). Neither are those who make this pious
objection to the racial parallel addressing themselves very
adequately to the millions of white working class women
living at the poverty level, who are not likely to be moved by
this middle class guilt-ridden one-upmanship while having to
deal with the boss, the factory, or the welfare worker day after
day. They are already dangerously resentful of the gains made
by blacks, and much of their “racist backlash” stems from the
fact that they have been forgotten in the push for social change.
Emphasis on the real mechanisms of oppression—on the
commonality of the process—is essential lest groups such as
these, which should work in alliance, become divided against
one another.

White middle class males already struggling with the
acknowledgment of their own racism do not relish an added
burden of recognition: that to white guilt must soon be added
“male.” It is therefore understandable that they should refuse
to see the harshness of the lives of most women—to honestly
face the facts of massive institutionalized discrimination
against women. Witness the performance to date: “Take her
down off the platform and give her a good fuck,” “Petty
Bourgeois Revisionist Running Dogs,” or in the classic words
of a Berkeley male ‘‘leader,” “‘Let them eat cock.”

Among whites, women remain the most oppressed—and
the most unorganized—group. Although they constitute a
potential mass base for the radical movement, in terms of
movement priorities they are ignored; indeed they might as
well be invisible. Far from being an accident, this omission is
a direct outgrowth of the solid male supremist beliefs of white
radical and left-liberal men. Even now, faced with both fact
and agitation, leftist men find the idea of placing any serious
priority upon women so outrageous. such a degrading notion,
that they respond with a virulence far out of proportion to the
modest requests of movement women. This only shows that
women must stop wasting their time worrying about the
chauvinism of men in the movement and focus instead on their
real priority: organizing women.



[MARRIAGE: GENESIS OF WOMEN'S REBELLION]

HE INSTITUTION OF MARRIAGE is the chief vehicle for the

perpetuation of the oppression of women; it is through

the role of wife that the subjugation of women is

maintained. In a very real way the role of wife has
been the genesis of women's rebellion throughout history.

Looking at marriage from a detached point of view one may .

well ask why anyone gets married, much less women. One )
answer lies in the economics of women'’s position, for women
are so occupationally limited that drudgery in the home is
considered to be infinitely superior to crudgery in the factory.
Secondly, women themselves have no independent social
status. Indeed, there is no clearer index of the social worth
of a woman in this society than the fact that she has none in
her own right. A woman is first defined by the man to whom
she is attached, but more particularly by the man she marries,
and secondly by the children she bears and rears—hence the
anxiety over sexual attractiveness, the frantic scramble for
bovfriends and hnsbands. Havine obtained and married a
man the race is then on to have children, in order that their
attractiveness and accomplishments may add more social
worth. In a woman, not having children is seen as an incapacity
somewhat akin to impotence in a man.

R

Kay Halle

Beneath all of the pressures of the sexual marketplace and
the marital status game, however, there is a far more sinister
organization of economic exploitation and psychological
mutilation. The housewife role, usually defined in terms of the
biological duty of a woman to reproduce and her “‘innate’”
suitability for a nurturant and companionship role, is actually
crucial to industrial capitalism in an advanced state of
technological development. In fact, the housewife (some 44
million women of all classes, ethnic groups and races) provides,
unpaid, absolutely essential services and labor. In turn, her
assumption of all household duties makes it possible for the
man to spend the majority of his time at the workplace.

1 It is important to understand the social and economic
exploitation of the married woman, since the real productivity
of her labor is denied by the commonly held assumption that
she is dependent on her husband, exchanging her keep for
emotional and nurturant services. Margaret Benston, a radical
women’s liberation leader, points out: “In sheer quantity,
household labor, including child care, constitutes a huge
amount of socially necessary production. Nevertheless, in a
society based on commodity production, it is not usually consi-
dered even as ‘real work® since it is outside of trade and the
marketplace. This assignment of household work as the func-
tion of a special category ‘women’ means that this group does
stand in a different relationship to production. . . . The material
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basis for the inferior status of women is to be found in just
this definition of women. In a society in which money deter-
mines value, women are a group who work outside the money
economy. Their work is not worth money, is therefore value-
less, is therefore not even real work. And women themselves,
who do this valueless work, can hardly be expected to be
worth as much as men, who werk for money.”

Women are essential to the economy not only as free labor,
but also as consumers. The American system of capitalism
depends for its survival on the consumption of vast amounts
of socially wasteful goods. and a prime target for the unloading
of this waste is the housewife. She is the purchasing agent
for the family. but beyond that she is eager to buy because her
own identity depends on her accomplishments as a consumer
and her ability to satisfy the wants of her husband and
children. This is not, of course, to say that she has any power
in the economy. Although she spends the wealth, she does not
own or control it—it simply passes through her hands.

