Democracy and Care Unbound:

On Feminism’s Abiding Political Value

By Michele L. Rossi

Today, most of us are only too
painfully aware of leftists" world-
wide difficuity in winning and exer-
cising power. Capital’s enhanced
global mobility, legal challenges by
undemocratic transnational bodies
like the World Trade Organization,
and the explosion of service jobs
that offer little chance for wage and
revenue growth sabotage

mobilization. (Direct action is fun,
but eventually all but the most hard-
core anarchist activists realize
demonstrations are no substitute for
goals and a strategy with regard to
the state. It still takes the hard work
of coalition-building and boring old
electoral politics to deliver the
changes progressives want.)

and a decrease in volunteering for
Little League, the PTA, and church
bazaars, on Americans’ watching too
much TV!}

And the left is hardly doing its
best to help people make this con-
nection. Confused and hampered by
their own unexamined nostalgia for
a way of life associated with tradi-

tional, authoritarian “farni-

states’ tools for safe-
guarding their people,
firms, and environment.
Governments starve for
funds to implement the
policies we socialists
love, and our forebears
fought bitter struggles to
achieve: universal pro-
grams that prioritize
human needs for food, shelter,
health care, education; and regula-
tions that protect humans and the
planet and allow people a life out-
side of work.

Given the dire circumstances, it
is heartening to see that over the last
ten years segments of the US left
and labor movements have grown
savvier in identifying the dynamics
behind these recent assaults on free-
dom and wellbeing, and more vocal
in decrying them. While the labor
movement’s leaders have not exact-
ly dusted off Das Kapital, some
have stepped up efforts to make
union members, and wage earners
and voters more broadly, aware of
the extent of their losses. Labor and
its supporters have publicized
declines in wages, pensions, health
care benefits, safety regulations, and
environmental protections, and fin-
gered global capital as the culprit.
Indeed, the US labor movement
deserves special praise for adopting
an internationalist rather than pro-
tectionist stance and stepping up its
cormimnitment to grassroots electoral

As society accepted self-interest,
competition, and ruthless
individualism everywhere, and in
everyone, else, women in the home
became a sort of “nurture preserve.”

What worries me, however, is a
tendency on the left to assume that
pointing to shrinking paychecks is
sufficient to win elections. It is not.
Identifying threats to working peo-
ple’s economic security can help to
sway their votes, but anyone who
has watched the Right's political
successes knows that people get
more fired up by a profound sense
of loss, anger, and panic over what is
happening to them outside of work.
Of course the two are related — the
market has grown so powerful that
it now corrodes areas of life suppos-
edly immune to its logic — but in the
US, the Right has been especially
clever at keeping this connection
out of the mind of voters. People do
not readily pin their deteriorating
quality of life off the job - fatigue,
fear, crime, lack of time to spend
with family and friends, and frenzied
consumption as the chiel means to
express affection and bond with
others — on global capitalism fueling
greater inequality. (A columnist in
my hometown newspaper blamed
an increase in rudeness and stress
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ly values™ as much as eco-
nomic security (think
Mom in the kitchen bak-
ing pies as the kids come
home from schooel), many
on the left are tongue-
tied. We are uncomfort-
able or clumsy applying
democratic and egalitari-
an principles to resolve
conflicts in intimate life, so we pre-
fer to remain silent on such ques-
tions, and cede the ground to the
Right. Small wonder, then, that many
working people follow the Right’s
lead and blame working women,
poor mothers, pecple of color, and
queers for our society's decay.

The Right will continue tc
trounce the left in public debate and
elections if we think we can ignore
the “social”or “moral” issues of inti-
mate life and stick to economic
analysis, where we feel confident.
On the contrary, for the left to win
on economic issues we must tackle
moral issues.And to do that success-
fully we need to take advantage of
insights from decades of feminist
thought and organizing.To that end,
I offer the following crash course in
ferminist analysis.

