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Introduction. 

This first chapter looks at the theories of Marx, Engels and others that formed the foundations of Bolshevik thought on the ‘Woman Question’. It is important to look at the theories that lay behind the policies for a number of reasons. Firstly, there has been a huge debate around the period of the 1920’s and 1930’s. Some argue (eg...)that there was a progressive policy followed in the 20’s that was later ‘betrayed’ with a conservative backlash and a return to an emphasis on the family. Others (eg...) that there was very little change and that the bolsheviks never had a firm commitment to the emancipation of women. A close examination of their theories of women’s subordination 

Marx and Engels:

Engels’ Origins of the Family, Private property and the State is often described as one of the definitive Marxist publications on the oppression and liberation of women and it was certainly the basis of discussion for socialists of the Second International. However, as Leacock points out in her introduction to the book, the three major topics that Engels deals with are: developmental stages in history, the nature of primitive society with regard to property, rank, family forms and descent systems, and the emergence of commodity production, economically based classes and the state (Leacock 1972:7). It is only through his discussion of the family that the issue of women’s subordination is raised and Engels did not set out to deal specifically with women’s oppression by men, nor there liberation.

Engels based his book on Lewis H Morgan’s book ‘Ancient Society’ and on the notes Marx had made on Morgan’s work. He begins with a brief chapter outlining Morgan’s theory of three major stages in the development of society, which depend on the ‘progress made in the production of food’: Savagery - when the appropriation of products in their natural state predominates;  Barbarism - the domestication of animals and the cultivation of plants begins, with increasing supplies through human activity; Civilisation - more advanced agricultural methods and ‘industry proper’.

He then moves on to a long chapter on the development of the family. Changes in the family form are set off by the invention of the conception of incest and jealousy for the purpose of natural selection. From a supposed primitive stage of unrestricted sexual freedom two forms of group marriage eventually develop. The consanguine family in which groups are separated by generations i.e. the exclusion of parents and children from sexual intercourse and then the punaluan family in which sisters and brothers are prohibited from sexual intercourse. Engels describes this type as the classic form of family structure. The social ban on sex between brothers and sisters thus divides the children of brothers and sisters into two classes. Furthermore, in all forms of group marriage it is known who the mother is but not the father, and descent can only be proved on the mothers’ side, that is, ‘mother right’, and it is around the female line that the clan or gens develops.

The impulse towards the prevention of marriage between blood relatives develops more and more prohibitions which make group marriages increasingly difficult and they are gradually replaced by the pairing family. This type is characterised by a single couple but polygamy remains the right of men, while strict fidelity is required from women while they remain within the marriage. However, marriages are easily disolved and the children still belong to the mother alone. Engels points out that the notion of ‘individual sex love’ played a very small role in the development of monogamy. The development of this form is important however, because ‘it is with the pairing marriage that there begins the capture and purchase of women - widespread symptoms, but no more than symptoms, of the much deeper change that had occurred’ (Engels 1972 [1942]:112).

The pairing family remains too weak to form an independent household and so the communistic household continues to hold sway and descent is still through women. This, however, means that women retain supremacy in the house and are held in high respect. ‘The communistic household ... is the material foundation of that supremacy of the women which was general in primitive times ... the division of labour between the two sexes is determined by quite other causes than by the position of women in society’ (Engels 1972 [1942]:113) that is, a natural sex division of labour.

Group marriage was the family form of the period of savagery, the pairing family of the period of barbarism and monogamy is the form characteristic of civilisation. In the pairing family the group was reduced to its final unit in the single pair and the process of natural selection could go no further. Thus, for the development of strict monogamy to take place ‘new social forces’ were needed. The development of agriculture and the breeding of herds created a new source of wealth and thus new social relations. This new wealth originally belonged to the gens, but it increasingly became a family possession and with the production of a surplus, labour power itself, like women, acquired an exchange value and slavery was invented.

‘Once it had passed into the private possession of families and there rapidly begun to augment, this wealth dealt a severe blow to the society founded on pairing marriage and the matriarchal gens’ (Engels 1972 [1942]:119). Firstly, with the pairing marriage men had a better claim to paternity. Secondly, the division of labour at the time meant that women had responsibility for the home, while men were responsible for obtaining food. Women therefore, owned the household goods and men the instruments necessary for procuring food. This meant that men were also the owners of the new source of subsistence and wealth. However, because inheritence was reckoned through the female line his children could not inherit his wealth which would go to his brothers or sisters, that is, it would remain within his mother’s gens. 

As wealth increased it made men’s position within the family more important and, Engels argues, created an impulse to change the traditional pattern of inheritance in favour of their own children. This was impossible so long as descent was reckoned through the female line. For the change to take place mother right had to be overthrown, and the male line of descent and the paternal law of inheritance substituted for it. Thus, ‘The overthrow of mother right was the world historic defeat of the female sex. The man took command in the home also; the woman was degraded and reduced to servitude; she became the slave of his lust and a mere instrument for the production of children’ (Engels 1972 [1942]:120).

The first form of this family is the patriarchal, whose essential features are the ‘incorporation of unfree persons and paternal power’. Absolute fidelity is required of the women in order to ensure paternity and women are completely in the control of men. This form is distinguished from the pairing family by stronger marriage ties, which can usually only be broken by men. Men also retain a de facto right to infidelity, that is, it is monogamy for the women only. This form of marriage did not arise out of individual sex love then, but was instead ‘the first form of the family to be based not on natural but on economic conditions - on the victory of private property over primitive, natural communal property’ (Engels 1972 [1942]:128).

Engels argues that the monogamous marriage actually brings into being a ‘struggle between the sexes unknown throughout the whole previous prehistoric period’ and involves the ‘subjugation of one sex by the other’ (Engels 1972 [1942]:128). Furthermore he states that this antagonism between men and women arises at the same time as the first class opposition. ‘Monogamous marriage was a great historical step forward; nevertheless, together with slavery and private wealth, it opens the period that has lasted until today in which every step forward is also relatively a step backward, in which prosperity and development for some is won through the misery and frustration of others’ (Engels 1972 [1942]:129). Alongside the monogamous marriage, prostitution and adultery flourished and the family exhibited in miniature all the same oppositions and contradictions as in society at large ‘without power to resolve or overcome them, ever since it split into classes’ (Engels 1972 [1942]:131).

However, monogamy also brought with it the conditions through which ‘the greatest moral advance we owe to it could be achieved: modern individual sex love’ (Engels 1972 [1942]:132). This was not necessarily contained within marriage however, and was more likely to lead to adultery. Marriage among the ruling classes was a matter of convienience which was arranged by parents to enhance their property interests and, for the participants, turned into ‘the crassest prostitution’, particularly for women, ‘who only differs from the ordinary courtesan in that she does not let out her body on piece work as a wage worker, but sells it once and for all into slavery’ (Engels 1972 [1942]:134).

Engels then turns to the proletarian marriage and argues that it is only here that sex love can be realised because, ‘all the foundations of typical monogamy are cleared away. Here there is no property, for the preservation and inheritance of which monogamy and male supremacy were established; hence there is no incentive to make this male supremacy effective ... here quite other personal and social conditions decide’ (Engels 1972 [1942]:135). Furthermore, because women in proletarian families increasingly worked outside the home, Engels argued that ‘no basis for any kind of male supremacy is left in the proletarian household, except, perhaps, for something of the brutality toward women that had spread since the introduction of monogamy’ (Engels 1972 [1942]:135).

There then follows a discussion of the position of women within the family, and the marriage contract, which Engels compares to the labour contract. Both are supposedly entered into freely and are formally equal. However, as the labour contract conceals the unequal economic positions of the worker and the employer, so the marriage contract hides the real position of men and women. In this case Engels argues that, while in the old communistic households women’s labour in the home was as much a ‘socially necessary industry’ as the procuring of food carried out by men, in the patriarchal family ‘household management had lost its public character. It no longer concerned society. It became a private service; the wife became the head servant, excluded from all participation in social production ...(and)... the modern individual family is founded on the open or concealed domestic slavery of the wife’ (Engels 1972 [1942]:137). 

In ruling class families the husband was the equivalent of the bourgeois and the wife the proletariat. Only with the advent of large scale industry was there the possibility of participation in social production again, but only for the proletarian wife. However, under capitalism this position is contradictory, because if she remains in the home she cannot take part in public production and cannot earn but, if she does work, she neglects her family duties. Engels concludes this section by arguing that the supremacy of the husband over the wife, and the necessity to create real social equality between them will only become clear when both have complete equality of rights. ‘Then it will be plain that the first condition for the liberation of the wife is to bring the whole female sex back into public industry, and that this in turn demands that the characteristic of the monogamous family as the economic unit of society be abolished’ (Engels 1972 [1942]:138).

Engels concludes the chapter on the family with a brief look at the future. The socialist revolution will do away with issues of inheritance but will not abolish monogamy. Far from disappearing it will at last be possible for true monogamy, for men as well as women, to be achieved, and for prostitution to disappear. While the position of men will be different, for women this change will be dramatic. ‘With the transfer of the means of production into common ownership, the single family ceases to be the economic unit of society. Private housekeeping is transformed into a social industry. The care and education of the children becomes a public affair; society looks after all children alike, whether they are legitimate or not’ (Engels 1972 [1942]:139). 

The remainder of the chapter contains a discussion of  ‘individual sex love’, which he argues differs from simple sexual desire or Eros. Under capitalism the increasing recognition of freedom of contract was eventually extended to marriage. Thus, it became accepted that unless marriages were based on mutual love they were immoral. However, the ruling class remained dominated by economic considerations and it was only in the proletarian class that such marriages were the rule. Full freedom of marriage could therefore only be generally established with the abolition of capitalist property relations. Real equality for women will tend to make men more monogamous and only the bad features of monogamy will disappear, that is, the supremacy of men and the indissolubility of marriage. ‘The supremacy of the man in marriage is the simple consequence of his economic supremacy, and with the abolition of the latter will disappear of itself’. While sexual love is ‘by its nature exclusive’ it does not always last and in such a case it is a benefit for both the partners and society if they separate. ‘If only the marriage based on love is moral, then also only the marriage is moral in which love continues’ (Engels 1972 [1942]:145). However, Engels concludes that, exactly what relations under the new socialist society will look like cannot be predicted and will depend on a new generation of men and women who have never known the power and oppression of the old society. 

The rest of the book is concerned with the development of the clan and the rise of the state and it is only really in the concluding chapter that Engels returns to the issue of the emancipation of women. This final chapter basically summarises and repeats the arguments presented earlier. He traces the general economic conditions of change and points to a number of milestones in the division of labour in each stage. Under savagery and the lower stage of barbarism the division of labour is only between the sexes. At the middle stage of barbarism the first ‘great social division of labour’ takes place, with some pastoral people producing a surplus, regular exchange of cattle, the development of horticulture, the invention of the loom and the smelting of metals. The increase in production leads to the need for more labour power and hence to slavery. Thus, ‘From the first great social division of labour arose the first great cleavage of society into two classes: masters and slaves, exploiters and exploited’ (Engels 1972 [1942]:220).

This period also sees a revolution in the family. The new wealth passes into the hands of men, because they had always produced and owned the means of procuring the necessities of life. Women share in its enjoyment, but do not own it. The division of labour within the family remains the same but the division of labour outside it changes. Men gain supremacy in the household through the overthrow of mother right, the domestic labour of women no longer counts for anything, and the pairing marriage gradually gives way to monogamy. Here, Engels argues again that the emancipation of women is impossible so long as they are ‘shut out from social production’. 

‘The emancipation of woman will only be possible when woman can take part in production on a large, social scale, and domestic work no longer claims anything but an insignificant amount of her time. And only now has that become possible through modern large scale industry, which does not merely permit the employment of female labour over a wide range, but positively demands it, while it also tends toward ending private domestic labour by changing it more and more into a public industry’ (Engels 1972 [1942]:221).

