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SEX, FAMILY & THE NEW RIGHT 
Anti-feminism as a Political Force 

Linda Gordon & Allen Hunter 

Traditionally a man's role as head of the family takes him away from the hearthstone. A woman is 
like many stones: She is the hearthstone from which warmth and light are reflected throughout the 
home; she is the decorative, exotic stones hedging and protecting precious and beautiful growth; she 
is graceful as marble, preserving culture and tradition; and, she is as hard as granite with anything 
that threatens her home and children. She is soapstone and pumice, ever-cleansing and smoothing; 
She is a touchstone; a close comfort to her mate and little ones. And she sometimes feels like a well
worn cobblestone, over which have passed the tribulations of all she holds dear. Woman is at once 
like the sunny sand that warms, and like the heart and sinew of the sandbags that keep the home 
secure from intruding torrents in crisis. She can be ruby-lipped, onyx-eyed, pearl-skinned, and 
topaz-tressed. But always she shines like the symbol of her marriage, the perfect diamond that will 
reflect her growth from bride to grandmother. 

Ron Wright, A Man Looks at the Equal Rights Amendment, 
John Birch Society pamphlet. 

A mere five years ago we probably would have dismissed such a statement as 
representing a defeated past, a man's fantasy projected onto a past that never really 
existed.* But this kind of anti-feminism is now propelling a strong and growing 
New Right. The New Right cultural politics of sex and family are not only a 
backlash against women's and gay liberation movements - seen in the opposition to 

*Most of the ideas in this article should be regarded as hypotheses. Our views are not based on extensive research, but on 
reading the popular press, talking to other socialists concerned with these issues, and our own participation in various 
political projects. We hope that readers with concrete information about New Right groups, whether it supports or 
contradicts our argument, will send it to us; and that readers with different points of view will write letters for publication in 
Radical America. We want to acknowledge the substantial help given us by Frank Brodhead , Marla Erlien, Ann Witham, 
and Sheli Wortis. Needless to say, they are not responsible for this final version, especially since we could not or would not 
accept some of their criticisms. 



abortion, affirmative action, and gay rights -
but are also a reassertion of patriarchal forms of 
family structure and male dominance. Further
more, this conservative cultural politics is a 
direct challenge to class conscious politics. The 
inadequate response by the Left is largely due to 
its prevalent economism and an insufficient 
appreciation of feminism. In Part I of this article 
we will look at the specific issues of the New 
Right, describe the ideological coherence of the 
separate campaigns and locate that coherence in 
the conservative response to broad social 
change. We will also hazard some guesses 
about the class and cultural basis of the 
reaction. In Part II we describe what a socialist 
program about sex and family issues could be. 

THE NEW RIGHT: ITS ISSUES 
Until recently it seemed that racism, especi

ally anti-busing, was the heart of the conserva
tive backlash. This fit with the central role of 
racism in the history of right-wing politics. The 
growth of anti-busing organizations in the last 
several years and the more recent reinvigoration 
of the Nazis and the KKK reinforced this view. 
Racism has not diminished as a political force, 
but has been joined - and the whole right-wing 
thereby strengthened - by a series of conserva
tive campaigns defending the family, a restric
tive and hypocritical sexual morality, and male 
dominance. 

These campaigns, waged largely by single
issue organizations, identify their enemies most 
often as liberals, feminists and blacks. The "old 
Right" groups, such as the John Birch Society or 
the American Nazi Party, identified their enemy 
as communists, since theirs was a backlash 
against an earlier period of left political activity. 
Despite these differences however, many "otd 
rightists" are leaders of new-right groups. The 
New Right, however, has attracted many thou
sands of new grass roots adherents and may 
develop a power and dynamism the old Right 

lacked. Recently there has been an important 
shift from the periodic electoral manipulation of 
backlash sentiments to well-organized conser
vative mass movements with the national 
capability of mobilizing thousands. This large 
following will increase right-wing influence in 
both political parties and may help cement a 
rightward political realignment in national 
politics.(!) 

One example of New Right power is the 
campaign against the Equal Rights Amend
ment. Anti-ERA organizing has been going on 
for several years in many states and has been 
able to prevent its passage. This constitutional 
amendment appears to most radicals a minimal 
and symbolic gesture. It offers little if won, but 
will represent a big defeat if lost. In a sense the 
opposition to ERA reflects conservative agree
ment that it would not make much economic 
difference. For example, the anti-ERA argµ
ments are not usually about economic competi
tion, but focus on silly comments about lack of 
privacy in toilets and a hypocritical abhorrence 
for drafting women. It is the feminist impulse 
behind ERA, not its specific content, that is 
most feared; it is less the equality than the 
independence of women that is opposed. 

Like opposition to the ERA, opposition to 
abortion has been growing in the past few years, 
but its focus has recently shifted. Legally the 
strategy has been altered by the Supreme Court 
decision, and then by state administrative and 
legislative action, to the question of the use of 
public welfare and medical funds for abortion. 
Politically the anti-abortionists have increasingly 
revealed their deepest motives - fear of 
women's independence rather than concern for 
the unborn. Many anti-abortionists (and many 
pro-abortionists) have a genuine moral concern 
about abortion. But right-wing leaders have 
been able to manipulate these concerns into 
moral righteousness, and to join anti-feminist 
politics to racist, anti-working class, and especi-
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ally anti-welfare politics. As the feminist move
ment seeks to regain access to abortion for poor 
women and to prevent further defeats, abortion 
opponents will continue to push for further 
restrictions. 