Socialists have long decried
how humans’ dazzling ability to cre-
ate things from the world’s
resources leads to misery - when
those who perform this work lack
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control over the product, produc-
tion process, or profits, and the
abundance they create by laboring
together goes to someone else. In
the case of industrial societies, that
someone else is the capitalist, who
uses profit to further diminish those
who must work for a living, by mak-
ing any one person's labor power
less necessary, and turning fellow
laborers into hostile rivals for a
shrinking number of jobs and
smaller rewards. Under such des-
perate conditions — sing along
with me now - men only feel
human off the job, while eating,
drinking, and, uh, procreating,

If in the past some parts of
the US left and labor movement
were indifferent to this tune,
today they are not. What has been
less commonly absorbed - yet is
vital for the left to improve its
skill at handling “moral” questions
— are the insights sparked by femn-
inists, who drew attention to an
array of oppressions in addition
to economic ones. Socialist femi-
nists in particular revealed how
women are exploited, alienat-
ed, and coerced not only as
wage laborers, but also in the
very processes that permit
men to enjoy eating, drinking
and procreating. These efforts
paved the way for later waves
of feminists to examine how
gender, race, and geography
inflect nation building and econom-
ic exploitation.

Most significantly, feminists of
all stripes insisted that what goes on
in private, personal, “emotional” life
is as deeply political as what hap-
pens in the “rational” public sphere
of economic production and formal
government. Thanks in part to their
research and activism, we better
comprehend how they all inter-
twine — with one another, and with
unequal, gendered divisions of labor
and power. Distinctions between

(o] [

“public” and “private,” “work,” “fami-
ly” and “government” have been
exposed as unstable and con-
testable; they vary according to
place and time. Furthermore, within
any society only certain groups rec-
ognize and practice, let alone bene-
fit from, them. In: fact, the US left and

The left is hampered by their
own unexamined nostalgia for
a way of life associated with
traditional, authoritarian
“family values....”

labor movement built andconsoli-
dated their gains upon such separa-
tions, to the detriment of women
and ultimately their own move-
ments. Today’s dilemmas can be
traced to yesterday’s betrayals; the
contemporary left’s difficulty in
beating the Right on moral and eco-
nomic issues stems from unfinished
revolutions.

To be specific, in Europe and
the US, as production of material
goods increasingly moved out of the
home, and liberal democracy
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spread, both men and women were
forced off the land, cut of the home,
and into desperate wage labor in
order to survive. Yet as Heidi
Hartmann noted decades ago, in
many cases male trade unionists
found retaining control over
women, especially their sexuality,
care giving and domestic labor,
more compelling than advancing
working class interests as a whole.
They often opposed women's strug-
gles for the vote.And rather than
organize female workers to pre-
verit them from becoming cheap
competition, many trade urions
pursued agreements with capi-
talists that specified a family
wage for male workers and hir-
ing policies and practices that
excluded women.

Establishing the family wage
as the standard payment for male
workers was an advance; it
allowed some working class peo-
ple to increase their level of con-
sumption and to begin to adhere
to a middle class ideal of separate
spheres, public and private, for
men and women, respectively.
Now some working class men,
too, could forego care giving and
domestic responsibilities entire-

ly, and devote their energies to
participating in the con
tentious public world of wage
labor and politics. Meanwhile,
some working class women
could withdraw from wage
labor and confine their con-
cerns to the private: caring for
home and children, and replen-
ishing husbands and sons when
they returned from the fray.

But left and labor movement afi-
cionados often miss the down sides
to this victory, particularly in the
United States. As compliance with
the notion of separate spheres for
men and women moved down the
class ladder, many women found
themselves worse off. Women's
working for wages lost respectabili-
ty. Union hostility and employer dis-
crimination closed down the possi-
bility of wage labor offering viable



alternatives to women’s trading lim-
itless affection, sex, childcare, and
domestic labor for men’s economic
support.Any woman not attached to
an upper class man or an employed
member of the male labor aristocra-
cy - unmarried women, divorcees,
widows, and women of color, espe-
cially African American women -
had to hustle between public and
private, between low wage labor
and domestic duties, and expose
themselves to extreme exploitation
in both. The New Deal and subse-
quent welfare state expansion
offered these women little relief
(which recent welfare reform - the
switch from AFDC to TANF -
snatched away).