At the upper stage of barbarism the second great division of labour takes place, when handicrafts are separated from agriculture, and production directly for exchange begins. The advent of civilisation extends and consolidates these divisions of labour and adds a third one, the creation of a class which is no longer concerned with production, but only with the exchange of the products - the merchants. Thus a society which is split into exploited and exploiters is created, a society riven by contradictions. The impossibility of reconciling these contradictions gives rise to the state as a supposedly independent force, which suppresses open conflict. ‘Civilisation is ... the stage of development in society at which the division of labour, the exchange between individuals arising from it, and the commodity production which combines them both come to their full growth and revolutionizes the whole of previous society’ (Engels 1972 [1942]:233).

Criticisms of Engels.

113 division of labour seen as ‘natural’ and unquestioned.

117 transition to monogamy is brought about primarily by women.. but not clear why? see p130 as well and Leacock's note.

full of moral assumptions of the period (Victorian morality)

119 why a sudden impulse to pass inheritance on to own (biological) children?

137 makes a distinction between bourgeois and proletarian families, although romanticises the proletarian family.. but solutions suddenly seem to apply to all women without respect of class .. and does not really deal with the proletarian family adequately.

plus assumption that family and domestic labour is still women’s work.

139/145 concentration on sex love.. shows the common assumptions of the period?? as the most imp element?? 

139 only place he talks of economic consequences of the abolition of the family.(+ 221 in the conclusion)

equality for women will tend to make men more monogamous.. why? again moral assumptions about women an sexuality.

throughout Engels shifts from arguments about private property to the division of labour. .. if about PP then different for bourgeois and proletarian women... but when discussing the proletarian family he returns to the sexual division of labour to explain it. basically two arguments sitting alongside each other.. pp doesn't explain the w/c family so needs to shift argument back to GDL... raises the question of the relation between the abolition of pp and the abolition of the family.

overall Engels is trying to explain the rise of the state and the discussion of the family is transitional.. and even more so the discussion of the gender division of labour... ideas on gender are only incidental and not worked out... what there is is very schematic.. so actually two different ideas.. 1 about property and the family and the activity of the state, 2 division of labour.

ambiguity runs all through.. pp/ family .. which is decisive? plus ambiguity between socialism and feminism.. eg abolition of pp .. who does it liberate? all women? bourg women? or prol women?

But although crit Engels from a contemporary perspective, also important to place in the context of the time.. especially with refs to a ‘natural division of labour’

Bebel.

The most popular and widely read book on the ‘Woman Question’, as it became known, was August Bebel’s book, ‘Woman and socialism’. Originally published in 1879 as ‘Woman in the Past, Present and Future’, by 1910 it had gone through 50 editions, and was regarded as the ‘bible’ of socialist theory on this issue in virtually every country in Europe. One reason for this is that it was seen to present in a popular form the ideas of Marx and Engels and also attempted to present a detailed and specific picture of the socialist future. Most of the discussion that follows, unless indicated otherwise, is taken from the thirty-third edition which is the classic text of Woman under Socialism.

In the Introduction Bebel raises the question of the position of women in society, asking ‘how she may unfold her powers and faculties in all directions, to the end that she becomes a complete and useful member of human society, enjoying equal rights with all’ (Bebel 1971 [1904]:1). On the one hand this question was only one aspect of the general social question, but, on the other deserved separate treatment because of the neglect the subject had recieved and because of the prevailing predjudices, which corresponded so little with the facts of women’s position. Even those liberal thinkers who recognised that there was a ‘woman question’, proposed solutions that did not go beyond the framework of the existing social order. So, for example, the entry of women into ‘all industrial occupations can have for its only effect that the competitive struggle of the working people become ever sharper ... neither the slavery, which modern marriage amounts to for numberless women, nor prostitution, nor the material dependence of the large majority of married women upon their marital lords, would thereby be removed ... nothing is thereby changed in the total condition of the sex’ (Bebel 1971 [1904]:3/4).

Bebel argues that the ‘mass of the female sex suffers in two respects: on the one side woman suffers from economic and social dependence upon man ... On the other side, woman suffers from the economic dependence that woman in general, the working woman in particular, finds herself in, along with the workingman’ (Bebel 1971 [1904]:4). All women have an interest in changing this state of things in so far as it can be changed within the existing order, but the majority of women also want a transformation of society in order to end both wage slavery and sex slavery ‘which is intimately connected with our property and industrial systems’ (Bebel 1971 [1904]:4). Bebel recognises that class antagonism between women exists but argues that, nevertheless, the ‘hostile sisters’ do have ‘points of contact on which they can, although marching separately, strike jointly’ (Bebel 1971 [1904]:5). Women of the working class however, also have a special interest in working together with male members of their class for the transformation of society, because the goal ‘is not merely the realization of equal rights ... within the present society ...(but)... the removal of all impediments that make man dependent upon man; and consequently one sex upon the other. Accordingly, this solution of the Woman Question coincides completely with the solution of the Social Question’ (Bebel 1971 [1904]:5).

Bebel divides the rest of Woman under Socialism into three main sections. The first, ‘Woman in the Past’, consists of a historical survey and analysis of the position of women. This is the section which had the most revisions made to it. In the first edition Bebel argued that ‘although the forms of (woman’s) oppression have varied, the oppression has always remained the same.’(Bebel, Woman in the Past:18). This section was substantially revised after the publication of Engels’ Origin, when Bebel attempted to incorporate Engels’ conclusions and present the ethnographic material in a more systematic way. Later editions thus argued that relations between the sexes had ‘materially changed in the previous course of human development, and that the changes have taken place in even step with the existing systems of production, on the one hand, and of the distribution of the product of labour on the other ...(and)... it is natural and goes without saying that, along with further changes and revolutions in the system of production and distribution, the relations between the sexes are bound to change again’  (Bebel 1971 [1904]:10). In his arguments in this section Bebel follows Engels fairly closely. For example, mother right implied communism and equality for all, but the rise of father right ‘implied the reign of private property and with it the oppression and enslavement of women’ (Bebel 1971 [1904]:30). The analysis in the rest of the book however, remained basically the same throughout the various editions.

The second part of the book is a long exposition on Woman in the Present, with a mass of statistical evidence. Bebel argues that women are oppressed as both a ‘social and a sex identity’ (Bebel 1971 [1904]:79). For him the sexual impulse is one of the strongest ‘natural’ impulses of human beings and the greatest force in human nature, requiring satisfaction just as much as mental activity. Abstinence is seen as particularly harmful for women, as shown by suicide rates and insanity among young (celibate) women. ‘Marriage is, accordingly, the true fountain of youth for the female sex’ (Bebel 1971 [1904]:85).  However, Bebel questions whether modern society has met the demands for a ‘natural life’, especially for women. Bebel’s conception of the ideal marriage is that of a free spiritual and sexual union founded on reciprocal love (Charvet 1982:79). Like Engels however, Bebel sees ‘monogamous marriage, which flows from the bourgeois system of production and property ...(as)... one of the most important cornerstones of bourgeois or capitalist society’, and again argues that it does not fulfill these natural wants (Bebel 1971 [1904]:85). On the contrary marriage founded on bourgeois relations ‘is more or less a marriage by compulsion, which leads numerous ills in its train ... that it is a social institution, beyond the reach of millions, and is by no means that marriage based upon love, which alone corresponds with the natural purpose’ (Bebel 1971 [1904]:85). Marriage should be based on mutual love, but in capitalist society it is looked on by women as a means of support and by men as a purely business relationship (Bebel 1971 [1904]:87). 

The reality in bourgeois society is that material existence, as well as mutual love and respect, must be satisfied and ‘the weight of cares, the hard struggle for existence - these are the first nails in the coffin of conjugal content and happiness’ (Bebel 1971 [1904]:87). Marriages and births are completely controlled by economic conditions and he gives the declining birth rates as an example of this (Bebel 1971 [1904]:88). Futhermore, women are seen as ‘unwelcome competitors’ by men, especially in the upper classes. Working class men on the other hand, recognise that while the development of capitalism forces women into competition with men, the prohibition of female labour is senseless. Instead they strive ‘to enlighten woman on her position in society, and to educate her into a fellow combatant in the struggle for the emancipation of the proletariat from capitalism’, even though it leads to the destruction of the family and the imposition of the double burden on women (Bebel 1971 [1904]:90).

For Bebel the monogamous marriage is, from the beginning an object of material speculation, and especially the ‘money marriages of the bourgeoisie; such marriages are often worse than prostitution (Bebel 1971 [1904]:97). The reality is that in bourgeois society marriage is based on property relations, on compulsion and is akin to prostitution, which itself has become a social institution. Furthermore the increasing difficulty of supporting a family means that many do not marry at all and the call for women’s activity to be limited to the home is senseless (Bebel 1971 [1904]:101).

Bebel was mainly describing bourgeois marriages and argues (more clearly than Engels) that proletarian marriages are different. Bourgeois marriage was loveless but proletarian marriage miserable. Bebel’s description of the proletarian family goes beyond both liberalism and Engels’ romanticism. The lower classes generally ‘wed out of inclination’. However, such marriages are damaged by poverty, exhaustion and sickness and especially by lack of work (Bebel 1971 [1904]:102f). In families where both husband and wife work family duties and children especially are neglected. Poverty and insecurity ruin relations between men and women in the working class, and working women have the double burden of paid employment and domestic work. 

For women of all classes marriage is seen as a source of support, while men look to it for wealth. In every class marriage and birth are controlled by economic conditions and leads to various ills. On the other hand, sexual repression results in mental illness and suicide, while sex without love is immoral and damaging. Bebel provides a graphic description of a specifically sexual form of oppression, through a picture of seductions, abortions, and restricted sex, which leads to neurosis and prostitution. However, it is bourgeois women who suffer the most from specifically sexual forms of oppression, through the strictures of their dress, poor education, and dependence on husbands which leads to competition between women (Coole 1993:162/3).

In general women are seen as intellectually inferior to men, but this is because ‘woman is that which man, as her master, has made her’ (Bebel 1971 [1904]:114). More favourable relations can be found in proletarian marriages because both husband and wife realise that they are ‘tugging at the same rope’ and that only the radical transformation of society can alleviate their condition (Bebel 1971 [1904]:115). For working class women ‘despite want and misery, their married life is idealised’.  For women of the upper classes however, their intellectual development was neglected and purposefully underdeveloped and this combined with ‘inherited female characteristics’ means that they have a ‘taste for mere superficialities’, for gossip and an emphasis on dress, trifles and the desire to please (Bebel 1971 [1904]:117). Such qualities ‘are born under the pressure of social conditions and are further developed by heredity, example and education. A being irrationally brought up can not bring up others rationally’ (Bebel 1971 [1904]:118). Women’s character is formed by training for a domestic life. That is they are ‘irrational’ because of their training and education. 

For men, women are first of all an object of enjoyment which flatters their role as masters, and women ‘should expect as little help from the men as workingmen do from the capitalist class’ (Bebel 1971 [1904]:121). While upper class men look down on working class men, men as a whole look down on women. Thus women are both economically and socially dependent and their only recourse is to marriage as a means of support. Women’s supposed natural calling as wives, mothers and sexual providers results in discrimination against them as workers but as Bebel clearly shows, the widespread employment of women makes a nonsense of such prejudices. Bebel also emphasises women’s supposedly innate qualities. Woman is ‘by nature more impulsive than man; she reflects less than he; she has more abnegation, is naiver, and hence is governed by stronger passions, as revealed by the truly heroic self-sacrifice with which she protects her child’ (Bebel 1971 [1904]:121). On the other hand the necessity of marriage as a means of support encourages such behaviour. Thus Bebel avoids blaming women’s position solely on men and attempts to give a materialist explanation. For example there is an emphasis on dress because women need to lure a husband, because they need material support from men. Under socialism this need will disappear. 

In contemporary society these ‘natural’ aspects of women’s behaviour are emphasised over others but in a society where all dependence of one sex upon another has disappeared such ‘vices’ will disappear along with others which are considered ‘uneradicable, as supposedly inherent in man’ (Bebel 1971 [1904]:126). Bebel concludes this section by reiterating his main point that ‘modern marriage is an institution that is closely connected with the existing social condition, and stands or falls with it. But this marriage is in the course of dissolution and decay, exactly as capitalist society itself’. This is demonstrated by the falling birth and marriage rates, rising abortion rates and, in particular, rising divorce rates, brought mainly by women, despite the fact that it is they who suffer the most, both socially and economically because of double moral standards. The system of divorce meant that while the blame most often lay with men, the punishment was meted out to women. Bebel condemned the double standards of morality and predicted a very different situation in the socialist future. The point however was that, because it was based on property, there was no possibility of changing the material conditions of marriage within capitalist society (Charvet:1982). The only way that the marriage ideal could be realised was through the establishment of a new social order. ‘Seeing that all these unnatural conditions, harmful to women in particular, are grounded in the nature of capitalist society, and grow worse as this social system continues, the same proves itself unable to end the evil and emancipate woman. Another social order is, accordingly, requisite thereto’ (Bebel 1971 [1904]:145).