The anti-abortion campaign shares with the 
backlash against gay rights a hostility to freer 
sexual standards generally. The primary com
plaints of those who supported Anita Bryant at 
the polls are against "public displays" and the 
social influence of homosexuals. Resistance to 
gay rights is especially strong on questions of 
employment (notably in public schools and 
agencies) and access to housing. Private, unseen 
behavior does not seem to be as threatening. It is 

the system of male-dominated heterosexuality 
that is at stake. Homophobia, like woman
hating, also rests on deep, often subconscious, 
often irrational feelings. Consider the fear so 
many have of young boys being sexually abused 
by older gay men, while in fact heterosexual 
child abuse is much more common; because 
men raping women is part of the system of male 
dominance it is less shocking than men assault
ing men. 

Opponents also see homosexuality as a total 
attack on the family, although in fact it is mostly 
an attack on the family as the only legitimate 
social unit. Coming out of the closet means 
ceasing to pretend to fit into the family system. 
The difference between a bachelor or a spinster 
and a homosexual is that the former is perceived 
as a deprived, lacking individual, a person 
missing something. The latter may be called a 
pervert, but she or he seems complete. Further
more, what is different about homosexual rela
tionships, even when they mimic marriage and 
the family, is that they are not based on the 
"special" qualities of a female member of the 
couple, qualities which are used to justify and 
perpetuate the exploitation of women. Homo
sexuals may and often do replicate conventional 
sexual divisions of labor, but they do not do so 
on the basis of alleged biological necessity. Thus 
the social and alterable quality of these divisions 
is evident. 

The anti-bussing movement is nourished by 
some of the same fears for the loss of family. The 
loss of neighborhood schools is perceived as a 
threat to community, and therefore family 
stability by many people, particularly in cities 
where ethnically homogenous communities re
main. The image of the neighborhood school 
may be a romanticized or even fake recollection; 
but fears for children's safety and objections to 
the inaccessibility of their schools and teachers 
reflect both family love and parental desire for 
control. The opponents of busing are usually 

3 



quick to point out that school integration would 
likely produce an increase in inter-racial sex, 
and they are right. While they call upon images 
of black men raping white girls, the possibility of 
sex based in intimate and loving relations is 
equally frightening to them. And the fear of 
black power, "reverse discrimination," at the 
community level - associated with fear of 
crime, property devaluation, dirtiness and noisi
ness - reflects not only the direct economic 
crunch on white working-class people but also a 
less tangible sense of cultural disintegration. 

A strong addition to this panoply of Right 
causes is the campaign against "reverse discrim
ination," or affirmative action. Affirmative 
action requirements and judicial decisions are 
victories won by the black and women's 
liberation movements. They have not, actually, 
altered employment or educational discrimina
tion very much. But affirmative action has 
provided the basis for the organization and 
struggle of women and minority groups. The 
grievance mechanisms available under Title VII 
of the 1964 Civil Rights Act, Executive Order 
11246 of 1968, and the Equal Pay Act of 1963, 
have been used more by working-class than by 
professional and managerial people (in contrast 
to a current Left view which holds that these are 
the tools of "bourgeois feminism"). The current 
focus in the affirmative action struggle is the 
case of Allan Bakke, who sued the University of 
California for admitting some minority students 
allegedly less qualified than he. His case was 
heard by the U.S. Supreme Court in October 
1977 and a decision is expected in the spring of 
1978. A ruling for Bakke, by legitimizing the 
concept of reverse discrimination, could thereby 
also legitimize openly racist and anti-woman 
pronouncements and decisions, greatly strength
ening the Right. 

This is not an exhaustive list. Other issues 
may, in other parts of the country, already loom 
larger. Opposition to foreign undocumented 
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workers , to welfare, to the Panama Canal 
Treaty, to sex education and liberal textbooks, 
to the importation of foreign goods are exam
ples. If the New Right develops into a strong 
reactionary movement it will, no doubt, incor
porate anti-communism and jingoism. But we 
think the issues we have mentioned show that 
the New Right is picking up great strength from 
a defense of a threatened patriarcalism. 

THE NEW RIGHT: DEFENSE OF 
PATRIARCHY 

Abortion is only one of many issues. The whole 
picture includes drug abuse, alienation of youth, 
disrespect for authority, religious decline, decay of 
the family structure, destruction of traditional 
education, revolution on the campus, racial strife, 
undermining of law enforcement and the judicial 
system, increase in homosexuality and perversion, 
inflation, repudiation of our currency, registration 
and confiscation of firearms, no-win wars, destruc
tion of national pride and prestige, deliberate loss of 
United States military superiority and economic 
strength, planned and fabricated shortages of fuel 
and food leading to rationing and increasing controls 
over the American people. . . to fight abortion with
out understanding and fighting the total conspiracy is 
to ensure certain and total defeat. 

John L. Grady, M.D., Abortion Yes or No, 
American Public Opinion pamphlet (a John 
Birch Society publication) 

One of the key sources of coherence in the 
New Right is, we think, a reactionary response to 
the continued dissolution oi patriarchal forms. 
By patriarchy we do not simply mean male 
supremacy, and we dissociate ourselves from a 
prevalent feminist use of the term to describe a 
transhistorical system of male domination. We 
mean by patriarchy a specific organization of 
the family and society, in which heads of 
families controlled not only the reproductive 
labor, but also the production by all family 
members. 

Patriarchy was a system that prevailed 
throughout the world in agrarian societies. As 



commerce and handicraft production became 
increasingly important in Europe and the U.S., 
the patriarchal family remained the unit of 
production. It was only industrialism - speci
fically the removal of production from the 
home-workshop and the introduction of indi
vidual wage labor - that undercut patriarchy's 
economic basis. Without property or skills to 
pass on to sons, proletarianized fathers lost 
much of their power. At first the transformation 
of many working-class women into non
producing housewives increased their depen
dence on their husbands, but in the twentieth 
century widespread employment of women has 
given them more economic independence. 