In addition to their role as housewives and consumers, in-
creasing numbers of women are taking outside employment.
These women leave the home to join an exploited labor force,
only to return at night to assume the double burden of
housework on top of wage work—that is, they are forced to
work at two full-time jobs. No man is required or expected
to take on such a burden. The result: two workers from one
household in the labor force with no cutback in essential female
functions—three for the price of two, quite a bargain.

Frederick Engels, now widely read in women’s liberation,
argues that, regardless of her status in the larger society, within
the context of the family the woman’s relationship to the man
is one of proletariat to bourgeoisie. One consequence of
this class division in the family is to weaken the capacity
of men and women oppressed by the socicty to struggle
together against it.

In all classes and groups, the institution of marriage func-
tions to a greater or lesser degree to oppress women; the unity
of women of different classes hinges upon our understanding
of that common oppression. The 19th century women’s move-
ment refused to deal with marriage and sexuality, and chose
instead to fight for the vote and elevate the feminine mystique
toa political ideology. That decision retarded the movement for
decades. But 1969 is not 1889. For one thing, there now exist
alternatives to marriage. The most original and creative politics
of the women'’s movement has come from a direct confronta-
tion with the issue of marriage and sexuality. The cultural
revolution—experimentation with life-styles, communal living,
collective child-rearing—have all come from the rebellion
against dehumanized sexual relationships, against the notion
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of women as sexual commodities, against the constriction and
spiritual strangulation inherent in the role of wife.

Lessons have been learned from the failures of the earlier
movement as well. The feminine mystique is no longer mis-
taken for politics, nor gaining the vote for winning human
rights. Women are now all together at the bottom of the work
world, and the basis exists for a common focus of struggle for
all women in American society. It remains for the movement
to understand this, to avoid the mistakes of the past, to
respond creatively to the possibilities of the present.

OMEN’S OPPRESSION, although rooted in the insti-
tution of marriage, does not stop at the kitchen
or the bedroom door. Indeed, the economic ex-
ploitation of women in the workplace is the most
commonly recognized aspect of the oppression of women.

Most women who enter the labor force do not work for
“pin money” or “self-fulfillment.” Sixty-two per cent of all
women working in 1967 were doing so out of economic need
(i.e., were either alone or with husbands earning less than
$5000 a year). In 1963, 36 per cent of American families had
an income of less than $5000 a year. Women from these families
work because they must; they contribute 35 to 40 per cent of
the family’s total income when working full-time, and 15 to
20 per cent when working part-time.

Despite their need, however, women have always represented
the most exploited sector of the industrial labor force. Child
and female labor were introduced during the early stages of
industrial capitalism, at a time when most men were gainfully
employed in crafts. As industrialization developed and craft
jobs were eliminated, men entered the industrial labor force,
driving women and children into the lowest categories of
work and pay. Indeed, the position of women and children
industrial workers was so pitiful, and their wages so small, that
the craft unions refused to organize them. Even when women
organized themselves and engaged in militant strikes and labor
agitation—from the shoemakers of Lynn, Massachusetts, to
the International Ladies’ Garment Workers and their gree}t
strike of 1909—male unionists continued to ?gnore their
needs. As a result of this male supremacy in the unions, women
remain essentially unorganized, despite the fact that they are
becoming an ever larger part of the labor force.

The trend is clearly toward increasing numbers of women
entering the work force: women represented 55 per cent of
the growth of the total labor force in 1962, and the nu_m'ber
o1 working women rose from 16.9 million in 1957 to 24 million

in 1962. There is every indication that the nu_mbe.r of women
in the labor force will continue to grow as rapidly in the future.
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Job discrimination against women exists in all sectors of.
work, even in occupations which are predominantly made up
of women. This discrimination is reinforced in the field of
education, where women are being short-changed at a time
when the job market demands higher educational levels. In
1962, for example, while women constituted 53 per cent of the
graduating high school class, only 42 per cent of the entering
college class were women. Only one in three people who re-
ceived a B.A. or M.A. in that year was a woman, and only
one in ten who received a Ph.D was a woman. These figures
represent a decline in educational achievement for women
since the 1930’s, when women received two out of five of the
B.A. and M.A. degrees given, and one out of seven of the
Ph.Ds. While there has been a dramatic increase in the
number of people, including women, who go to college,
women have not kept pace with men in terms of educational
achievement. Furthermore, women have lost ground in pro-
fessional employment. In 1960 only 22 per cent of the faculty

nd other professional staff at colleges and universities were
~omen—down from 2R per cent in 1949, 27 per cent in 1930,
26 per cent in 1920. 1560 does beat 1919 with only 20 per
cent—‘you’ve come a long way, baby”—right back to where
you started! In other professional categories: 10 per cent of all
scientists are women, 7 per cent of all physicians, 3 per cent
of all lawyers, and 1 per cent of all engineers.