The other side of marriage is, as for Engels, prostitution. Men look on prostitution as a privilege and it thus ‘becomes a social institution in the capitalist world’ (Bebel 1971 [1904]:146). Prostitution is accompanied by venereal diseases and illegitimacy, but both state and church protect men rather than women thus making men appear to be weaker than women (Bebel 1971 [1904]:150), ignoring the fact that most women are driven to prostitution because of economic necessity. Some recognise that woman is the chief sufferer under the scheme of things and seek economic independence for women and especially admission to the ‘liberal professions’ but, Bebel argues, this is not enough.

Increasing numbers of women were working, especially in the textile industry, because capitalism had long since recognised that women were ‘an excellent subject for exploitation ... more docile and submissive ... in comparison with man’ (Bebel 1971 [1904]:104). Thus the working conditions of women are in general worse in industries where they predominate, and their pay is generally lower. That the endeavour for economic independence for women has gained some legitimacy is due mainly to the ‘class interests of the bourgeoisie itself’, as they require free access to male and female labour for the development of production and female labour in particular is in ever greater demand (Bebel 1971 [1904]:167). Bebel also tries to explain why women workers are worse off than male workers. Women are paid less because their material demands are less and their labour has less value. That is, greater surplus value can be extracted from them and this makes them attractive to employers because they can pay lower wages. Furthermore, women need to sell themselves more cheaply to compete with men because of their periodic stoppages from work, because of their sexual functions. Finally, married women are seen to be more submissive because of their concern for their children and they are regarded as ‘more “attentive and docile”,’ endowed with greater patience and dexterity than unmarried women (Bebel 1971 [1904]:167/8). However, while there are increasing opportunities for women to work, this is without any improvement in her material conditions. Women work the longest hours for the lowest pay (Bebel 1971 [1904]:168). 

Bebel provides further statistical evidence of women’s position and again argues that women are increasingly ‘torn from family life by modern developments’ and marriage and family in the bourgeois sense are undermined and dissolved, so again it is absurd to direct women to a domestic life (Bebel 1971 [1904]:176). The type of work that women do means that it is ridiculous to see women as frail beings. Women work in a wide range of occupations, often in dangerous conditions (especially for pregnant or nursing mothers) although Bebel also points out that by working in such conditions ‘all that is womanly is thereby rubbed off from women, her womanliness is trodden under foot’ (Bebel 1971 [1904]:180).

However, despite the fact that the increasing employment of women leads to the dissolution of the working class family, with all its attendant ills, these are nevertheless progressive social developments, ‘promoting the development of capitalism on a large scale, but thereby also giving the death blow to the middle class and preparing its downfall’ (Bebel 1971 [1904]:180). That the wealth generated from productive activity accrues to only a few leads to hostility from the working class, and a similar hostile feeling exists between men and women as workers. ‘The point, consequently, is to seek to establish a social condition in which the full equality of all without distinction of sex shall be the norm of conduct’ (Bebel 1971 [1904]:181). There are two solutions therefore. The first is through protective legislation to curb the worst abuses of women’s labour.  Women should be banned from dangerous occupations and should fight for equal rights, women’s suffrage, and participation in the professions for example. However, for Bebel, while legal and political rights were necessary they were not enough and were essentially a mere palliative, and the ultimate solution lay in the socialist revolution. Women’s real liberation from men could only be achieved through the abolition of private property, and the liberation of both men and women from the monogamous family. Such a situation is possible once;

‘all the means of production become the property of society ... when the obligation lies upon all, capable of work, to furnish a certain measure of labour to society, necessary for the satisfaction of social wants, in exchange whereof society guarantees to each and all the means requisite for the development of his faculties and for the enjoyment of life. Woman shall be like man, a productive and useful member of society, equal-righted with him. Precisely like man, she shall be placed in position to fully develop all her physical and mental faculties, to fulfil her duties, and to exercise her rights. A free being and the peer of man, she is safe against degradation’ (Bebel 1971 [1904]:182).

Thus Bebel argues that the idea of women’s ‘natural calling’ is ‘twaddle’ and so too the claim that her mental powers are inferior. It is clear that the marriage and family form are not eternal and like all other social and political institutions are subject to constant change (Bebel 1971 [1904]:183). A revolution in family life had already taken place with many tasks being done outside the home that were previously done within it, such as, for example, making bread and spinning, and such changes had already altered the position of women within the family. Women were much freer and more independent than previously. For example in the USA private kitchens were being supplanted by co-operative cooking and centralised kitchens for baking bread etc... and it was ‘but a step to set up ... the central laundry’. However, at that time only the well-to-do could afford them. Nevertheless, a great revolution in technology was underway and a new social order would only have to generalise these advances on a large scale (Bebel 1971 [1904]:186). So the trend was’ not to banish women back to the house and the hearth ...(but)... on the contrary, the whole trend of society ...(was)... to lead women out of the narrow sphere of strictly domestic life to a full participation in the public life of the people’ (Bebel 1971 [1904]:187). The dark sides of this phenomenon lay in the social conditions of capitalism and were not necessarily connected with it per se.

Therefore, the general conditions under which men lived were of even greater importance than family conditions for equality and ‘if the social state of society is a healthy one, then woman also will rise to a point of perfection in her being, such as we can have no full conception of, such conditions having hitherto been absent in the history of the development of the race’ (Bebel 1971 [1904]:191). Under capitalism women suffer as both a ‘social and a sex entity’ but in socialist society she would be a free being and free of men. The aim was to establish a condition of full equality for all and this would only be possible with the socialisation of the means of production, where each works for the good of society and in return is guaranteed the fulfilment of their needs. Women as well as men will become full and useful members of society. Thus women have the same rights as men and the only differences which would remain are those that are ‘natural’. Women have the same rights as men to develop their faculties and the ‘progress of humanity lies in removing everything that holds one being, one class, one sex, in dependence and in subjection to another. No inequality is justified other than that which nature itself establishes ... the natural boundaries no sex can overstep: it would thereby destroy its own natural purpose’ (Bebel 1971 [1904]:192).

Defective social conditions cause defective individual development and man must therefore constantly strive to change and improve those social conditions for all (Bebel 1971 [1904]:201). For Bebel women’s role in this must be an active one. Thus women were already struggling on the intellectual field and did not intend ‘to wait until it please man to develop her brain functions and clear the way for her’ (Bebel 1971 [1904]:204). Furthermore, ‘What is right for the working class can not be wrong for women ... woman has not the right only, she has the duty to defend herself, and to seize every means she may deem fit to conquer a more independent position for herself’ (Bebel 1971 [1904]:220). The first step in women’s emancipation had to be the removal of all restraints that prevented her from competing with man in all fields of industry and furthermore allowed her political rights (Bebel 1971 [1904]:229). Many argued that giving women the suffrage was dangerous because women yielded ‘easily to religious prejudice and are conservative’ but women had as much right to represent and be represented in government (Bebel 1971 [1904]:230).  Thus ‘a woman who gives birth to children renders, at least, the same service to the commonwealth as the man who defends his country and his hearth with his life against a foe in conquests’ (Bebel 1971 [1904]:231).

The superficial objections raised against women’s participation would be done away with if the relations between the sexes were ‘natural’. The violence done to nature starts initially at school, firstly with the separation of the sexes and the lack of instruction ‘in matters that concern the human being as a sexual entity’ (Bebel 1971 [1904]:232). Bebel concludes by arguing that no matter where you start from the conclusion is always the same; ‘a radical transformation in the position of the sexes is inevitable,’ and the working class are women’s natural allies in this because it is the class state ‘which also upholds the present domination of one sex by the other’ (Bebel 1971 [1904]:233).

Competition between men and women takes place within a general process of the increasing exploitation of all. The growth in proletarianisation also draws middle class women into the labour market because of capitals need for labour, so they also share working class women’s primary aim, which is the overthrow of capitalism’ (Coole 1993:162/3). Bebel urges women to participate in the socialist movement and also urges men to lose their prejudices because women need men to show them that the real nature of their oppression lies in the class state and thus that the bourgeois feminist movement does not go far enough. Only once society has control of the means of production will there be equality for all.

The next few chapters contain little that is directly related to women but what there is points to their role in future society. As with Marx and Engels, Bebel has relatively little to say about how exactly future society should function. He does however outline the general principles and his comments are often more concrete. The main features are the duty to work and a centralised administration. In theory the duty to work applies equally to women. So, when the means of production have been socialised the duty to work of all those able to do so, without distinction by sex, becomes the ‘organic law of socialised society’ (Bebel 1971 [1904]:275). Bebel soon makes it clear however, that women should perform tasks suited to their abilities and it is also clear that these differ from men's. Women are naturally suited to mothering and raising children. Thus, women will only labour ‘in so far as they are not engaged in the education of children, the preparation of food etc..’ (Bebel 1971 [1904]:282).

In the first edition of the book Bebel argued that the need to protect women during childbirth gave men their power and supremacy over women and thus posited a natural physical origin for sexual inequalities. Women were seen as naturally impulsive and emotional and physically unsuited to heavy manual labour which destroyed their femininity. So although all occupations would be open to women in future society Bebel leaves the impression that most women would opt for their traditional role of mothering in which they would have the full support of the state and society. 

Bebel argues that one of the first tasks of  the new system is the education of children who represent society’s future and for this reason the first object of its attention must be the mother - the person who gives birth to this new being. So comfortable homes, good surroundings and careful nursing are required. That is, it is clear that women still retain primary responsibility for child care and education regardless of what other roles they play in society (Bebel 1971 [1904]:324). Furthermore, Bebel also states that lighter work will enable parents to spend more time with children, implying that some version of the biological family will persist. ‘The power of natural instincts will restore the equilibrium’ of the family (Bebel 1971 [1904]:347). 

The essential requirement for women was the liberation from domestic work. In his arguments on this point Bebel provides much more detail than Engels did, but the central point is the same; that domestic work must become public work. Amenities that are currently only available to the privileged should be extended, domestic labour would be socialised and education and health care provided with large centralised kitchens and buildings. ‘Social life in future will be ever more public (and) domestic life will be confined to what is absolutely necessary while the widest field will be opened to the gratification of the social instincts’ with all manner of public spaces for living and recreation (Bebel 1971 [1904]:332). So, for example in the future the preparation of food will also be in a social establishment, doing away with the small private kitchen which is, ‘just like the workshop of  the small master mechanic, a transition stage, an arrangement by which time, power and material are senselessly squandered and wasted’ (Bebel 1971 [1904]:338). Thus the key to women’s independence lay in technology, and cheap, abundant power. It was the drudgery of domestic labour not domestic labour per se that oppressed women and with the end of capitalism this would disappear. The bourgeoisie had released the necessary productive forces, all that remained was to make them ‘common property’.

Overall the woman of the future will be an ‘equal worker in a public realm, socially and economically independent ...(and)... no longer subject to even a vestige of dominion and exploitation; she is free, the peer of man, mistress of her lot ... in the choice of love, she is, like man, free and unhampered’. Sexual relations will be private; ‘The satisfaction of the sexual instinct is as much a private concern as the satisfaction of any other natural instinct’ (Bebel 1971 [1904]:343). Marriage would thus be based on free choice, and the darker aspects of capitalist society, such as sexual repression, prostitution, poor family life, and dangerous working conditions would disappear. ‘Above all the individual has an abundance of free choice and develops himself or herself to the fullest possible in all possible areas: work, leisure, sexuality, and love’ (Vogel 1983:100).  