But industrial capitalism did not auto
matically or immediately make patriarchy obso
lete. First, the effects of industry were experi
enced differently by different classes, religions, 
regional and ethnic groups. As we will argue in 
the next section, we think that the New Right 
represents particular social groups for whom 
patriarchy has remained viable into the present. 
Second, there was a great deal of resistance 
among working-class people to the individual
izing tendency of capitalism, and even for 
women and children the patriarchal family in 
many circumstances represented a vital source 
of economic and emotional support, as well as a 
basis for anti-capitalist struggles - as in strikes, 
community boycotts and cultural rituals. Still, 
the main trend has been the weakening of family 
and community power and the increased auto
nomy of women, young people and single 
people. Today the political reassertion of the 
family is usually a reactionary, not a progressive, 
force. 

Nevertheless, part of the feminist confusion 
about the term "patriarchy" stems from a 
failure to recognize that there have been losses 
as well as gains in its dissolution. Individual 
independence and the right to dissent have been 
gained at the cost of loneliness, rootlessness, and 

disintegration of social order.(2) Many of the 
services that families provided - ranging from 
cooking to healing to entertainment - must 
now be purchased or paid for through taxes, and 
the services available are an inadequate approxi
mation of more personally provided services. 
This means of providing services increases the 
isolation within and between families, thereby 
deepening the inability of families to produce 
what their members need. And the inadequacy 
of families to meet sharpening personal crises in 
turn provides the occasion for increased bureau
cratic intervention and control. 

But to meet these problems the Right 
proposes programs to preserve patriarchal 
forms. Their clinging to ineffective "solutions" 
(such as the prohibition on abortion, which can 
never stop abortion), and their support for 
repression of proponents of alternatives, comes 
from their misunderstanding of the source of 
these problems. True to their backlash orienta
tion, the New Rightists blame Left political 
movements. While the Left could respond by 
claiming proudly to have furthered the decline 
of patriarchy, it is the process of capitalism itself 
which has been primarily responsible. 

Here we want to call attention to eight major 
themes of the New Right's patriarchalism, all 
interrelated but analytically separable: anti
feminism, hostility to youth, anti-sexualism, 
homophobia, the defense of conventional family, 
an anti-civil libertarian bias, the work ethic, and 
religion. 

Anti-feminism is in many ways the basis of the 
patriarchal defense. The "specialness" of 
women appears to be the foundation of the 
family, the sexual system, the system of work. 
Women's social uniqueness is produced by a 
family organization in which women provide 
motherly and wifely love and services. The 
abolition of the gender differences that recreate 
women's specialness threatens to deprive men 
and children of home-making, men of sexual 
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satisfaction upon demand, and everyone of 
stable living units. These services and stabilities 
are genuinely needed; they are not "false" needs 
imposed from above. The problem is that 
capitalist industrial society could not replace 
patriarchal stability. And now women's sup
posedly natural function - providing that 
stability - seems so tenuous that her special
ness must be guarded by law, her access to the 
last male preserves (such as the army, sports) 
forbidden. 

While there are many themes in the anti
abortion struggle, the fear of women's power 
seems the strongest. Power over reproduction 
has historically been defended by men because it 
is a source of class (property-holding) as well as 
sexual power. The spectre of women's rejection 
of motherhood has characterized anti-birth 
control propaganda for over a century, and 
population control fears cannot erase the more 
terrifying vision of facing a world without 
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womanly tenderness. It seems to us that the 
images of the aborted fetuses, the emphasis 
on the cruelty of abortion, reflects a fear for the 
withdrawal of motherly compassion. But while 
nurturance is a value to be cherished, for the 
Right is usually means self-sacrifice, as in the 
anti-abortionist's contention that women should 
put the life of the unborn child first. No 
political-economic explanation can alone ex
plain the virulence of the anti-abortion move
ment; its passion shows that male dominance is 
also embedded in personality. 

Male fear of loss of control over the family is 
also expressed through anti-youth biases of the 
New Right. Like the New Left, this movement 
represents generational struggle - but the 
parents' side. While the New Left was anti
authoritarian, the New Right stands for obedi
ence. There are real grounds for concern about 
the passivity, pessimism and cynicism of many 
young people; many youthful responses to their 
problems are personally and socially disruptive; 
no one likes vandalism and car theft. But the 
Right has no positive program for youth, merely 
a lament for a lost past. Fathers who in fact are 
unable to pass on a culture to their children are 
blaming their impotence on liberal intellectuals, 
school teachers, etc. 

Protests about loss of control over women and 
children are indistinguishably mixed in with 
hostility to sexual freedom. Anti-abortion 
spokespeople increasingly state explicitly their 
view that female chastity, not better contracep
tion, is the solution to unwanted pregnancies. 
The anti-gay reaction is also a reaction against 
sex itself. The effeminate/exhibitionist style of 
some gay men that has come to be their 
collective image represents the desertion of the 
repressed, serious and under-emotional style 
that has been "masculine." Instead gays offer a 
style that is playful, pleasure-seeking, indeed 
gay, a style that is symbolically a rejection of the 
work ethic. 



The work ethic is, of course, outmoded in the 
sense that sticking to its guidelines no longer 
particularly promotes economic success. But it 
protects many people from the recognition of 
their incapacity for pleasure. Thus anti-sexual 
feelings of the New Right also mask widespread 
sexual misery. The feminist movement has 
popularized the understanding that many -
perhaps most - women do not experience 
orgasms. Less well understood is the fact that 
the sex clinics are as often faced with men who 
suffer sexual dysfunction and unhappiness. Nor 
is sexual "failure" limited to those who can 
afford therapy. One of the worst errors common 
among Leftists is the idea that busy, overworked 
and underpaid working-class people do not have 
time to "indulge" themselves in neuroses, or in 
longing to be rid of their neuroses. Sexual misery 
may be caused in part by class exploitation but it 
apparently affects all classes. 