Even when women do obtain an education, in many cases
it does them little good. Women, whatever their educational
level, are concentrated in the lower paying occupations. The
figures in Chart A tell a story that mos. women know and few
men will admit: most women are forced to work at clerical
jobs, for which they are paid, on the average, $1600 less per
year than men doing the same work. Working class women in
the service and operative (semi-skilled) categories, making up
30 per cent of working women, are paid $1900 less per year on
the average than are men. Of all working women, only 13
per cent are professionals (including low-pay and low-status
work such as teaching, nursing and social work), and they
earn $2600 less per year than do professional men. Household
workers, the lowest category of all, are predominantly women
(over 2 million) and predominantly black and third world,
earning for their labor barely over $1000 per year.

Not only are women forced onto the lowest rungs of the
occupational ladder, they are in the lowest income levels as
well. The most constant and bitter injustice experienced by all
women is the income differential. While women might pas-
sively accept low status jobs, limited opportunities for advance-
ment, and discrimination n the factory, office and university,
they choke finally on the daily fact that the male worker next
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to them earns more, and usually does less. In 1965 the median
wage or salary income of year-round full-time women workers
was o~ly 60 per cent that of men, a 4 per cent loss since 1955
Twenty-nine per cent of working women earned less Ihan.
$3000 a year as compared with 11 per cent of the men; 43
per cent of the women earned from $3000 to $5000 a year
as compared with 19 per cent of the men; and 9 per cent of the
women earned $7000 or more as compared with 43 per cent
of the men.

What most people do not know is that in certain respects,
women suffer more than do non-white men, and that black
and third world women suffer most of all.

CHART A
COMPARATIVE STATISTICS FOR MEN AND WOMEN IN THE LABOR FORCE,
1960
Percentage of Income of Numbers of
working Year Round Workers in
women in Full Time Millions
each Workers
occupational
OCCUPATION category Women Men Women Men
PROFESSIONAL 139, $4358  $7115 3 5
MANAGERS, OFFICIALS
AND PROPRIETORS 5 3514 7241 1 5
CLERICAL 31 3586 5247 1 3
OPERATIVES 15 2970 4977 4 9
SALES 7 2389 5842 2 3
SERVICE 15 2340 4089 3 3
PRIVATE HOUSEHOLD 10 1156 — 2 —

Sources: U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census: “‘Cur-
rent Population Reports,” P-60, No. 37, and U.S. Department of
Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics and U.S. Department of Commerce,
Bureau of the Census.

CHART B
MEDIAN ANNUAL WAGES FOR MEN AND WOMEN BY RACE, 1960
‘WORKERS MEDIAN ANNUAL WAGE
MALES, WHITE $5137
MALES, NON-WHITE $3075
FEMALES, WHITE $2537
FEMALES, NON-WHITE $1276

Source: U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census. Also
see: President’s Commission on the Status of Women, 1963.

Women, regardless of race, are more disadvantaged than
are men, including non-white men. White women earn $2600
less than white men and $1500 less than non-white men. The
brunt of the inéqualit& is carried by 2.5 million non-white
women, 94 per cent of whom are black. They earn $3800 less
than white men, $1900 less than non-white men, and $1200
less than white women.
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There is no more bitter paradox in the racism of this country
than that the white man, articulating the male supremacy of
the white male middle class, should provide the rationale for
the oppression of black women by black men. Black women
constitute the largest minority in the United States, and they
are the most disadvantaged group in the labor force. The
further oppression of black women will not liberate black men,
for black women were never the oppressors of their men—that
is a myth of the liberal white man. The oppression of black
men comes from institutionalized racism and economic ex-
ploitation: from the world of the white man. Consider the
following facts and figures.

The percentage of black working women has always been
proportionately greater than that of white women. In 1900, 41
per cent of black women were employed, as compared to 17
per cent for white women. In 1963, the proportion of black
women employed was still a fourth greater than that of whites.
In 1960, 44 per cent of black married women with children
under six years were in the labor force, in contrast to 29
per cent for white women. While job competition requires
ever higher levels of education, the bulk of illiterate women
are black. On the whole, black women—who often have the
greatest need for employment—are the most discriminated
against in terms of opportunity. Forzed by an oppressive and
racist society to carry unbelievably heavy econommic and social
burdens, black women stand at the bottom of that society,
doubly marked by the caste signs of color and sex.