Motherhood would be recognised as a public service and the implication is that most women would choose this despite the new options. As a mother she would be supported by public services and would choose freely in love. Such freedom in the choice of love was impossible in bourgeois society but with the abolition of private property ‘woman is, accordingly, free, and her children, where she has any, do not impair her freedom ... nurses, teachers, female friends, the rising female generations - all these are ready at hand to help the mother when she needs help’ (Bebel 1971 [1904]:347).

Thus the socialist solution liberates women from the private functions of a wife and mother and into a public worker in a socialised economy. Bebel clearly does not envisage an identity of roles however. The reproductive realm will still be women’s work, if only collectively and some sort of ‘natural’ sexual division of labour will survive. Women will not be freed from domestic labour but it will be re-evaluated and lightened (Bebel 1971 [1904]:282, Coole:164/5). Under socialism women resume their ‘active role’ but it remains sex specific. The traditional functions of women become public as far as possible and only then will it be possible to realise the bourgeois ideal of individual sex love. Bebel thus makes a distinction between marriage and the family. It is not the marriage tie itself that holds women subject but the monogamous family, based on private property and it is this that must be abolished not the marriage tie based on love between a man and a women. 

In his conclusion Bebel reiterates the need for radical change as the only solution to the ‘Woman Question’; ‘The complete emancipation of women, and her equality with man is the final goal of our social development, whose realization no power on earth can prevent;- and this realization is possible only by a social change that shall abolish the rule of man over man- hence also of capitalists over workingmen.’ Only then will the human race reach its highest development. ‘The “Golden Age” that man has been dreaming of for thousands of years ... will come at last. Class rule will have reached its end for all time, and, along with it, the rule of man over woman’ (Bebel 1971 [1904]:349). Finally, Bebel exhorts women, proletarian women in particular, not to remain behind in the struggle to achieve this state. ‘It is for her to prove that she has comprehended her true place in the Movement and in the struggles of the present for a better future; and that she is resolved to join’ (Bebel 1971 [1904]:378). Women must prove that they understood their place in the movement by joining it, but it is nevertheless up to men to help her understand.

Criticisms of Bebel

The main strengths of the book lie in its powerful indictment of capitalist society and its contrasting images of the socialist future. Some authors also argue however, that Bebel goes further in his arguments than Engels’ (eg Meyer 1978). However, while Bebel provides a wealth of empirical data that had rarely been seen on such a scale before (most previous theorists had simply deduced women’s status from the logic of their system), his analysis is in some respects weaker than that of Engels and is often highly repetitive. Throughout the book Bebel on the one hand challenges assumptions about the existence of an ‘eternally fixed’ sexual division of labour, which Vogel (1983:101) rightly points out is one of his most important contributions to the socialist movement. For Bebel the only thing that is natural is the sex instinct itself. On the other hand however, he himself constantly reverts back to such a naturalistic view of women and clearly does not envisage an identity of roles. Like Engels he also assumes that relationships, despite being free and equal will remain monogamous and heterosexual and as Coole points out the ‘idea of male involvement in domesticity seems simply to have been too monstrous to contemplate’ (Coole 1993:185).

Meyer (1978:96) argues that one of the reasons Marx and Engels did not write further about the woman question, was that they believed the issue had been dealt with satisfactorily by Bebel. However, Evans (1977) argues that the first edition was written before Bebel had even read the basic works of Marx and Engels. Subsequent editions were revised, especially to incorporate Engels conclusions in the Origin, but the main influence, and Bebel’s vision of the future, remained that of Fourier. As Evans (1977:158) points out the book is largely a ‘moral denunciation of the evils of the capitalist system’ and only elements of Marxism are incorporated in the later editions. Furthermore, Charvet (1982) argues that Bebel actually has an inadequate grasp of Marxist thought. Vogel also argues that Bebel’s book ‘suffers from a seriously impoverished theoretical apparatus, as well as various political defects ...(it)... actually consists of an eclectic mix of two major trends within the socialist tradition ... on the one hand ... a utopian socialist outlook reminiscent of Fourier ... on the other ... a mechanical and incipiently reformist interpretation of Marxism’. Thus Bebel’s ‘discussion of women’s oppression and liberation follows an erratic and sometimes contradictory course’ and lacks an adequate theoretical foundation (Vogel 1983:101).

As Evans (1977) argues Bebel was only a Marxist in the limited sense of the word, believed in a parliamentary road and rejected the idea of violent revolution. Thus in many respects Bebel was sympathetic to the demands of bourgeois feminism and especially to the fight for suffrage. Furthermore, as most commentators point out (e.g. Coole 1993, Evans 1977) he at times sounds like a natural rights theorist, and conceptualises the issue in terms of the free development of women as individuals. Thus ‘the idea that individuals have rights of self-development in virtue of their humanity sets up individuals in the first place as the ground of moral worth’ (Charvet 1982). Marx had avoided the problems associated with this view by rejecting the language of individualism in the first place. For Marx the basis of social development was class struggle within a specific mode of production, and ‘individual oppression has its root, therefore, in a particular set of exploitative social relations that operate at the level of classes. Bebel ... replaces Marx’s conception of  class exploitation with the vague and far less confrontational notion of dependence, particularly the dependence of the individual on others’ (Vogel 1983:102)

Bebel does attempt to provide a materialist explanation for women’s oppression, and not simply to blame men, ‘by emphasising the economic factors that underlie social and legal inequality and in focussing on the proletarian family to demonstrate that women’s emancipation is incompatible with capitalism ... and goes beyond Engels in offering a detailed historical account of the vicissitudes of female oppression, rather than relying on the very general explanation deduced from the requirements of private property’ (Coole 1993:161). Nevertheless, his focus on the individual, and the concept of dependence seriously undermines the strategic perspective of his work. 

As Vogel (1983:103) again points out, Bebel puts forward ‘a variety of implicitly contradictory strategic approaches’. He often argues that the complete resolution of the issue will have to wait until the revolutionary future, when it will be solved along with all other problems. On the other hand, it is crucial to work towards practical measures right away, and Bebel discusses a number of reformist measures that could eliminate the worst inequalities, and also discusses the need to change attitudes towards women, especially in the labour market. Overall though the woman question still tends to be subsumed into the working class struggle against capitalism as a whole.

Bebel conceptualised the woman question ‘as an issue pertaining to women’s situation as an individual, on the one hand, and to social conditions in general, on the other, but he was unable to construct a reliable bridge between the two levels of analysis’ and he ultimately fails to come to terms with the sexual division of labour (Vogel 1983:103). The idea that the collective ownership of massive production forces would automatically engender new social relations meant that very little attention was paid to the actual transformation of those relations and attitudes. Coole argues that Bebel reduces the ideological aspects of women’s oppression to ‘distortions imposed by a capitalist economy which will be automatically eliminated with it ...(and)... allows no room to consider that patriarchy might have its own history and interests or that women’s continued association with domesticity might prove an enduring factor in their future subordination’ (Coole 1993:165). In the end Bebel fails to provide a convincing synthesis between Marxism and feminism.

The ‘Woman Question’ in Russia.

Lenin wrote little on the woman question but, in theory, was aware of the importance of women’s support for the success of the revolution. 

‘It is impossible to draw the masses into politics without also drawing in the women; for under capitalism, the female half of the human race suffers under a double yoke. The working woman and peasant woman are oppressed by capital; but in addition to that, even in the most democratic of bourgeois republics, they are, firstly, in an inferior position because the law denies them equality with men, and secondly, and this is most important, they are “in domestic slavery”, they are “domestic slaves”, crushed by the most petty, most menial, most arduous, and most stultifying work of the kitchen, and by isolated domestic, family economy in general’ (‘The Woman Question’ 1977 [1918]:46).

As far as Lenin was concerned there was thus a two fold task regarding women. The first and the easiest, was the full legal equality of women. In line with Engels and Bebel he argued that even this was impossible to achieve under capitalism because of its basis on private property. In the communist state, however, this was achieved almost immediately, when the ‘Soviet government ... during the very first months of its existence, brought about a complete revolution in the laws affecting women’ (‘The Woman Question’ 1977 [1919]:46). In particular Lenin refers to the divorce laws and those affecting the maintenance and responsibility for children.

However, under communism this was a prerequisite for women’s equality but not sufficient. Lenin then goes on to argue for the classic Marxist requirement of women’s liberation. That is, the entry of women into production. ‘As long as women are engaged in housework their position is still a restricted one. In order to achieve the complete emancipation of women and to make them really equal with men, we must have a social economy, and the participation of women in general productive labour. Then women will occupy the same position as men’ (‘The Woman Question’ 1977 [1919]:45/6). For Lenin this does not mean identical conditions of labour, but rather that women should not be in a position of economic dependence on men and that they should be liberated from domestic ‘drudgery’, because this labour ‘contains nothing that would in the slightest degree facilitate the development of women’ (‘The Woman Question’ 1977 [1919]:52).

However, Lenin argues that ‘the emancipation of women workers must be brought about by the women workers themselves’ and it is clear that he sees this issue as solely a women’s problem and thus as secondary. For Lenin it is ‘precisely the women primarily who must undertake the work of building all these institutions’ (‘The Woman Question’ 1977 [1919]:52). Thus while Lenin recognises the need for work amongst women to rescue them from their ‘backwardness’ he says little on the issue that takes him beyond Engels or Bebel. He recognises that ‘it is a far cry from equality in law to equality in life’, but fails to question just how this equality in life is to be achieved. Elsewhere, in discussion with Clara Zetkin, he does raise the issue of male attitudes and argues that ‘’so few men - even among the proletariat - realize how much effort and trouble they could save women, even quite do away with, if they were to lend a hand in ‘woman’s work’. But no, that is contrary to the  “right and dignity of a man” ... the old master right of the man still lives in secret. His slave takes her revenge, also secretly ...(and we)... must root out the old “master” idea to its last and smallest root’ (‘The Woman Question’ 1977 [1920]:93).  However, when Inessa Armand was writing an article on the issue of women’s liberation, he recognised only material problems for women and his reaction to her attempt to raise the issue of emotions and sexuality was unequivocal. ‘The question is one of objective class relations and not a question of your subjective desires’ (‘The Woman Question’ 1977 [1915]:52).

The one person in Russia who attempted to address the issue of ‘subjective desire’ and emotions was Alexandra Kollontai. Kollontai joined the social democratic party in 1898, and the Bolshevik party in 1915. Farnsworth argues that it was the ‘Woman Question’ that brought her to Marxism, chiefly because ‘she believed socialism the surest means to achieve women’s liberation’ (Farnsworth 1976:293). Rowbotham, however, argues that ‘her feminism was completely inseparable from her communism. The impetus towards both came closely together’ (Rowbotham 1970:27). Kollontai wanted ‘to fight against injustice, especially social injustice, and against brutality from those who had power in their hands. Later I thought my mission was to struggle against unfairness in the sexual question’ (Kollontai, quoted in Rowbotham 1970:27). Kollontai was a member of the Central Commitee in 1917 and subsequently became the Commisar of Public Welfare from October 1917 until March 1918, and then director of the Zhenotdel, from 1920 to 1921. Kollontai was the most outspoken proponent of women’s liberation in the Bolshevik Party and her ideas were clearly important. In particular her attempts to incorporate an analysis of the superstructure, in her emphasis on emotions, and the stress on the need for organisation of women took her beyond the earlier Marxist analysis of the Woman Question. As Coole argues ‘her writings are highly significant in opening up the whole complex question of personal relations and feelings under socialism’ (Coole 1993:171). For Kollontai the woman question was central to the class struggle because it raised questions about the values and attitudes that would underlie the new society.

Alexandra Kollontai and the Woman Question.

Kollontai’s work covers a number of themes, however. The basic themes in her work are firstly, the abolition of private property, secondly, the entry of women into production, and thirdly, a new proletarian sexual morality. It is in this third aspect of her work that Kollontai goes beyond Marx and Engels, when she attempts to develop a dialectical framework which recognised the interrelationship between the base and the superstructure. Kollontai follows Marxist orthodoxy in arguing that the liberation of women would come from their entry into social production. However, she also recognises the problem that this poses from the point of view of the states needs, both for a large labour force but also for a new generation of workers. Thus, she also lays a greater stress on the need to reconcile women’s roles as producers and reproducers as well as women’s own aspirations for independence. In this Kollontai makes an important step in separating domestic labour from mothering and mothering from sexual relations. 