The sexual part of Right-wing repressiveness 
is largely hypocritical. Plenty of the anti
abortion, anti-gay men are anxious to lead active 
sexual lives, without much regard for the needs 
of their women. But we suspect that the longing 
for a stable family with clearly understood sex 
and generational roles represents in part a vision 
of a calm that will reduce sexual anxiety. The 
new assertions of female sexuality cannot fail to 
threaten conventional sources of masculine 
sexual confidence and the traditional family 
system is a familiar sexual turf. And the family 
system must be understood as including a 
continued double standard. 

CLASS POLITICS AND THE NEW RIGHT 
We have not rushed to offer a "class analysis" 

of the New Right because we think that Left 
analyses of phenomena like this have often been 
held back by hurrying towards reductionist, 
safely familiar, categorization. In fact the 
sex-and-family sources of much of the New 

Right energy suggest that class groupings in the 
U.S. can be so divided and heterogeneous that 
other bonds - such as sexual, ethnic, and 
kinship ties - can provide the solidarity for 
collective political expression. 

Nevertheless the New Right is part of class 
struggle. Even if the campaigns have amassed 
significant working-class support (and we are 
not sure that they have), they are dominated by 
leaders from the petite bourgeoisie, and politi
cians, churchmen, and some professionals.(3) A 
unity between class and male-supremacist poli
tics is possible because it is often among the 
petite bourgeoisie that it has been possible for 
patriarchy to survive longest. Men who are 
self-employed, or whose work like that of 
politicians can at times be handed down to 
successors, retain the economic power of patri
archs long after factory workers' sons rebel 
and/ or become estranged from the family. 
Furthermore small businessmen, politicians, 
churchmen and the like more often integrate 
their wives into their careers, creating a 
functional basis for wifely subordination and an 
organic image of an integrated family. Political 
machines are often organized as small patriar
chates, much like criminal machines. There are 
still some skilled craftsmen who, through exclu
sionary craft unions, can pass on vocations to 
their sons. 

Anti-gay, anti-welfare, racist, and anti-youth 
feelings have been used to hark back to an older 
ideology, a distinction between the "deserving'.' 
and "undeserving" poor. This division allows a 
subjective narrowing of the working class to 
exclude the unemployed, the under-employed, 
single mothers - the marginal in general. With 
this in view the New Right calls for the further 
victimization of these who are already the main 
victims of capitalist class relations, and tries to 
split the working class into antagonistic factions. 

At the same time "white ethnics," usually 
Catholics, have sometimes provided new consti-
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tuencies for the Right campaigns. Cohesive 
ethnic communities and patriarchal forms have 
been mutually supportive, and both have been 
especially provoked by the violation of commu
nity autonomy through such interventions as 
busing. The Catholic Church has been impor
tant in several ways. It has provided a religious 
ideology that is anti-sexual and anti-feminist, as 

well as a moralistic rhetoric for making political 
demands. The Church also reinforces authori
tarian values. The wealth and national organiza
tion of the Church make it an effective political 
mobilizer. Fundamentalist Protestantism has 
also contributed many enthusiasts to the New 
Right campaigns. In general, church-based 
politics, at least among whites, reinforces 
cross-class alliances. 

Conservative sections of the working class 
share some values with business and managerial 
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people that allow for cross-class political cohe
siveness as well. These values are primarily 
individualism, the work ethic, and hostility 
toward liberal professionals, the bureaucratic 
state, and governmental intrusion into com
munity and family life. 

But despite its anti-big-government bias, 
there are ways in which the Right mobilization is 
useful for the capitalist class in the current 
recession . The pro-working-man sentimentality 
provides ideological cover for attacks on the 
working class. Two things seem to be hap
pening. First, a squeeze on working-class living 
standards is being directed not primarily at the 
point of production, except among public 
employees, but at delivery of social services by 
the state. Second, with the decline of the black 
movement and increased conservative mobiliza
tion in some white "ethnic" communities, the 
decreased funds available are being redirected 
accordingly. There is a "fit" between anti
sexual, anti-woman, racist and work-ethic atti
tudes, and these attacks on social services. 

The threatened collapse of the traditional 
Democratic coalition - labor, minorities, and 
liberal professionals - is one of the explana
tions for the "new populism" that is associated 
with the celebration of (white) middle America, 
and also for the criticisms by politicians of 
politicians for fostering the growth of the state. 
Thus Carter and other politicians will make use 
of the attacks on the big government to reduce 
social welfare but not to reduce the size of 
government itself. The capitalist state will be 
"retooled" and its class nature strengthened, 
and one of the legitimations for this will be the 
kind of anti-statism articulated by the Right. 

At the simplest level the right-wing causes 
have the advantage of not making demands that 
will cost taxpayers money. In fact, they oppose 
many programs that cost money. They are 
against federal spending on abortion and 
busing, against federal enforcement of affirma-



tive action and occupational safety. They are 
against day care and adequate health care 
especially if paid for by public funds. Their 
opposition to governmental intervention and 
big-ness does not, however, extend to opposition 
to military spending, to nuclear power, or to 
further beefing up of domestic police forces. 

ORGANIZATIONAL FORM OF THE NEW 
RIGHT 

The organizational unity of the Right is 
growing along with its ideological coherence, 
and certain factors promoting that unity should 
be noticed.(4) 

While we have focussed here on the sex-and-
- family issues which form the basis of many 

Right campaigns, we want to emphasize the 
great force of racism as a unifying belief. In 
addition the simple fact that the Right groups 
are virtually all white - and feel happy with 
that constituency - is also an organizational 
strength. Their racial homogeneity makes it 
easier to organize on a cross-class basis; the fear 
of reverse discrimination creates a unified sense 
of victimization among many white working
class Rightists which aligns them with capitalists 
and managers opposed to affirmative action for 
their own reasons. 

Furthermore, the Right can use traditional 
community structures - such as ethnic neigh
borhoods, churches and church organizations, 
political party networks. Although socialists 
should surely look for progressive aspects of 
community networks, community organization 
today more readily lends itself to domination by 
petit-bourgeois leaders. 