Meanwhile, other kinds of prob-
lems festered among those who
enjoyed enough distance from eco-
nomic hardship to maintain a male
breadwinner/female caregiver divi-
sion of labor. Feminist thinkers like
Nancy Chodorow and Jessica
Benjamin pointed out that the two-
parent nuclear family in which the
woman is responsible for raising
young children - and by extension,
any domestic arrangement with a
rigid separation of male and female
activity, and where caring for young
children is primarily women's work
- predisposes human relationships
to confusion and strife. At a most
basic, personal level, such childcare
arrangements incline boys to grow
up to see the world in terms of dif-
ference and separation and to prove
their masculinity by denying emo-
tion, interdependence, and nurtu-
rance. Simultaneously, they encour-
age girls to grow up to see the world
in terms of similarity and connec-
tion, to be uncomfortable with inde-
pendence, and to learn to antici-
pateand respond to others’ wishes
and needs more than their own.
From the start, malefernale interac-
tions are set up to be dysfunctional.

Women’s movements caught
fire because they promised to
address the power inequality, coer-
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GENDER AND MORAL POLITICS IN THE DEVELOPING WORLD

Distinctions between “public” and "private” and what is appropriate for
men and women take on different configurations and meanings in newly
industrializing societies. Here, patterns of domination that can not be
attributed to capitalism {because they pre-date industrial development)
may be more apparent than in the United States. Such societies also
afford opportunities to observe how an emerging capitalism conflicts
with and accommodates them and the moral panics that ensue.

tn the absence of industrialization and state formation, kinship systems
play an enormous role in organizing social life. More specifically, inter-
marriage in the interest of economic and/or political alliances, what Gayle
Rubin famously dubbed™ the traffic in women,” insures order and solidar-
ity between groups and individuals. Since there is a great deal riding on
these marriages, elaborate rules develop to regulate who may sleep with
whom. Older men control younger men and all women, and everyone
polices women's sexuality and reproductive capacity to make sure it is
heterosexual and confined to the appropriate man within marriage.

In some of these traditional societies, a woman could expect to gain in
status over the span of her life. In exchange for her own subordination,
as she bore sons and aged, a woman got to control young daughters-in-
law. Such traditional women justifiably perceive that “modernization” —
rapid capitalist development and the introduction of tiberal democracy
with abstract "rights” — offers them little, while robhbing them of most
everything.

For young women in industrializing nations, the changes hold promise as
well as peril. Young giris are targeted as cheap, docile, disposable labor
for factories. With their families' traditional means of subsistence evap-
orating, the girls themselves often see factory work as preferable to
arranged marriages, or working in prostitution — the other option for
poor and working class women not supported by a man. Escaping their
ancestral villages to make money in a factory town gives these young
women a chance to earn money, a taste of freedom and adventure, per-
haps even an opportunity to marry for love. And their growing sophisti-
cation and self-assertion draws the wrath of men and elders.

Specifics of the bargain varied, but the bottom line is, the expectation
that a good (chaste, obedient, conventionally attractive, fertile) woman
will be economically supported by the man who controls her is no longer
tenable - in advanced capitalist or newly industrializing countries.
Women, especially otder women, may be drawn into very conservative
stances in their doomed efforts to hold men to these deals. Many find
little appeal in a liberal capitalist model of feminism, seeing in it only a
way to expose women to greater sexudl and economic exploitation.
Consider some Muslim women who embrace the veil because they feel it
conveys that they are not sex objects. They are not so different from
their conservative Christian counterparts in the United States, who seek
the security of inviolable marriage contracts, and oppose contraception
and abortion because they claim they "let men off the hook” and deval-
ue women's childbearing and nurturing capacity.