Some commentators (for example Coole 1993) divide Kollontai’s work into two periods. They argue that in the first period, from 1908 until 1917, Kollontai is more concerned with attempt to integrate problems of sexuality into a Marxist framework. In the second period she is more concerned with practical problems and in particular with the problem of the relationship between the family and the state. It is in this second period that the collectivist elements in her work become more pronounced. However, her stress on the needs of the state are constant throughout her work and it can be misleading to divide her work in this way. Her objectives remain the same throughout and it is therefore, better to examine her work thematically. 

The Woman Question and Socialism.

In the Social Basis of the Woman Question(1909), Kollontai clearly argues that the struggle for women’s liberation is an integral part of the struggle for socialism. In this she follows Bebel and Engels in ‘rejecting the existence of a special woman question separate from the general social question of our day’ (Kollontai 1977:58). This theme is a constant one throughout her work. In Towards a History of the Working Women’s Movement in Russia (1920) for example, Kollontai argues that the ‘world of women is divided, just as is the world of men, into two camps: one is ... close to the bourgeoisie, the other to the proletariat, whose aspirations for freedom incorporate the complete solution of the woman question. Thus the two groups, even though they share the general slogan “woman’s liberation” have different aims, different interests and different methods of struggle. Each of the groups instinctively represents the interests of its class’ (Kollontai 1977 [1909, 1920]:51, 59). For bourgeois feminists the main enemy was men, but for proletarian women men were rather their ‘comrades who share the same joyless existence...the same social conditions oppress both the women and their male comrades’ (Kollontai 1977 [1909, 1920]:51/2, 60). Thus the ‘emancipation of the proletarian woman cannot be the business of women of all classes. This task can only be accomplished by the common effort of the entire proletariat without distinction of sex’, and there could be no single united women’s movement (Kollontai [1909] quoted in Stites 1978:424). 

While Kollontai recognises that women suffer a double burden and that they are often seen as the enemy by working class men, nevertheless she argues that the ‘working class, though, understands the situation ...(and)... knows who is guilty’ (Kollontai 1977 [1909, 1920]:52, 60). On the other hand she also saw that neither the labour movement nor the social democrats really recognised women’s specific oppression or the need for agitation directed at women. Kollontai points out that initial attempts to organise working women were met with indifference or hostility by many members of the party and it was thus necessary to fight within the party for recognition of these issues and against male prejudice, as well as against the threat of bourgeois feminism. Given that women would ‘only become free and equal in a world where labour has been socialised and where communism has been victorious’, Kollontai argued that it was essential that women should work within the social democratic parties because, given their class position, the bourgeois feminists could not fight for the fundamental transformation of society that was required (Kollontai 1977 [1909]:52). Once women had made a place for themselves within the party they would be able ‘to improve the party’s performance’ (Holt 1977:35). Holt argues that the Social Basis of the Woman Question should be seen as an ‘extension of the struggle against revisionism’ which aims to show, despite the feminists claims to the  contrary, that ‘the divisions and alignments of class society are as applicable to the world of women as to the world of men’ (Holt 1977:36). Co-operation with the feminists may be possible and even useful in certain circumstances, but it could only be co-operation on tactics not on principles, because the feminists did not challenge capitalist production under which women’s oppression was inevitable. ‘The working woman is first and foremost a member of the working class’ and only by following the ‘thorny path of labour’ will she achieve her ‘true liberation in a new world of labour’. Along the way women will learn to discard ‘the slave mentality that has clung to her; step by step she transforms herself into an independent worker, an independent personality, free in love’ (Kollontai 1977 [1909]:63).

Thus in Women Workers Struggle for their Rights (1918) Kollontai argues that although there had been a rapid growth in female labour, nevertheless the family seemed unshakeable and the ‘party had to fight against its way of life and traditions every time it wanted to bring the woman worker into the class struggle’ (Kollontai 1971a [1918]:10). Women particularly felt the inequality in their pay and their lack of voting rights, and this led to a ‘psychological division between men and women workers’ (Kollontai 1971a [1918]:11). This in turn led to the growth of separate feminist organisations, before the revolution, but as the socialist party became more active these special organisations for working women died out. However, only a total change in the existence of life could unleash the potential force of women for the class struggle. The war made this a practical issue not just a theoretical one, especially on the issues of maternity and the care of children. Even the capitalist states were forced to make the care of children the responsibility of the state. However, in this article Kollontai is rather over-optimistic, on the one hand, in arguing that: ‘The work of destroying the social slavery of women as it was then, was carried through by the great workers’ revolution. Women workers and peasants participated in the great liberating struggle on an equal footing with men. The former specialisations of the female sex collapsed as the social structure rocked on its twin pillars, private property and class government’ (Kollontai 1971a [1918]:11/12).

On the other hand, at the same time she states that ‘the legacy of the capitalist order has still not been eradicated ... the traditions which hold captive the mind of woman, the servitude of housework - all these have still not died away’. This  prevented women from taking an active role in the class struggle and the ‘political backwardness of women, and the bondage of the woman worker to her family’ still remained. Therefore, it was clear to Kollontai that specialised work amongst proletarian women was a vital task and the setting up of separate bureaux within the party was essential. The party did not allow separate women’s organisations but it had ‘never denied the efficacy of a division of labour within the party’ and the setting up of women’s bureaux promised ‘to increase the number of its members or deepen its influence among the masses’ (Kollontai 1971a [1918]:13).

Although the working women’s movement needed to be an inseparable part of the general worker’s movement, it did have certain features of its own ‘due to the particular conditions of the existence of the woman worker’. The socialists recognised that the ‘woman’s responsibilities to the collective, society, will always be somewhat different to men’s. The woman is not only an independent worker and citizen - at the same time she is a mother, a bearer of the future’ (Kollontai 1971a [1918]:16, emphasis in original). Under capitalism the woman was ‘always allotted second place’ whether in politics, the family, in relations between the sexes, or in the work situation. Therefore it was natural ‘that even the psychology of a woman, under the influence of century long slavery, is different from that of a working class man ... for a woman worker to reach the maturity of views of an average male worker - that means a complete break with the tradition, the concepts, the morals, the customs, which have become part of her since the cradle’. These traditions were ‘almost insuperable obstacles in the path of the class consciousness of the woman worker’. Thus, one could only ‘arouse woman’s “sleeping brain” by means of a special approach (Kollontai 1971a [1918]:16/17). This involved agitational work, education, and recruitment and such an approach would also allow women to put forward their specific interests, in motherhood and childcare for example.

Origins of women’s oppression.

Thus, Kollontai follows Engels and Bebel in arguing that the struggle for political rights, for education and for equal pay for equal work ‘is not the full sum of the fight for equality’. To become really free woman has to throw off the heavy chains of the current forms of the family, which are outmoded and oppressive. For women the solution of the family question is no less important than the achievement of political and economic equality because ‘woman is oppressed not only as a person but as a wife and mother ...(and)... the modern family structure ... oppresses women of all classes’ (Kollontai 1977 [1909]:64/65). Kollontai takes up the issue of the family in particular in her article Communism and the Family (published in 1920). Here she argues that women need to look to the state for support rather than, as in the past, to men. ‘Everything is subject to change and there are no customs, nor political organisations, nor morals, which remain fixed and inviolable’, and she thus argues that the family has frequently changed in form (Kollontai 1971 [1920]:6). She then proceeds to give a history of the family that closely follows Engels, from the genetic family with a woman at the head, through to the patriarchal family.

However in The Labour of Women in the Evolution of the Economy (lectures 1921, published 1923) Kollontai presents a slightly different argument. Kollontai’s basic premise is that ‘women’s place and status in society are determined above all by their role in the production process’ (Heinen 1978:47). Thus, in the past ‘it was their role as the principal producers, and not the fact that they were mothers, which entailed the dominant place of women in certain agricultural tribes’ whereas it was their role as keepers of livestock which placed them in a secondary and inferior position in most nomadic tribes (Kollontai [1923], quoted in Heinen 1978:47). Heinen argues that Kollontai takes issue with the ‘one-sided theory of matriarchy advanced by Engels’ and attempts to show how the oppression of women takes place in primitive societies. For Kollontai these origins are not simply ‘bound up with the emergence of the family and private property’ and it is a mistake to ‘attribute the final loss of women’s rights to the forms of marriage: it is not the marriage form, but above all women’s economic role that brought them to a position of dependence’ (Kollontai [1923], quoted in Heinen 1978:47). The appearance of private property ‘did involve the reduction of women to a state of dependence, but only where they had already lost their role in production as a result of the division of labour ...(and)... that had already begun to happen under primitive communism’ (Kollontai [1923], quoted in Heinen 1978:48). Therefore, the ‘enslavement of women is connected with the moment of the division of labour according to sex, when productive labour falls to the lot of man and secondary labour to the lot of women’ (Kollontai [1923], quoted in Holt 1977:211). In these passages Kollontai is clear that the sexual division of labour always, at least potentially if not actually, meant that women were discriminated against. However, the end of this sexual division of labour is simply assumed and she does not discuss how it is to be brought about or its implications for relations among the sexes.

Heinen argues that, because Kollontai is trying to show that women’s position is related, above all else, to their economic role, she fails to challenge Marx and Engels’ assertion that the emergence of private property led to the expulsion of women from production. This means that she makes no distinction between women of different classes, and the fact that women of the most exploited layers continued to work in production, especially in rural areas. The trend towards the monogamous family was bound up with women’s loss of economic independence, but did not exclude women’s participation in productive labour. In her discussion of the middle ages Kollontai does outline the contradictory process of development for women of different classes (between, for example peasant women, artisans wives and upper class women, whose differential positions gave some relatively more freedom than others), however, her discussion still centres on the economic elements that determine women’s position. Even where women remained involved in productive activities these were of secondary importance to the economy. 

Kollontai then moves on to the development of capitalism from simple commodity production and points out that this involves a process of uneven development. Nevertheless the trend overall is one of transition to wage labour and, while for a long period male workers were opposed to female labour, eventually they came to recognise it as an ‘irreversible aspect of capitalist development’. With the growth of female employment, ‘housework took second place, and female labour, for so long accorded an accidental character, became a normal and necessary condition ...(and)... forced the working class to revise its position with regard to women: it eventually accepted them as comrades and full members of its fighting organisations’ (Kollontai [1923], quoted in Heinen 1978:53). Kollontai recognises that paid employment often had disastrous consequences for women’s health, but argues that, since many of the traditional functions of the family are now performed outside the home, there is nothing for women to ‘go back to the home’ for. 

Kollontai argues that the final proof of this is the fact that, while most women work in unskilled jobs in particular sectors of the economy, ‘it is significant that as these sectors are transformed through the mechanisation of labour ... the female labour force is supplanted by male colleagues, even in typically women’s occupations. The two labour forces are redistributed, men infiltrating traditionally female sectors, and women entering occupations that always used to be regarded as male preserves ... it is this which leads to an equal position for men and women, and hence to recognition of their social equality ... women have learnt to regard their labour as necessary’ (Kollontai [1923], quoted in Heinen 1978:53). As Heinen points out, Kollontai overestimates the proletarianisation of women and in particular the effect this has on family relations. Also Kollontai does not look at the type of work that women do and the way that it is reconciled with women’s domestic labour, nor does she question the fact that as work is mechanised women are pushed out and remain in manual occupations.

Heinen argues that this is part of a general deficiency in Kollontai’s work. That is, she pays little attention to the social division of labour and the way in which this is combined with women’s entry into production. Heinen argues that while, on the one hand, she emphasises women’s economic role, on the other hand she also stresses the biological differences between the sexes and women’s social role as mothers. Thus while she recognises that women need help to fulfil these two roles (through the socialisation of certain tasks), she nevertheless does not question that it is women who do this work. That is she does not question the division of labour within the home. Heinen argues that Kollontai’s optimism that the revolution will address the ‘woman question’ means that she underestimates the objective factors which would pose difficulties, such as male resistance to the inclusion of  women’s liberation in the general struggle against the bourgeois state. Finally, her emphasis on the state taking over the upbringing and education of children, means that she does not challenge traditional roles within the family. Kollontai accepts that there is a certain ‘natural division of labour’ and thus the ‘workers state must never forget that women are not just a labour force, and that they also have a function to fulfil as mothers’ (Kollontai [1923], quoted in Heinen 1978:62).