Related to the community strength of the 
Right is the important role of women in many 
campaigns. Women who espouse the most 
conservative views about woman's "place" are 
often the most active speakers, agitators, 
demonstrators. Women are active, of course, 

because these campaigns represent a natural 
political extension of woman's work: family, 
children, church and morality. However, it is 
already noticeable that as some campaigns grow 
from local community resistance to city, let 
alone national forms (as in the anti-busing 
movement), men reassert control.(5) 

Another important source of strength for the 
Right is its hierarchical form. That structure, 
while it may have alienated a few rebels, is 
initially comfortable for the majority because it 
replicates the dominant structure of the society. 

At this time the single-issue approach of the 
New Right is also an organizational advantage. 
It allows lowest-common-denominator unity and 
seeks to create feelings of acceptance and 
solidarity. Even should the New Right coalesce 
into multi-issue organizations, larger than the 
far-right John Birch or Nazi models, its oppor
tunism and rigid top-down form may immunize 
it against the sectarianism that fosters splits in 
the Left. Left sectarianism is partly the result of 
dogmatic thinking, but it is also partly the result 
of the socialist necessity to develop an analysis 
that encompasses an entire world and an entire 
revolutionary strategy. By contrast the Right 
gains adherents through manipulation of emo
tional and cultural symbols by a well-funded 
and corrupt leadership. On the other hand, we 
can expect divisions within the Right based on 
power struggles and on the conflicting needs of 
different interest groups. This will be especially 
common in electoral politics which invites 
competition for votes and for control of patron
age. (A recent split in ROAR, an anti-busing 
organization in Boston, is an example of this.) 

SOCIALISM AGAINST PATRIARCHY 
Socialists of various tendencies, both reform

ist and revolutionary, have been burdened with a 
tradition of economism. By economism we mean 
encouraging working-class struggles for more of 
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the same, focusing on the redistribution of what 
is already delivered by the capitalist system 
without questioning what is produced nor how it 
is produced. (6) The economistic conception of 
socialism demands redivision of the pie and 
neglects the basic recipe. Socialists have too 
often neglected the social relations of production 
and they also have been resistant to radical 
perspectives on sex and family issues on the 
grounds they were not "basic." We are here 
concerned with the latter which we reject as a 
mechanistic two-stage model - first people 
struggle for higher wages and then they think 
about better sexual relationships - because it is 
so evidently not true. 

Socialists have also neglected sex and family 
issues on the grounds that working class people 
as a class have conservative views on these 
issues. We do not accept this evaluation for two 
reasons. First, it is time socialists stopped 
imagining a working class composed of white 
patriarchs. Second, we see no reason why 
socialists should be more willing to compromise 
on, say, women's rights than on any number of 
other currently unpopular socialist principles. 
Finally, socialists have neglected sex and family 
issues because radical views on these subjects 
often came from the middle classes. But so did 
most socialist theory. The question is not 
whether or not there will be class alliances; the 
question is toward what end and with what 
outlook. 

The issues currently being raised so success
fully by the right justify as strong a socialist 
response as possible. We think socialists ought 
to develop programs and organizations that 
address the dissolution of patriarchy, and the 
left will also have to make sex, family and 
women's liberation among our primary issues. 

It is not easy to be pro-sex in our culture. The 
prevailing cultural and commercial manipula
tion is saturated with sexuality to a degree that 
simultaneously tantalizes and repels. Not only 
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pornography, but also advertising, slick sex 
books, fashion , sado-masochistic rock - all 
these cash in on repressed sexuality. At times 
people try to hold on to a sense of morality and 
propriety by arguing that sex should be less 
important, by prefering to focus on work, 
friends , or "higher" endeavors. Some socialists 
and feminists , especially because of their anger 
about the sexual exploitation of women, adopt 
anti-sexual or anti-heterosexual attitudes. For 
many women all heterosexual relations are 
distorted by male dominance; the view that 
heterosexual relations are too trying, too full of 
inequality to be worth attempting, is surely a 
reasonable one for many women; some substi
tute homosexual relations, some masturbation, 
some celibacy. The last - celibacy - is a 
traditional response, for in the nineteenth 
century feminism was associated with prudery. 
As a personal choice the rejection of sexual 
activity may be appropriate for some, but as a 
political line it is a loser. Similarly, the 
substitution of masturbation for relationships 
seems unlikely to satisfy complex human sexual 
needs, mixed as they are with desires for love 
and intimacy. 

It is important, if at times difficult, to project 
a view that endorses, even celebrates, the 
pleasures of sex; and emphasizes the affinity of 
sexual delight with free, mutual, sensitive and 
responsible relationships. The capacity for 
sexual pleasure and sexual relationships is a 
universal and creative human capacity. Further
more, the instinct for sex is related to the 
capacity for play, in turn closely connected to 
the imagination of a good life which spurs 
people to struggle for socialism. Sexual restraint 
was and still is in some respects, necessary for 
survival. It is a part of the development of 
human self-control which maximizes the possi
bility of human freedom and creativity. But 
sexual prudery today is a tool of domination of 
men over women, of old over young, and of class 



over class. In political practice these questions 
will be matters for judgment and it would be 
futile to search for clean and simple sexual 
morals. Such a search would lead to either 
moralistic repression or irresponsible individual
ism. But to deny the importance of the wide
spread search for sexual pleasure will only blind 
the Left to a tremendous amount of energy, 
anti-authoritarian sentiments, and capacity for 
greater honesty and cooperation already existing 
in society. 