—MLR
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Democracy and Care
continued from page 7

cion, waste of talent, and mutilation
of selves required for women and
men to fit into and maintain rigid,
distinct, recognizably heterosexual
roles within separate spheres. It is a
pity that, for a variety of reasons
scholars are still trying to untangle,
radical political movements of all
kinds died down or disappeared
before they could (or would) digest
the analyses or fight for the kinds of
changes socialist feminists and their
successors advocated. The boldest
feminists sought to redistribute
power and resources democratically
across structural {public, economic,
institutional}) as well as personal

(private) arenas.

Instead, the liberal wing of the
feminist movement that survived
and became feminism’s dominant
political voice avoided such radical
reconfigurations. Liberal feminists
made it easier for certain women to
choose to move into the public
arena, but on capitalist terms. They
struggled to remove barriers to
equality in the marketplace, allow-
ing middle class white women
increased access to education and
professions, and to contraception
and abortion.These advances should
not be derided, simply kept in per-
spective. Freed to concentrate on
more profitable endeavors, elite
women could join many men in
keeping distance from the labor that
cares for frail bodies and cleans up

messes — usually by hiring a more
economically vulnerable woman to
do it.

By contrast, many working
class, poor women and women of
color had long been in the labor
market, and at low wages. If not,
they were soon pulled into it. Global
economic restructuring according
to capitalist imperatives meant the
family wage for their male counter-
parts vanished during the 1980s. No
one rushed to assist these women
with meeting their unpaid caregiv-
ing obligations. In the US, a liberal
women’s movement and an embat-
tled labor movement were painfully
slow to recognize these women and
acknowledge their problems:a need
for quality child care, assistance in
caring for aging parents, access to

TV coverage abounded.

"0Old Women" Protest War

San Diego, California isn't known for its politics, but it does have a small,
progressive community that has been growing in stature and numbers since
the Vietnam War. Nevertheless, with occasional exceptions, the local media
has consistently ignored progressive activism or depicted it as inconse-

quential.

In the past year or so, however, the activist community has been making
news. A recent protest against the (then) pending US attack on Irag, high-
lights what a can happen when a few women armed with shopping bags

and pots and pans take to the streets.

The organizers of the women's protest, a small group of activists who call
themseives "The Old Women's Project” hoped, at best, to get twenty
women out dressed in black and carrying shopping bags with signs on
them reading, "Women do not buy this warl” To their surprise, 380 women showed up at a trendy downtown
shopping area. They walked solemnly around the Gaslamp District, two-by-two. The protest made front page
news in the San Diego Union-Tribune (derisively labeled "The Onion” for its exclusionary reportage when it
comes to making public progressive issues around the city).

A subsequent "0ld Women's” protest, which encircled the Federal Building, was not covered by the Onion, but

The Old Women's Project was founded on International Women's Day 2001 by tong-time San Diego activists
Mannie Garza, Janice Keaffaber, and Cynthia Richssues. The project were creative, visible endorsers of the San
Diego Affordable Housing movement and have been part of many other actions and coalitions around home
health care workers, women prisoners, gay and lesbian issues and other issues pertaining to women. These cre-
ative activists are helping to give the San Diego activist community the attention it has long deserved.

The report was submitted by Virginia Franco of San Diego DSA, who is pictured in the "The Onion” photo above
taking part in the "Old Women's” anti-war protest.
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health care independent of wage
labor, revaluation of wages for jobs
where women predominate, a short-
er work week for men and women,
and a need for men to take on more
caring labor at home.

Today, we all feel the conse-
quences from feminism and labor’s
unfinished revolutions. The advent
of separate spheres for men and
women, facilitated in industrialized
nations by working class men sell-
ing out working class women for a
family wage,preserved a non-market
logic — an ethic of care, a kind of
morality - by assigning it to women
to exercise in private. Nurturing was
saved, but it was also thereby con-
tained, made scarce and essentially
banished from the public realm.
Public institutions such as the state
could be excused from providing
care; any that attempted it were vul-
nerable to attack for overstepping
their bounds and delivering inferior
results.