Kollontai follows Marxist orthodoxy in arguing that participation in production was essential ‘because it gave the individual a position from which to fight for the rights of the class, and because it was “in the interests of the working class not to isolate the mother and the young child from society”’(Holt 1977:118, quoted from Society and Maternity [1916]). Women should be able to participate in the class struggle and fulfil their ‘biological function’. Legislation was passed on abortion in 1920, but only because it was seen as a necessary evil until society could provide for all children. Once this stage had been achieved abortion would disappear. Kollontai does not mention contraception or birth control and furthermore argues that maternity is a ‘social obligation’. As Holt says this ‘leaves the impression that continual pregnancy for women is compatible with their freedom and equality under socialism’ (Holt 1977:118).

The Family.

However, the way in which women will fulfil these two roles will change in communist society. In the Theses on Communist Morality in the sphere of Marital Relations (1921) Kollontai argues that the family and marriage are historical categories whose form is determined by the economic system and as such they are part of the superstructure (Kollontai 1977 [1921]:225). In the period of the ‘natural’ economy the family was regarded as both a sphere of production and of consumption but with the transition to capitalism the families productive function ceases. This process leads to a weakening of family ties. In bourgeois society the family and marriage are grounded in, 1) material and financial considerations, 2) economic dependence of women on the male breadwinner, and 3) the need to care for children. The family exists as an independent, individual economic unit within capitalism and as such has ‘a role to play in performing economic tasks and functions within the national capitalist economy’ (Kollontai 1977 [1921]:225). So the family in its present form was simply a ‘legacy of the past’, when it was necessary to all its members. However, under capitalism there was a progressive destruction of the family. The main cause of this change was the ‘universal spread of wage labour on the part of woman.’ With the growth of factory labour the customs and morals of the family were ‘transformed simultaneously with the general conditions of life surrounding them’ (Kollontai 1971 [1920]:8, emphasis in original). Because men’s wages were insufficient to support their families, increasing numbers of married women were forced to work, leading to the neglect of their homes and their children. 

In fact Kollontai argues that women had a triple burden; paid work, housework and childcare. The family was strong in the past because it was headed by the husband and father, because it was necessary to all its members and, lastly, because the children were raised by the parents. However, Kollontai argues that the husband has already ceased to be the main provider. In this respect ‘his wife, who goes to work, has become the equal of  her husband’ (Kollontai 1971 [1920]:9). Furthermore, in the past women’s domestic labour was useful not only to the family but also to the whole state. Women performed a wide variety of tasks and the household was not only a site of consumption but also of production. While labour was not estimated in terms of money, nevertheless all men wanted a woman with “hands of gold” because the labour of men alone was insufficient for the household to survive. ‘On this point the interests of the state, the interests of the nation, coincided with those of the husband’ (Kollontai 1971 [1920]:11). However, as the employment of women progresses so does the destruction of the family, which ceases ‘to be a necessity for its members as well as for the state’ (Kollontai 1971 [1920]:9, emphasis in the original).

Under capitalism it was no longer productive to do much of the previous labour of women in the home and the family became merely a site of consumption. The working woman no longer had the time to do this work in the home because she was ‘before all other things a wage worker who is obliged to neglect her household’ (Kollontai 1971 [1920]:11). Only four tasks remained within the household; cleaning, cooking, and washing and mending linen. The family has thus lost its quality of  ‘being useful to the state from the standpoint of national economy’ for no new value is created and the ‘work of the housekeeping woman is becoming more useless day by day, more unproductive’ (Kollontai 1971 [1920]:12). Thus the individual household was being replaced with collective housekeeping and eventually under communist society even the remaining tasks would ‘be carried out by a special category of working women who will do nothing else’. Public services that were socialised under capitalism for the rich would be socialised under communism for the poor and communist society would break the ‘domestic yoke of woman in order to render her life richer, completer, happier and freer’ (Kollontai 1971 [1920]:13, my emphasis). For Kollontai the family would be replaced under communism, not pieced together and the abolition of domestic labour had an important economic significance.

The only task remaining to the family is the care of children and even here ‘society will gradually take charge of all that formerly was on parents’. While under capitalism the education of children was no longer the responsibility of parents, the burden of raising and ‘making skilled and honest workers of them’ still lay with the parents and, in reality, economic conditions meant that it was ‘the street which brings up the children of the proletariat’. Under communism  the state would take on the obligations of supporting and training children and relieve the proletarian family of the often ‘heavy and unbearable’ burden of raising children (Kollontai 1971 [1920]:14). 

Kollontai argues that the care of children involved three distinct tasks; firstly, the care of very young babies, secondly, the upbringing of children, and finally, the instruction of the child. Education of children was already the duty of the state and even in capitalist society the need to support the family was recognised. This support could not go too far however because it might contribute to the disintegration of the family. Under capitalism the family was recognised as a conservative force because, by keeping women dependent on men, it weakened the unity and ‘revolutionary spirit’ of the working class, because men were too worried about their families. In opposition to this, communist society considers the ‘social education of the  rising generation as the very basis of its laws and customs, as the corner-stone of the new edifice ... our new man, in our new society, is to be moulded by socialist organisations’ (Kollontai 1971 [1920]:15, my emphasis).

The care of small babies still remains, but even here the state has the duty to assure a ‘livelihood to every mother, whether she be legitimately married or not, as long as she is suckling her child ... in order thus to permit the woman to serve the state in a useful manner and simultaneously to be a mother’ (Kollontai 1971 [1920]:16). Communist society does not intend forcibly to take children from their parents but only to take on all the duties involved in their upbringing. All the joys of fatherhood and maternal satisfaction will remain with those ‘who show themselves capable of appreciating and understanding these joys’ (Kollontai 1971 [1920]:17). Kollontai also exhorts young workers to have children because the state will always need new working forces and children of the future will never go hungry and cold as they did in the past.

In the Theses on communist morality Kollontai argues that under communism the ‘family loses its significance as an economic unit’ and, furthermore, consumption also ceases to be organised on an individual family basis. ‘In the period of the dictatorship of the proletariat the family economic unit should be recognised as being ... not only useless but harmful’ (Kollontai 1977 [1921]:226). This is because it is uneconomic and involves the expenditure of unproductive labour, especially on the part of women. It is thus in conflict with the aims and interests of communist society ‘for a single economic plan and the expedient use of the labour force’ which includes the use of women’s labour (Kollontai 1977 [1921]:226). Under communism women achieve a recognition and a value within the economy beyond their role in  the family with the ‘obligation of all citizens to work’. ‘Once the family has been stripped of its economic functions and its responsibilities towards the younger generation and is no longer central to the existence of the woman, it has ceased to be a family. The family unit shrinks to a union of two people based on mutual agreement’ (Kollontai 1977 [1921]:226). It will not be necessary to abolish the family because it will simply ‘wither away’ once it loses its functions.

The state is therefore no longer concerned with the family or with economic relations as such, but with the ‘changing forms of marital relations’ and relations between the sexes. That is, to discover what relations best suit the aims of the worker’s state. However, Kollontai then goes on to say that personal relations no longer concern the state once they are no longer based on economic considerations and it is only the result of such relationships that concern the state, that is, the child (Kollontai 1977 [1921]:227). For this reason, the law should emphasise the state’s interest in maternity and children should no longer be dependent on the relationship between their parents. Men in particular ‘should be able to choose whether or not to accept the role of fatherhood’ (Kollontai 1977 [1921]:228). The state should interest itself in personal relations only to ensure the health of the nation and to regulate the population. The state however, should not rely on laws but on ‘agitational and educational influences, and on social measures to improve the relationships between the sexes and to guarantee the health of the children born from these relationships’ (Kollontai 1977 [1921]:228), that is communist morality , not the law, regulates behaviour in the interests of the workers collective. 

Motherhood. 

Most commentators (for example Coole 1993, Charvet 1982, Holt 1977) argue that Kollontai’s work is riven with ambiguities. Thus Holt, for example, argues that Kollontai does not always make it clear ‘whether she saw certain attributes of the female character as natural or as socially conditioned’ and that this is particularly pronounced in her discussion of maternity (Holt 1977:119). Kollontai constantly links the issue of maternity to the issue of production. Thus in the Labour of  Women in the Evolution of the Economy she argues that the ‘basic problem of the labour republic ...(is)... the development of the productive forces of the country’. In order to do this it was necessary to ‘tap the tremendous forces engaged in unproductive labour ... and... to guarantee the labour republic an uninterrupted flow of fresh workers in the future, i.e. to guarantee the normal increase in the population’ (Kollontai 1977 [1921] :142). Therefore, the care of children is a ‘social-state concern. Maternity is protected and provided for not only in the interests of the woman herself, but still more in the interests of the tasks before the national economy during the transition to a socialist system: it is necessary to save women from an unproductive expenditure of energy on the family so that this energy can be used efficiently in the interests of the collective’ (Kollontai 1977 [1921] :142). 

Under socialism women are seen ‘first and foremost as a member of the labour force, as a unit of living labour; the function of maternity is seen as highly important, but as a supplementary task and as a task that is not a private family matter but a social matter’ (Kollontai 1977 [1921] :143). The state will relieve women of the burdens of motherhood leaving them only the joys, but women also have a social obligation to give birth to healthy babies. Thus while pregnant a woman ‘no longer belongs to herself, she is serving the collective, “producing” from her own flesh and blood a new unit of labour’ and secondly she is obliged to breast feed the child in the first few months and only when this is done has she fulfilled her duties. (Kollontai 1977 [1921] :144).

Kollontai recognises that in the transition period women were exhausted by the dual burden of paid work and maternity, and the increase in the numbers of abandoned children showed that women had not yet recognised maternity as a social duty. However, while the material resources of Russia were limited, provision for childcare was growing and changes were already taking place in relations between the sexes. Kollontai does not specify what these changes were however, nor how they were affecting the division of labour within the family.  At the same time Kollontai also tends to sentimentalise motherhood. For example,  she talks of maternity being the ‘most important hour’ of a woman’s life because she is presenting society with a new member. (Kollontai 1977 [1921] :148). 

Thus, while abortion still existed in the transition period because of the backward economic situation, Kollontai argued that it would disappear when institutions for protecting mothers were fully in place and also when women realised that motherhood was a social obligation. Thus, for Kollontai ‘ as soon as woman is viewed as being essentially a labour unit, the key to the solution of the complex question of maternity can be found’, leading to a ‘revolution in everyday life’ through which ‘the liberation of women is introduced in practice’ (Kollontai 1977 [1921] :149).

While it was women’s duty to have children for the collective, the burdens of motherhood would be borne by society and the child would belong to society. Therefore, she did not ‘see a women’s right to control her reproductive functions as an abstract right. It was a right that had to be exercised with the needs of society in view’ (Holt 1977:120). That is, Kollontai did not see maternity as an individual right of women to control their own bodies. 

Sexual Morality. 

However, while Kollontai concentrates on the economic aspects of women’s oppression she does not ignore the emotional side, and it is in this recognition of the importance of sexuality for politics that her arguments go beyond most other Bolsheviks and indeed of Engels and  Bebel. Her interest in morality and emotions however, are continually linked with the philosophy of class struggle. For Kollontai then, the form of the family is not constant and corresponds with the interests of the ruling class of the epoch. In order to remain stable therefore, the family had also to be based on the mutual co-operation of all its members, not just on economic considerations. The basis of the bourgeois marriage was the preservation of property and the accumulation of capital and for this reason love could not be separate from marriage. The ideologists of the bourgeoisie ‘propagated the new moral ideal of a love that embraced both the flesh and the soul’ and the family was held together by strong emotional and psychological bonds (Kollontai 1977 [1923]:283). However, because the bourgeois ideal of marriage and love is directed towards the accumulation of capital, it has no relevance for the working class.