If a socialist politics of sex must be complex, a 
politics of the family must be even more so. We 
can be in principle unequivocally pro-sex 
because sex itself is a human activity that has its 
own worth and which can be separated from 
those oppressive power relations that invade it. 
We do not know whether the family can be 
separated from its oppressive aspects and 
remain a stable institution. The family is a 
remarkably universal social creation. It is so 
weaved into the systems of domination that it 
has been extremely difficult for socialists to 
distinguish its oppressive from its supportive 

possibilities. We think that a socialist politics 
should clearly oppose the systematically oppres
sive relations that the family helps to maintain: 
age, male, and heterosexual domination. But we 
also think that socialists should support the 
search for the satisfactions that families can 
sometimes provide: emotional and sexual inti
macy, child-rearing by caring people, coopera
tion and sharing. Some people are now search
ing for and finding these outside of families. 
Others are living in families in which they are 
struggling - often with good results - against 
inequality; many others have no choice but to 
remain in oppressive families. To denounce the 
family in our circumstances is at best an 
abstraction; at worst it may seem contemptuous. 
But without condemning many people's love and 
need for their families we can fight against the 
romantic, reactionary, reassertion of family as 
an ideal model of authority and community. 

Women's liberation is a threat that must run 
through capitalist politics of sex and the family, 
but it also needs an independent focus. To view 
feminism as only a politics of sexual and family 
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change ·would be to vastly underestimate the 
breadth of the feminist critique. Commitment to 
women's liberation also requires changing con
ditions for women in economic and social 
structures beyond the family. Opposing dis
crimination against women in jobs and in the 
law is part of the struggle against women's 
oppression in the home and vice versa. The 
relationship between oppression in family and 
other institutions is a mutually determining 
dynamic. 

NOTES TOWARD A SOCIALIST PROGRAM 

1. Gay Rights 
Politically it is important to recognize that the 

gay rights movement may still be on an upswing; 
gay liberation pressure has produced clear 
advances in recent years and Anita Bryant has 
stimulated a revival of gay liberation energy. A 
serious problem, however, particularly among 
male gays, is the increasing class divisions within 
the movement. (Male homosexuals, unlike 
women, include many men of quite privileged 
social position.) It is important for socialists 
enthusiastically to support campaigns to end 
legal, residential and job discrimination against 
homosexuals, for unbiased health and mental 
care, and for homosexuals' right as couples and 
as parents. By not addressing the needs of 
homosexuals, the Left has missed opportunities 
to help build socialist and class consciousness 
among working-class homosexuals. 

The civil libertarian and simple-justice argu
ments for gay rights are not minor and should 
not be relinquished. But we are struck that 
much socialist support for homosexuals' free
dom has been liberal - that is, it does not 
consider how open homosexuality can con
tribute to building a socialist movement for all. 
Homosexuals have been in the forefront of 
building alternative forms of living and non-
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family support networks. Lesbians contribute, 
we think, a particularly strong challenge to male 
supremacy. As women who do not choose to live 
with men they are not, on the whole, as easily 
"managed." Working-class lesbians, at least 
those without options for upward mobility, may 
have less stake in getting male approval, and 
thus more easily assume leadership in workplace 
and community struggles. In most communities, 
the presence of women maintaining themselves 
without men is vital to the fight against male 
supremacy. Whether the women are gay or 
straight, they offer support and strong models to 
other women and place sexist men on the 
defensive. Strong, independent single women 
and their friendships, whether gay or straight, 
offer single women alternatives to compromising 
their own work and identity for men, and offer 
married women the strength to struggle to 
change their situations when that struggle 
requires taking risks. Lesbians have an objec
tive, unchanging interest in the maintenance of 
supportive women's communities, and mixed 
communities that do not assume the hetero
sexual couple as the normal unit for social life. 
We all gain a more viable, militant community 
from the freedom of homosexuals. 

2. Reproductive Self-Determination and Sexual 
Freedom 

Today the abortion issue is the leading point 
of political contest in the areas of both women's 
liberation and sexual freedom. But the grounds 
of the struggle may shift very quickly so it is 
important to enunciate a full socialist program 
for reproductive self-determination even as we 
continue working actively for abortion rights. 
Historically, the separation of sex and reproduc
tion has been a basic material condition for 
women's liberation and for sexual freedom. 

Abortion, safe contraception and related 
medical care should be top-priority among the 
free social services socialists fight for. At the 



same time, women's freedom to have children 
should be defended as vigorously; this means 
stringent guidelines to prevent coercive steriliza
tion, abortion, or surrendering of children for 
adoption, as well as good day care, pediatric 
care, and welfare aid without which women are 
not free to choose. 

Ultimately the best way of giving women 
control over their reproduction will be good sex 
education. A socialist sex-education program 
cannot by merely physiology; it must be a 
political women's liberation education as well as 
one based on pro-sex attitudes. 

3. Violence Against Women 
The implicit cultural licensing of violence 

against women helps maintain male supremacy. 
Revoking the license must be done by increasing 
women's power. While we need not applaud the 
sexual exhibitionism of clothing styles - largely 
dictated to women by sexist fashion and media 
industries - we must absolutely defend the 
right of freedom of dress, freedom of mobility, 
even freedom to be flirtatious and friendly 
without "deserving" violence. It is time to deny 
men the right to define the limits of women's 
good behavior. The ideology that men cannot 
control their sexual urges has been called upon 
to support male supremacy for centuries. The 
pathological sex murderers of recent years are in 
part products of the general insanity and 
violence of our culture, but in part too they are 
the demented extensions of "normal" male 
ideas that sexual domination is their right. The 
association of sex and violence is promoted by 
advertising, rock-music promotion, television, as 
well as "hard" smut. 

4. Affirmative Action. 
With the Bakke case pending in the Supreme 

Court, the left is in a position that is uniquely 
American: immediate political issues are dic
tated by the judicial system. But, like abortion, 

we cannot ignore this. The defeat of affirmative 
action (even more than the possible defeat of the 
ERA) would be a severe setback. Though it is 
hard to know what to do right now except 
march, propagandize, and pressure particular 
institutions, the Left should maintain the view 
that the ERA, affirmative action, school deseg
regation and equal employment opportunities 
form important parts of any socialist program. 