Indeed, as society accepted self-
interest, competition, and ruthless
individualism everywhere, and in
everyone, else, women in the home
became a sort of “nurture preserve.”
Minor concessions to liberal femi-
nism aside, women provided the
emotional grease and (unpaid and
invisible) caring labor to keep every-
thing running, especially “the mar-
ket"And now, largely thanks to glob-
al capitalism, this nurture preserve is
fast disappearing everywhere, lead-
ing to widespread panic over
women'’s “carelessness” (See side-
bar.)

In advanced industrial societies,
almost everyone suffers from what
sociologist Arlie Hochschild identi-
fies as the “care deficit” Men and
women move through their days
drained and hostile from pursuing
{increasingly hard to get) wage
labor, with diminishing financial
returns. Short on resources, time and
energy to replenish ourselves and
our loved ones, we can hardly both-
er with the unpaid labor of caring
for anything, or anyone, else. Those
who can afford it contract out, satis-

fying their and their dependents
need for nurturance through the
market.The rest of us do without.
The Right seizes on this
wretched situation and frames it as a
moral crisis. And it is. But what is
being violated are values that recog-
nize and support caring labor — val-
ues that ought to be claimed as part
of the left's democratic, feminist, and
egalitarian impulses, in defiance of
the Right’s desire for rigid order,
hierarchy, and brutal defense of
(male} privilege. Moreover, we on
the left can reveal how this “moral”
crisis has structural (i.e., political
and economic) components. We
need to deliver the message loud
and clear: the culprits behind our
discontent are global capitalism and
sexism. Qur society's crisis is not
due to a lack of personal responsi-
bility or “family values” among those
who want an independent, ade-
quate income, democracy, and
respect in all relationships: women,
lone mothers, wage earners, the
poor, peaple of color, and queers.
At the moment, the left may not

command the state, but we do have
the power to promote an honest,
accurate, pro-labor and pro-feminist
discussion of our society’s shortage
and devaluation of nurturance in all
spheres. That is a first step toward
winning elections and ultimately
enhancing democracy and the qual-
ity of life: by creating and financing
public goods like universal health
care, child care and elder care; and
by reassessing the value of the car-
ing jobs women, especially women
of color, are paid so little to do,
expanding workers’ rights to organ-
ize, insisting men share in nurturing
labor, and reducing the length of the
work week. Otherwise, if we on the
left fail to make use of our demo-
cratic moral resources, the Right
will see to it that the market is the
only thing that is “free.”

Michele L. Rossi grew up on a
Pennsylvania farm and misses the
wildiife. She served on DSA’s
national staff from 1995-1998 and
stays active in Fast Bay DSA.

Nathan Hakman

Nathan Hakman, professor emeritus of political science at SUNY

Binghamton, died Wednesday, September 26, 2001. Hakman's special-
ty was constitutional law. Hakman was a DSA member as well as a sup-
porter of the ACLU, People for the American Way and Americans United
for Separation of Church and State.

Prior to_joining the BU faculty he served as a researcher in labor,
public affairs and communications issues at the University of liinois.
He also worked as a labor and industrial relations analyst at the U.S.
Wage and Stabilization Board in Chicago during the Korean War
Hakman taught at the University of Alabama, Michigan State University
and the University of Denver until he began his career at Binghamton
in 1960. His other interests were in public interest litigation, political
trials and judicial policy making. Hakman earned his BA in 1943 from
Ohio University, a master's degree in 1947 from Syracuse University and
a PhD in 1954 from the University of lllinois.

DSA was a recipient of a significant bequest from the estate of
Professor Hakman and we are extremely grateful for his generous gift.
Such gifts allow our members and friends to provide continuing sup-
port for DSA. Members interested in assistance in planning such gifts
should contact the national director.
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