While the sexual morality of the bourgeoisie was in sharp contradiction with the morality of feudalism, initially only the upper classes were affected. With the advent of capitalism however, Kollontai argued that the mass of workers was also affected. However, this fact was largely being ignored by the socialists. Kollontai argues that this indifference ignored the fact that ‘one of the constant features of social struggle has been the attempt to change relationships between the sexes, and the types of moral codes that determine these relationships’ (Kollontai 1972 [1911]:3). Thus, bourgeois marriage was itself divided by internal contradictions. The main tendency under bourgeois society, with its individualistic morality based on property relations, was for an unprecedented ‘spiritual loneliness’ which leads people to ‘cling in a predatory and unhealthy way to illusions about finding a “soul mate” from among members of the opposite sex’. Kollontai argues however, that this was increasingly being seen as ‘very obviously paralysing and oppressive’(Kollontai 1972 [1911]:4). While there was a wide variety of relationships - from traditional relations in the peasantry to bourgeois marriage, free unions, adultery and prostitution - the task of the party was to make sense out of these contradictory practices and ‘make clear the principles of a morality that answers the spirit of the progressive and revolutionary class’ (Kollontai 1972 [1911]:6). For  Kollontai ‘contemporary sexual morality (was) a piece of empty fiction’ (Kollontai 1972 [1911]:16).

In Love and the New Morality (1911) Kollontai argues that within the capitalist system there are three types of relationships; legal marriage, prostitution and ‘free union’, and all three types ‘block up and distort the human soul’. Without a change of the human psyche and an increase in ‘man’s potential for loving’ there can be no way out of the sexual crisis that characterises society. Legal marriage is presumed to be forever and in bourgeois society the partners become each other’s property. However, people change throughout their life and it should be perfectly acceptable that they will change partners. Bourgeois marriage is, however, above all about the preservation of property and is little concerned with individual happiness. The rights of property carry over into the relationship itself and such ‘undisputed possession’ leads to economic dependence and ‘impoverishes the soul’ (Kollontai 1972 [1911]:18). Thus, ‘hypocrisy ... and the double code ... are the twin pillars of bourgeois marriage’ (Kollontai 1977 [1921]:229). Despite the romanticism of the language that Kollontai uses, she is thus strongly critical of relations under capitalism and stresses the need for social change as well as the transformation of economic structures. 

Bourgeois morality is not only extremely individualistic but also leads to the idea that one person within the marriage possesses the other, thus ‘extending the concept of property rights to include the right to the other person’s whole spiritual and emotional world’. In bourgeois society this inevitably leads to the inequality of the sexes and the belief that the ‘two sexes are...of unequal worth in every way, in every sphere’ (Kollontai 1972 [1911]:6). This inequality extends over all life, and takes the form of a ‘double morality’, so that the same action will be seen in a different light depending on whether it was performed by a man or a woman. It also means that women are not seen as independent beings but only assessed in terms of their family and domestic work. Thus Kollontai argues that the ‘idea of the sexes being of “different value” has become, over the centuries, a part of man’s psychological make-up’ (Kollontai 1972 [1911]:8). Women are only seen in relation to their sexual life while men are more easily separated from their actions. For Kollontai only a change in the economic role of women and their entry into production can weaken these attitudes and create the conditions for a new ‘psychological experience’. The problems of relationships under capitalism need to be addressed and a re-education of the psyche undertaken, to increase people’s ability to love and to inculcate consideration and freedom within relationships and a general spirit of comradeship. 

Bourgeois morality is in a process of disintegration but the struggle that is taking place over sexual relations and morality has two contradictory tendencies. The first is attempts to adapt to the new conditions, either by preserving the old forms of relationships ‘while providing them with a new content, or in the acceptance of new forms which contain however all the elements of the moral code of bourgeois marriage’. The second is the ‘slow but steady appearance of new forms of relationships between the sexes that differ from the old norms in outward form and in spirit’ (Kollontai 1972 [1911]:10). However, the beginnings of  more healthy relations can only be found among the proletariat, in the face of the destruction of the family by capitalism.  Kollontai does not romanticise the working class family, but argues that because their relationships are not based on property relations then they were the only people who could create a new morality. Even here there is a dual process of accommodation and passive adjustment, on the one side, but also more active opposition on the other. While members of other classes may attempt to adapt these new forms of relationships, developed within the working class, in reality they only answer the needs of the proletariat and are therefore a weapon in their struggle. ‘They help shatter the foundations of the social domination of the bourgeoisie’ (Kollontai 1972 [1911]:11). Thus, changes within the proletarian family could threaten bourgeois norms and in fact the attempt by the intelligentsia to have more open marriages actually destroys the ‘monogamous-property-oriented family’ that is the basis of stability of the bourgeoisie. 

Like Engels and Bebel, Kollontai argues that prostitution is even worse, however, as it ‘deforms a normal attitude towards sex’ and distorts the male personality in particular. Women look to personal relationships for fulfilment but because of prostitution men are incapable of responding fully and the ‘mutual misunderstanding’ of the sexes grows (Kollontai 1972 [1911]:20). Prostitution arose as the inevitable shadow of the official institution of marriage that was designed to preserve private property. In Prostitution and Ways of Fighting it (1921) Kollontai argues that with the rise of  capitalism, prostitution grew enormously because of the hypocrisy of bourgeois morality, which ‘encourages prostitution by the structure of its exploitative economy, while at the same time mercilessly covering with contempt any girl or woman who is forced to take this path’ (Kollontai 1977 [1921]:263). Prostitution is ‘above all a social phenomenon; it is closely connected to the needy position of woman and her economic dependence on man in marriage and in the family. The roots of prostitution are in economics’ (Kollontai 1977 [1921]:264, emphasis in original). The main reasons for prostitution were; ‘low wages, social inequalities, the economic dependence of women upon men, and the unhealthy custom by which women expect to be supported in return for sexual favours instead of in return for their labour’ (Kollontai 1977 [1921]:265). That is prostitution is not only about women’s lack of sexual rights, but also connected with their economic dependence and role in domestic labour.

Prostitution was a ‘sinister legacy’ of the past that continued to exist in the new workers state and thus threatened the feelings of solidarity between men and women that formed the foundation of communist society. While there was recognition of the fact that prostitution continued to exist, there was very little discussion of it. This was partly because of the ‘hypocritical attitudes’ that were inherited from the past and partly an inability to come to terms with the harm that prostitution did to the work collective. Under Soviet society women provided for themselves through their labour but there was still a hangover of the old ideas. Furthermore, society was still beset by a number of problems, such as homelessness, neglect, bad housing conditions and low wages. The economic structure was far from complete and was dislocated by civil war and famine and so women still prostituted themselves. While private property had been abolished and everyone was obliged to work, including women (who were no longer dependent on marriage for their livelihood), there were still secondary economic and social reasons that remained and accounted for the persistence of prostitution. It was these secondary factors that had to be addressed with concrete measures, to deal with the reasons behind prostitution.

Thus the struggle against prostitution was mainly a struggle against these economic factors. It was a struggle that had to be carried on because it was harmful to the new society, in particular because it was unproductive work based on unearned income. ‘From the point of view of the national economy the professional prostitute is a labour deserter’, as is the housewife (Kollontai 1977 [1921]:266). The new society could only be built if all adults participated in productive labour, so all women who did not take part in production (including housewives) should be forced to work. The second reason that prostitution needed to be eliminated was because it was bad for the nation’s health, in particular through the spread of venereal diseases. Finally, prostitution was linked to the need to build new relations between the sexes. Kollontai argued that prostitution did ‘not contribute to the development and strengthening of the basic class character of the proletariat and its new morality’ whose aim was to put ‘relationships between the sexes on a more human footing’ (Kollontai 1977 [1921]:268).

Therefore, it was the job of the women’s departments to organise a mass campaign around the question of prostitution. Practical measures would involve increasing women’s wages and skills. In theory, the wages of male and female workers were equal, but in reality most women were involved in unskilled work, and every effort needed to be made to upgrade their skills, through the development of special courses. Secondly, the political backwardness of women had to be challenged and women’s departments had to increase their work with proletarian women. Thirdly, the women’s departments should have their say with regard to housing policies, become involved in sex education in schools, and hold seminars on the family and morality. 

Free union within capitalist society was also not without its problems, not least people’s inability to love fully and a lack of ‘the necessary leisure time for truly emotional experience’ in a world based on competition. Thus men look on love as a burden that prevents them attending to the important things in life - position, power, good jobs or capital. Women face a similar dilemma in deciding between love and a profession, and their position is further complicated by maternity. Without a change in the psyche there is no possibility of this crisis being resolved and a pre-requisite for this is that the basis of social life is also changed (Kollontai 1972 [1911]:20/21). Socialists argue for the economic independence of women, for the protection of mothers and children, the abolition of prostitution and its economic causes, and for civil marriage as a part of the radical reconstruction of society. However, Kollontai argues that these steps are only pre-requisites and the development of humanity’s ‘potential for loving’ still needs to be actively fought for (Kollontai 1972 [1911]:22).

Having demonstrated that the form of the family has never been constant Kollontai argues that the ‘traces of the past’ that have been outlived should be discarded and new relations introduced. In the new conditions of life the family is ceasing to be necessary either to the state or to members of the family themselves. In fact it is now ‘worse than useless, since it  needlessly holds back the female workers from a more productive and far more serious work’.  On the ruins of the old family a new form will arise, involving ‘altogether different relations between men and women, and which will be a union of affection and comradeship, a union of two equal persons of the communist society, both of them free, both of them independent, both of them workers’ (Kollontai 1971 [1921]:17, emphasis in original). Under communism domestic servitude will disappear and women will no longer be dependent on men but on their own work and ‘marriage will be purified of all its material elements ...(and)... transformed into a sublime union of two souls in love’ (Kollontai 1971 [1921]:18). Along with this change in relationships, prostitution will automatically disappear with the abolition of private property. Furthermore there will be no room for the ‘petty divisions’ that held sway under capitalism. ‘The narrow and exclusive affection of the mother for her own children must expand until it embraces all the children of the great proletarian family’. The ‘worker-mother, who is conscious of her social function,’ will only recognise ‘our children, those of the communist state, the common possession of all the workers’ (Kollontai 1971 [1921]:19).

The main aim of socialist policy in this area was to ‘re-educate the work collective and to bring its psychology into line with the economic tasks of  the working class’ (Kollontai 1977 [1921]:274). The old economic structures were disintegrating but people (even ‘politically aware communists’) clung to the old ways and in particular to the family. However,  it was vital to show that the old forms, based on material considerations and involving the dependency of women, had been outstripped. ‘In the atomised and individualistic bourgeois society, the family was the only protection from the storm of life ... in communist society this cannot be. Communist society presupposes such a strong sense of the collective that any possibility of the existence of the isolated, introspective family group is excluded’ (Kollontai 1977 [1921]:274).  All dependence of women on men and the material elements of relationships would disappear under communism and sexual relationships would ‘be based on a healthy instinct for reproduction prompted by the abandon of young love, or by fervent passion’. Prostitution could have no place in this world because it was ‘an act of violence by the woman upon herself in the name of material gain ... which leaves no room for considerations of love and passion’ (Kollontai 1977 [1921]:275).

Communist morality.

Kollontai ends Communism and the Family with a brief discussion of the new types of relationships that will take the place of the egoistic and individual family and the ‘indissoluble marriage based on the servitude of women’. In its place a free union will arise, based on mutual respect and in which both men and women will be ‘equal in their rights and in their obligations ...(and)... all workers ... will be, above all, brothers, comrades’ (Kollontai 1971 [1921]:19). ‘Free love’ will thus be possible once ‘true social equality’ has been achieved. This issue of personal relations is a theme that Kollontai thought was very important and is the focus of a number of her articles. As early as 1909 in the Social Basis of the Woman Question Kollontai argues that new forms of relationships are necessary. In this book  she argues that experiments with free love by bourgeois women are doomed to failure under capitalist relations of production. As throughout all her work Kollontai again emphasises the fact that economic change is a necessary condition for such a change in relationships. However, ‘alongside the victory of communist principles and ideals in the sphere of politics and economics, a revolution in the outlook, emotions and the inner world of working people is inevitably taking place’ (Kollontai 1977 [1923]:276). Although the emergence of  this new morality is a complex social process and not necessarily a spontaneous one, it is a vital aspect of struggle because of the role that the family plays in shaping social behaviour and attitudes.