The rise of new agitation for the occupational equality
of women also coincided with the re-entry of the “‘lost genera-
tion”—the housewives of the 1950’s—into the job market.
Women from middle class backgrounds, faced with an “‘empty
nest” (children grown or in school) and a widowed or divorced
rate of one-fourth to one-third of all marriages, returned to
the workplace in large numbers. But once there they discovered
that women, middle class or otherwise, are the last hired, the
lowest paid, the least often promoted, and the first fired. Fur-
thermore, women are more likely to suffer job discrimination
on the basis of age, so the widowed and divorced suffer par-
ticulatly, even though their economic need to work is often
urgent. Age discrimination also means that the option of
work after child-rearing is limited. Even highly qualified older
women find themselves forced into low-paid, unskilled or
semi-skilled work—if they are lucky enough to find a job in
the first place.

The realities of the work world for most middle class
women—that they become members of the working class, like
it or not—are understandably distant to many young men and
women in college who have never had to work, and who tend
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to think of the industrial “proletariat” as a revolutionary
force, to the exclusion of “bourgeois” working women. Their
image of the “pampered middle class woman” is factually
incorrect and politically naive. It is middle class women forced
into working class life who are often the first to become con-
scious of the contradiction between the “American Dream”
and their daily experience.

Faced with discrimination on the job—after being forced
into the lower levels of the occupational structure—millions
of women are inescapably presented with the fundamental
contradictions in their unequal treatment and their massive
exploitation. The rapid growth of women’s liberation as a
movement is related in part to the exploitation of working
women in all occupational categories.

ALE SUPREMACY, MARRIAGE, and the structure of
wage labor—each of these aspects of women’s
oppression has been crucial to the resurgence of
the women’s struggle. It must be abundantly clear

that radical social change must occur before there can be
significant improvement in the social position of women. Some
form of socialism is a minimum requirement, considering
the changes that must come in the institutions of marriage and
the family alone. The intrinsic radicalism of the struggle for
women’s liberation necessarily links women with all other
oppressed groups.

The heart of the movement, as in all freedom movements,
rests in women’s knowledge, whether articulated or still only
an illness without a name, that they are not inferior—not
chicks, nor bunnies, nor quail, nor cows, nor bitches, nor
ass, nor meat. Women hear the litany of their own dehumani-
zation each day. Yet all the same, women know that male
supremacy is a lie. They know they are not animals or sexual
objects or commodities. They know their lives are mutilated,
because they see within themselves a promise of creativity and
personal integration. Feeling the contradiction between the
essentially creative and self-actualizing human being within
her, and the cruel and degrading less-than-human role she is
compelled to play, a woman begins to perceive the falseness
of what her society has forced her to be. And once she perceives
this, she knows that she must fight.

Women must learn the meaning of rage, the violence that
liberates the human spirit. The rhetoric of invective is an
equally essential stage, for in discovering and venting their
rage against the enemy—and the enemy in everyday life is
men—women also experience the justice of their own violence.
They learn the first lessons in their own latent strength. Women
must learn to know themselves as revolutionaries. They must
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become hard and strong in their determination, while retaining
their humanity and tenderness.

There is a rage that impels women into a total commitment
to women’s liberation. That ferocity stems from a denial of
mutilation; it is a cry for life, a cry for the liberation of the
spirit. Roxanne Dunbar, surely one of the most impressive
women in the movement, conveys the feelings of many: “We
are damaged—we women, we oppressed, we disinherited.
There are very few who are not damaged, and they rule. . . .
The oppressed trust those who rule more than they trust
themselves, because self-contempt emerges from powerless-
ness. Anyway, few oppressed people believe that life could be
much different. . . . We are damaged and we have the right
to hate and have contempt and to kill and to scream. But for
what? . . . Do we want the oppressor to admit he is wrong, to
withdraw his misuse of us? He is only too happy to admit
guilt—then do nothing but try to absorb and exorcize the new
thought. . . . That does not make up for what I have lost, what
I never had, and what all those others who are worse off than
I never had. ... Nothing will compensate for the irreparable
harm it has done to my sisters. . . . How could we possibly
settle for anything remotely less, even take a crumb in the
meantime less, than total annihilation of a system which
systematically destroys half its people. . .."

Marlene Dixon is a professor of sociology
at McGill University and an activist in the
Women's Liberation Movement.

This article is reprinted, by permission, from
the December, 1969 issue of Ramparts Magazine.
Photographs are by Kay Halle from the Fall 1969
issue of WOMEN.
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