FEMINISM AND SOCIALISM 
The importance of these issues, and the 

inadequacy of the Left's response, moves us to 
argue for the necessity of a feminist approach 
more strongly than ever. The inability of the 
non-feminist Left to incorporate the successes of 
the recent women's movement has produced a 
greater distance between socialist and feminist 
individuals and organizations than is healthy. A 
splintering of feminism itself into different 
political tendencies has of course promoted this 
separation. There was hope that the separation 
might be reduced by the development of an 
autonomous socialist-feminist tendency in the 
last five years, and in the long run it is the most 
promising development in the contemporary 
women's movement. But in the short run it has 
not been able to offer much general leadership, 
and within socialist feminism there have been 
setbacks. One was the reassertion of a crude 
Leninist, reductionist view of the "woman 
question" that was essentially anti-feminist, 
even though often coming from within socialist
feminist organizations. In reducing the question 
of sexism to a class question, and restricting the 
current program of women's liberation to one of 
"democratic rights," these Leninists tacitly 
accepted, at least in current organizing, the 
most conservative views of proper sexual and 
family behavior. At the same time many other 
socialist feminists, in their understandable con
cern to bring a class politics to their women's 
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liberation program, also avoided sex-and-family 
issues in favor of an emphasis on organizing 
women around labor-market and job grievances. 
This emphasis reflected an economistic ten
dency even among feminists, a tendency to 
neglect "quality" in favor of "quantity" issues. 
This mistaken emphasis sometimes leads to the 
undervaluing of two strengths of the women's 
liberation movement: the understanding that 
the "personal is political," and the development 
of organizational forms that prefigure socialist 
social relations. We would like briefly to 
reconsider these important feminist contribu
tions, and to suggest that their value does not 
run counter to, and even supports, the building 
of a working-class socialist movement. 

One meaning of the "personal is political" is 
that politics is not a "thing" external to people's 
own inner lives. Political relations invade, shape, 
and help constitute inner life. For instance, the 
relationship between a worker and a boss -
"labor and capital" - is not just one of wages, 
hours, and working conditions, but is exper
ienced through actual relationships between 
workers and their "superiors," relationships 
encapsulated in patterns of deference and 
domination, refracted through posture, tone of 
voice, dress, and influencing such "personal" 
qualities as self-image. Another meaning of the 
"personal is political" is that many personal 
problems have social, economic and political 
causes, and their solutions require social and 
political change. If this is a truism, the Left is 
not acting on it. Personal problems, if they 
continue to be perceived as private, will be 
obstacles to political participation. By contract, 
personal problems subjected to a radical analy
sis can reveal the pervasive power relations in 
society, and can encourage people toward 
political strategies for change. The fact is that 
access to political concerns is usually initially 
through direct experience. For instance, it is 
maddening that affirmative action is felt as 
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more of a threat to many people than nuclear 
power plants. The reason, perhaps, is that 
affirmative action upsets traditional social rela
tions and personal expectations, while nuclear 
power does not, at least not directly or 
immediately. Yet once people do connect deeply 
felt personal problems to larger political struc
tures, they often go on to make political sense 
out of the whole society rather quickly. This is 
not merely hypothetical; many women in the last 
decade moved rapidly from complaints about 
sexual relationships to feminism to socialism. 

This transition is of course not automatic. The 
transition is more likely to take place when 
personal experiences are collectively explored 
and politically experienced people participate in 
the process. Furthermore, saying that the 
"personal is political" does not deny individual's 
responsibility for their own lives. Not all 
personal problems necessitate political solu
tions, nor can all be solved politically. But 
virtually all aspects of personal life have social 
dimensions, just as all political power relations 
have personal dimensions. · 

Another major contribution of feminism is the 
development of forms of organization and 
thereby of community in which new kinds of 
social relations predominate. The collective 
investigation of personal oppressions can lead to 
a clearer understanding that the social distribu
tion of power affects everyday life, and that the 
elimination of oppression necessitates new social 
relationships. Feminist groups, for example, 
have struggled to minimize internal inequalities 
and to create friendships and living communi
ties in which all members felt valued and 
central. If feminist groups sometimes were 
idealist and attempted to create democracy 
simply be declaring it, that is no reason to 
undervalue the importance of struggle for 
democratic communities. In fact feminist groups 
have been able to create organizations that were 
far more democratic and participatory than 



most of what the Left had previously done. 
There is, however, an inherent tension between 
the struggle for political power and the develop
ment of community solidarity; between the drive 
to organize more people and confront those with 
power, and paying attention to internal group 
dynamics. We are not suggesting that the 
struggle for power through outreach, organizing 
and confrontation should be sacrificed. But 
many on the Left are not attentive enough to 
how internal aspects of their own organizations 
tend to reproduce some of the very oppressive 
power relations, feelings of isolation and passiv
ity that maintain capitalist domination. 

The women's liberation movement has not 
been alone on the Left in attaching importance 
to the "personal is political" and to pre
figurative forms of struggle. But these themes 
are central to feminism. They have been most 
clearly expressed in two organizational forms: 
consciousness raising and self-help groups. 

In consciousness-raising groups, people share 
their personal experiences, often about things 
which they have been previously ashamed to 
discuss. In most homogenous groups, people 
have been able quickly to learn that even their 
worst shames and miseries were not so un
common, were parts of social patterns, created 
by social relationships. There is a difference, 
however, between CR and support groups. Good 
CR groups should be supportive, through the 
enormously comforting gift of solidarity, but 
they should also challenge existing relations and 
defenses against change. The fact that many CR 
groups did create such challenges is illustrated 
by the fact that many dissolved after a year or 
two, despite deep personal commitments, be
cause their members felt the need for larger and 
more action-directed political groups. 