Kollontai discusses these issues further in four articles: Sexual Relations and the Class Struggle (1911), Love and the New Morality (1911), Theses on Communist Morality in the Sphere of  Marital Relations (1921), and Make Way for Winged Eros (1923). For Kollontai the task of constructing a new communist morality was an integral part of the struggle for a new society. Writing in 1911 Kollontai argued that there was an ‘acute sexual crisis’ under way. Conservatives were arguing for a return to the traditions of the past, while bourgeois individualists argued that the ‘hypocritical restrictions of the obsolete code of sexual behaviour’ should be abolished. New forms of relationships were already being worked out, but Kollontai states that the ‘sexual crisis cannot be solved unless there is a radical reform of the human psyche, and unless man’s potential for loving is increased. And a basic transformation of the socio-economic relationships along communist lines is essential if the psyche is to be re-formed’ (Kollontai 1972 [1911]:5). Socialists however, were arguing that sexual problems could only ‘be settled when the basic re-organisation of the social and economic structure of society has been tackled’ (Kollontai 1972 [1911]:1).  However, Kollontai, on the other hand, argues that ‘all the experience of history teaches us that a social group works out its ideology, and consequently its sexual morality, in the process of its struggle with hostile forces’ (Kollontai 1972 [1911]:13). Thus, she did not accept that a particular level of economic development had to be reached before, for example, the socialisation of domestic tasks could begin.

The new proletarian ideology is evident in the way in which workers react to conflict between family interests and class interests. In bourgeois society family interests come first. For workers however, class interests come first. This is one reason why it is essential for women to ‘take part in the life that is unfolding beyond the doorsteps’. If women are tied to the kitchen they shut their eyes to the social struggle. The ‘captivity’ of women in the home, and the inequality of the sexes, is in contradiction with, and is being broken down by, the basic principle of the working class ideology of ‘comradely solidarity’. It is this principle which ‘determines the whole developing proletarian morality, a morality which helps to re-educate the personality of man enabling him to be capable of positive feeling, capable of freedom instead of being bound by a sense of property, capable of comradeship rather than inequality and submission’ (Kollontai 1972 [1911]:12). It is essential that the working class develops an appropriate ideology and ‘the code of sexual behaviour is a part of this ideology’. Kollontai further argues that this is not merely part of the superstructure and cannot wait until the economic base has been changed, but must be actively worked out at the same time.

In Love and the new morality Kollontai argues that moral norms have only two aims. Firstly, to keep human beings and their children healthy and to ‘bring the selection of sexual partners in line with the interests of the human race’. Secondly, ‘to develop and refine the human psyche; to develop in the human spirit feelings of comradeship, solidarity and the emotional experience of being part of the collective’. However, she argues that contemporary bourgeois morality satisfies neither of these aims, but instead serves only the interests of property (Kollontai 1972 [1911]:16). Therefore, one of  the aims of the socialists should be to show that morality is not unchanging and to bring morality in line with the needs of the proletariat.

Communism recognises that the sexual act is as natural as any other need, although it condemns an ‘unhealthy and unnatural interest in sex’ (which might lower men’s or women’s capacity for work) and sexual restraint equally.  This concern however does ‘not establish either monogamy or polygamy as the obligatory form of relations’ (Kollontai 1977 [1921]:229). Kollontai also criticises relations based on physical attraction alone or those based on calculation, and the isolation of the couple characteristic of bourgeois society is also not in the interests of communism and of solidarity. ‘The needs and interests of the individual must be subordinated to the interests and aims of the collective ... therefore the bonds of family and marriage must be weakened, and ... men and women need to be educated in solidarity ... mothers (must) learn to be the mothers not only of their own child but of all worker’s children ...(the state)... does not recognise the couple as a self-sufficient unit, and does not therefore approve of wives deserting work for the sake of this unit’ (Kollontai 1977 [1921]:230).

The end of all relationships based on financial considerations also means that prostitution and marriages of convenience are condemned by communist morality. It also insists that children are educated to recognise their responsibility to the collective and that love is only one aspect of life. In contrast to the bourgeois attitude to sexual relations as ‘simply a matter of sex’, communist morality recognises the ‘whole gamut of joyful love-experience that enriches life and makes for greater happiness’. It also encourages a wide variety of relationships so long as they are based on mutual inclination. The form and length do not matter so long as they do not affect health and hygiene (so those with illnesses that might be inherited should not have children). Also the jealous and proprietary attitude of the old marriage forms should be replaced with understanding and the recognition of the freedom of each other. ‘The old ideal was “all for the loved one”; communist morality demands all for the collective ... and the closer the emotional ties of the community, the less the need to seek a refuge from loneliness in marriage’ (Kollontai 1977 [1921]:231).

Kollontai thus proposes ‘game love’ to take the place of the ‘great love’ of the past. Game love would require sensitivity and psychological awareness on the part of both men and women. Such a love would not be possessive or all demanding but would demand far more careful and considerate relations between people. Finally, game love ‘does not involve the great “fall”, the loss of one’s personality in the waves of passion’ (Kollontai 1972 [1911]:23). So, society must learn to accept a wide variety of relationships, provided they comply with the above two conditions and further that they are not determined by any economic factors. ‘The monogamous union based on “great love” still remains the ideal. But this is not a permanent or set relationship’. The second proviso that Kollontai outlines is that ‘maternity is sacred’ and consequently the state must provide adequate material and moral support for women. Finally, Kollontai argues that women must be taught to see love as only one element in their lives and not their ‘whole existence’ (Kollontai 1972 [1911]:25/6). 

In Make Way for Winged Eros Kollontai argues that during the period of war communism and revolutionary upheaval there was little time to worry about these problems and ‘wingless Eros’ reigned, because it consumes less energy than ‘winged Eros’. Winged Eros should not be confused with wingless Eros where emotions are not involved. ‘Individual sex love, which lies at the heart of the pair marriage, demands a great expenditure of inner energy’ (Kollontai 1977 [1923]:277). However, after the civil war came a period of relative calm when such questions could more readily be addressed. Furthermore, ‘only when the proletariat has appropriated the laws not only of the creation of material wealth but also of inner, psychological life is it able to advance fully armed to fight the decaying bourgeois world’ (Kollontai 1977 [1923]:278). In this period wingless Eros ceased to satisfy the psychological needs of the working class and winged Eros was once again possible.  However, Kollontai argues that the working class had not yet learned to use this for the advantage of the collective. Therefore, it was necessary to recognise that ‘love is not only a powerful natural factor, a biological force, but also a social factor’ which can thus be channelled to the advantage of the collective (Kollontai 1977 [1923]:278). Love is not simply a private matter but is also a ‘uniting element which is valuable to the collective’ (Kollontai 1977 [1923]:279).

Therefore love does have a role to play in the new communist society in building solidarity and the ‘intellectual and emotional ties’ that are needed, because love is both a psychological and a social force and workers need to discover the ‘ideal of love that corresponds to their class interests’ (Kollontai 1977 [1923]:285). Under capitalism the ‘healthy sexual instinct’ was turned into ‘unhealthy carnality’ and prostitution was ‘the organised expression of this distortion’. On the other hand, love also became ‘a complex state of mind and body; it has long been separated from its primary source, the biological instinct for reproduction, and in fact it is frequently in sharp contradiction with it’ (Kollontai 1977 [1923]:286). The existence of ‘love-friendship’, or love for one’s work or the collective is evidence of this. However, these forms of love are frequently in contradiction with each other in bourgeois society and this inevitably involves suffering. Proletarian love however, is not exclusive and it tries to direct these emotions towards the good of the collective, into ‘channels which are advantageous to the class during the struggle for and the construction of communist society’ (Kollontai 1977 [1923]:288). 

The advocacy of ‘love-comradeship’ does not mean that the proletariat has built itself a ‘strait-jacket ideology’ that is attempting to erase all ‘tender emotion from relations between the sexes’. On the contrary it is attempting ‘to clear the way for the recognition of the value of love as a psychological and social force’ (Kollontai 1977 [1923]:289). While proletarian morality does not place any time limits on love it definitely rejects wingless Eros because it is contradictory to the interests of the working class. It involves excess and physical exhaustion, impoverishes the soul thus preventing the development of positive emotions and, finally, it rests on ‘an inequality of rights in relationships between the sexes, on the dependence of the woman on the man and on male complacency and insensitivity’ (Kollontai 1977 [1923]:289). 

Thus Kollontai argues that by the time communist society has been realised ‘love potential will have increased, and love solidarity will become the lever that competition and self-love were in the bourgeois system ... the many threads bringing men and women into close emotional and intellectual contact will develop, and feelings will emerge from the private into the public sphere ... the stronger the bonds of the new humanity, the less the room for love in the present sense of the word’ (Kollontai 1977 [1923]:290). In the period of transition love-comradeship should be the ideal defining relationships. This involves three basic principles. Firstly, an equality within relationships. Secondly, mutual recognition of the rights of the other. And thirdly, ‘comradely sensitivity’, or an ability to listen and understand the inner workings of the loved person. Bourgeois society demanded this only of the woman. However, above all, winged Eros is nevertheless subordinated to the ‘more powerful emotion of love-duty to the collective ... the collective will always take precedence, will be firmer, more complex and organic’ (Kollontai 1977 [1923]:291). Therefore in rejecting bourgeois morality the working class will place new constraints and chains on morality, but at the same time it will develop new ‘facets of emotion’ and the more valuable aspects of love - respect, sensitivity, creation- ‘the task of proletarian ideology is not to drive Eros from social life but to rearm him according to the new social formation’ (Kollontai 1977 [1923]:291).

Conclusion. 

Kollontai’s arguments thus lead directly into the policies under Stalin, when abortion was outlawed in 1936 and the ‘mother-heroine’ held up as the role model for women. In this period there was a change in emphasis but because Kollontai’s arguments all lead into the individuals duty to the collective there is not the fundamental break that most commentators see. For example, Charvet (1982) argues that in the 1920’s there was a reversal in the Soviet government’s policies and a betrayal of the original ideas of Kollontai and others. He argues that this was partly due to the difficult economic conditions that the government faced but was also due to an inadequate theoretical analysis. 

Many people egs... split Kollontai’s work into two periods.... but better looked at in terms of the themes on which she writes..... no fundamental break.... Kollontai was a feminist, but within a specific modernist framework, believing that the oppression of women would end with the end of capitalism and the birth of socialism. Thus she remains within the framework of Bebel and Engels. That is she is not selling out her feminism to bolshevism, but is a bolshevik feminist. The new society will be founded on collective labour instead of private property 

However problematic many of Kollontai’s arguments her work is important because ‘it throws clear light on the fundamental weakness of the narrowly feminist approach to the problem’ (Stites 1978:426). She also argues much more clearly than either Bebel and Engels for the need for women to participate actively in their own liberation, even if it is only in separate women’s organisations within the party.

Overall conclusions.

ambiguity of the theories that is important in this context and their half hearted and contradictory application by the Bolsheviks. plus fact that the Bolsheviks were slow to active support for women’s liberation.

but however inadequate the theories still an admirable attempt to unite class analysis with ??patriarchy///or attempt to incorporate women’s position within a class analysis.

??Brief soviet experiments with change in the family etc.. important  because the early aim was the integration of previously private activities into the public sphere that Engels and Bebel had advocated. (Coole ) on lenin argues that ‘participation in production was already being subtly turned from an opportunity into a duty’ (Coole 1993: 171). But in reality a constant theme throughout on the individuals duty to the collective.

As Coole points out the danger in Kollontai’s position is that ‘once morality was given an active role in deciding the outcome of socioeconomic change, it could be viewed in a utilitarian and functionalist manner, suggesting that the workers state, like that of its bourgeois predecessor, had an interest in dictating sexual relations in a manner which Engels and Bebel had renounced’ (Coole 1993: 173).

Bols were committed to the emancipation of women but a very limited conception of how this was to be achieved. in their eyes this was only through the entry of women into the workforce and the support by the state of ‘women’s work’. I.e. in their role as mothers. Really the state wanted them as workers, and the fact that they keep having babies was something of an inconvienience for the state. Thus, bols never challenge the sdl etc...
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