It is also important to note that CR groups 
were a particular form uniquely appropriate to 
women's liberation. "Men's liberation" groups 
have a greater tendency to become merely 

supportive, to reinforce existing patterns, and at 
worst to provide cover for backlash grievances 
against women's anger. But we are not con
vinced that CR groups are useless for anyone 
except women. Like any political form, they 
are not magic; they require clear political goals, 
structure and leadership. But it seems to us that 
all political organizations ought to create some 
space, formal or informal, where people can talk 
politically about their personal lives. 

Although " self-help" has come to refer 
mainly to gynecological clinics, in fact it denotes 
a more general organizational form in which 
people work collectively to help themselves deal 
with social problems. Perhaps the best way to 
appreciate the significance of these kinds of 
service projects is to contrast them with the more 
standard, welfare-state model of rendering 
services as commodities (paid for either directly 
or through taxes) delivered by bureaucrats or 
professionals. Recently, the women's movement 
itself has brought many social problems into the 
l>pen: rape, incest, wife-beating, for examples. 
In response, institutions such as hospitals, police 
forces , judicial systems, mental health clinics 
and universities are intervening ever more 
extensively and deeply into family life. the 
well-known distaste with which most welfare 
recipients regard their social workers is an 
accurate indication of the attitudes that many 
service workers (including, unfortunately, many 
workers objectively in the working class) have 
been socialized into. But even well-meaning 
social workers often only deepen despair be
cause of the inability of the institutions they 
work within to offer alternatives better than even 
the most oppressive families and neighborhoods. 

A further complexity in developing a Left 
response to bureaucratic intervention is that we 
cannot simply denounce it. The feminists' power 
of disclosure, for example, went far beyond the 
capacity of the women's movement to deal with 
problems. A man's home is not his torture 
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chamber, after all. There is a great deal that 
therapy and counselling can do to help unhappy 
people. Even the capitalist state can sometimes 
protect people from worse, or more pressing, 
evils. 

Self-help groups cannot replace the state, but 
they can offer radical alternatives for some. 
Through projects such as rape crisis centers, 
alcoholics groups, and shelters for abused wives, 
the victims of oppressive men and institutions 
are encouraged to change their lives with the air 
of other women, often previously victims. 

The model of collective self-help, while not in 
itself a socialist strategy, strengthens the connec-

tion between personal and social change. In the 
best of cases, self-help groups combine 
consciousness-raising with material aid and an 
opening to a new community of people; thus 
providing not only the ideas but some of the 
conditions for adopting a less passive stance 
towards the world. The self-help model is a way 
of dealing with the fact that politics often 
becomes a part of one's life only wl_len a political 
problem is directly experienced. 

Of course there are wide variations in such 
projects, and the most famous of these - the 
gynecological clinics - are now frequently hier
archically run. Furthermore, self-help ideology 



has sometimes promoted an unqualified anti
professionalism and disregard of helpful exper
tise. But the shunning of such work by socialists 
has also contributed to the low political level of 
many projects. Self-help groups are susceptible 
to all the political problems of service projects; 
attracting people with a client orientation 
towards the project, conflict of interest and 
energy between performing services and political 
outreach, bureaucratization forced by state 
licensing requirements, among others. But all 
political work has problems and we are not 
convinced that these are greater than the 
potential benefits. 

It is also important to keep self-help projects 
and consciousness-raising groups in mind when -
evaluating the current state of the Left. While 
many sectors of the Left do not seem active now, 
such self-help groups are spreading among 
working-class women. Indeed, a good part of the 
most dynamic political activity in the working 
class today is among women who have been 
changed by feminism. 

Still, it is important to remind ourselves again 
that many working-class women are in the 
Right, too. We are alarmed at the growth of the 
Right, and think it should be answered. But our 
primary reason for arguing that the Left should 
make sex-and-family, "personal," issues im
portant in our work is not simply a desire to 
respond to the Right. On the contrary we have 
several more long-run and positive reasons for 
urging that course. We think that the develop
ment of a fuller socialist-feminist program on 
these issues would contribute greatly to a 
socialist program that would be attractive and 
realistic for our country. We think that many 
people, and perhaps especially working-class 
people, are troubled and looking for solutions to 
problems of personal tension, violence, and 
loneliness. We do not mean to suggest that this 
is a whole socialist program or even the basic 
part of one. But we think that family and 

personal instability is a weak spot in capitalism, 
and that socialists can participate in and 
develop political responses attractive to much of 
the working class. 

FOOTNOTES 

I . Karl Mannheim made a distinction between traditional 
and conservative thought that we find useful for under
standing the social bases of grass-roots support for con
servative politics. See his essay "Conservative Thought" 
in Essays on Sociology and Social Psychology (Oxford 
University Press, 1953), pp. 74-164, or from Karl Mann
heim edited by Kurt Wolff (Oxford University Press, 
1971), pp. 132-222. 

2. We are not suggesting patriarchal societies were free of 
such problems. However stronger communities pro
vided collective forms for restraining anti-social be
havior and supporting its victims, while accepting the in
evitability of such problems. By contrast capitalist so
ciety has raised the hope of abolishing such social misery 
at the same time as its destruction of community power 
makes it more difficult to control these forms of vio
lence. 

3. We do not mean to underemphasize the role of capital
ists in the Right and in funding ultra-conservative poli
tics. We have not discussed the capitalist funding, par
ticipation in, and even political leadership of Right 
politics because we want to emphasize the social dynamic 
of the Right as a movement. 

4. For a good description of the New Right and some sense 
of its organizational ties see Andrew Kopkind, 
"America's New Right," New Times, September 30, 
1977. 

5. Kathleen McCourt, in Working-Class Women and 
Grass-Roots Politics (Indiana University Press, 1977), 
describes the conservative activity of white working-class 
women on Chicago's Southwest Side. 

6. This is broader than the Leninist definition of econo
mism because we connect the drive for working-class 
political power (emphasized by Lenin in his criticisms of 
economism) with transforming social relations. 
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