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ﬂ?eyorﬁd the Domestic Lz

It is nearly a decade sinee the first texis in the recent domestic Libour debare

appeared, and since then over fiftv anicles have heen nublished on rhe subject of
houseworl in the Brivsh and American socializ
domiestic abour has arisen from a wide range of oricatations, hoarh feainist and
Marxist, ver despite this variery they all invoive a commion underlving assansp-

t press alose.! This inrerest in

tion: parcly that investization of this previously negiected tepic can coninbute
to an undersianding of woinen’s subordinaticn and 1o the forinulation of a
politics adequate 1o irs supercession. Two main concerns can be identiied in
this diterarure. The first anms 1o show how rthe subordination of womer,
vanously deseribed as ()j)(‘(k‘“"(ﬂ\ subjugatien or expionatton, is, alithoueh
ofien seen as ‘extra-cconontic’, in fact founded Gn a sl basis and is linked
into the political economy ofcnpx:nl:sz sociery. This approach has attempred o
demonsirate housework’s coonemic contribution to maintaining the capualist
system by providing labour necessary for the reproduction of labour power.
It has raised the question of o whar extent the dev clopmenc of c.lpun‘xsn 1 has

.
.



: -
crearedd the present donr e sastem wb haso 1y partionlae

1% |
e thecework ™D This perspocnve has ot vt

¥
)

dthe vreney

voo amede e the spbere of houses: ca Ko concents previoisdy restnicio T

e aeahveie of the more gencral, conventomal and public, totuns
o e . g : A . i

the caprtalist ceonemy,

N\ cccond concoin is the more direath peeiitical one ot f“““'”‘"“‘?’A”N
actual and vorential tole of womer within sod phststrogele. Analvsis of
this :w')l\h“:n was alternated between a pessimistie view and one which
fe m'A\rr pociave: the tormer emphasises the ;x'lc‘:c<ll'\" (.ICYT'I!)])II_ISI‘H}: and
conservative role of housewives in relation to political activity: the
latter emphasises the poliical porental of women, w hc.!htv‘f vlhc."_l'k'
housewives or wage carners.t On this sccond, more OpUMIsic, view
women are said 1o share with the proldéteriata common cxpl:vmm‘um by
capital and hence a common objecrive interest in overthrowing it

Although these approachs represented animportint u»mri!\_mi«-n 1o the
dehare on eomen's subordination, 1 shall argee in whar follows tha
the theoretical work so far produced on domestic labour has not ade-
quateiv addressed the problems ]71@1 thcy -ldl:n'ltlcd. In p:n‘ncuhr_
the atempi to produce a theory ot the political cennomy of women,
the more anolvtically viable of the two concerns, has been characrerised
by ome or more of dhe following limitations: first by a tendency
coenrrinic rednctionism; secondly, byoa recourse tootunctieniis
rrodee of aroument in eonstructing the rel onsing between capitahism
and domestic hhour; and thirdiv, by o narrow focus on the Jisar
I‘c:l}“rx:u-ri v the domestic sphere at the expense of 1|u-‘nri$1"-_' the
wider falial hovsehold contest This Tatter focus s cd, amone
other e, to over-emphasising the importance for the male ‘.\‘I_;:c‘
vorker of the bhbous i‘cn'uln‘t‘d by the housewite, and 1o 7]:»(‘ ‘.‘!I‘:\l.\l
neetect of that |wrf~tmc«| on bebalt ot the nexr gencration ‘,‘f wierhers
in the work of rearing children, Thus onlv one aspeet ot daraestg
Pibsur, aroaablv the Teast imporoant s given sertous constderationn

this Jdehare, o deficiency ant overcone by the occasional pencne

i : vite ‘reproduci oufr
retercnees i the hterature to the housewife ‘reproducing Libo

lm\u.r'.
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The following reassessment of tie domestic labour Jdebate has e
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main scctions, The first is an evalvation of a specinc and challeng! W

1 i . - n > of Lron
contribution to the debate, namely the ‘domestic mode of productt

. , S e
thesis, In this part, two contrasting theories, one Muarsist and
,
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other non-Marsist, are criticised 1n the light of their use of the conet)
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mode of prodection® Certain misconcerions and asanmy

speetiic to these theories and, 1 some caccs, commeon T
ac a whole are discussed. In particular, the common aseupags o e
domestic labour necessarshy bowers the value of labour s auiase send
imstead, it is arvuced that the mantenance o the domesne SUSEIINT
the muin site of bioogical reproduction arder capitah myis coonomi-
cally possible onlv where the value of Libour power s sficionede jagh
tor wagres to cover the cost of the tami!vs renroducton, This ti 2 eads

on 1o the second section where the two tents are sitvated within a o noral
crittque of some other assumptions underhving the domestc Doy
thesis, This latrer section concludes with an attempt 1o concenrushise
the relationship between women and the domestic sphere o bronder
basis.

Christine Delphy: Women's work is never puid

In The Main Enemy 2 pamphlet which was published in Britain tn 10-6
and which has now; gained a constderable tollowing 10 the Rl and
French women’s movements, Christine Delph: criticises 80 way in
which Marxists have traditionally scen the oppression of woaen s
sccondary in importance to the class srecele, the Lurer sdenedd
exclusively as arising trom the oppression of the projetariar by c ol
The root of the problemis the Marxist derivarion of ciasses from th cir
place in the production process. This, she arzues. takes no accoont of
the “specihic relations of women o fnon-capitalistr production i tise

Lome’. According 1o Delphy, this Libour. commonly and crr cicoush
scen as valueless, is not in anv intnesic sense diferent Gom e socl-
ised form of domestic labour existing in the commaodisy sector. The
onlv difference 1s that the stafl ot hundrerres, restaarants and nursertes
are paid for their labour, whereas the hovsewite 1s nots Thus o aed
wonzen, in pertorming houseworh tor free. are bemg exploined He the

berenciaries of this situation —thar herobards. e o1s this mode of
exploitanion, arising on the basis of housework concerved as producnion
that gives rise to Dedphy’s conception of an avronomnons domestic

Pris of production.

In justitication of this argument she advances 2 number o theses
concerning women's work. (10 Women's Libour in the tamily bas
alwavs made an essential, it unacknowledped. contnbunon to the econ-
omv. Histonclly women have almost alwavs performed labour in
addition to housework without being pad tor cither, This s espeanally
the case where the family is the ume of prodecton, for exampic on
small farms, 1n retail businesses and in works

hops: even today there are
in France over a million women classiticd as “Panmilv andes”, e unpand
workers, most ot them in the agnicultural sector, (2) s a resule of
industrialisation and the deddine of subsistence agriculture, women's

1 Huaerison *The Palitical Feonomy of HouseworX™ Baezm of cie Conrovonle o0

Secsat boernamicts, Winter 1923, CoDelphy e Main b ey Wamen's Rescarch and

Resource Centre 1976, There has been a revival of inrerestin the notian ot adestos e
made of production over the last few vears, The editornl o the Umerne 2 Rondioal
Politrc:d Dcororn®s List speaial issue on women (Vol o Noc 3 g2 sreoed, toilowing
Harnson, that housework was 1o be comcaived i tenns ot 2 chone mode of poodues

non, A lunsi(irm alan .h!«-plc.l HY recent conterar ST AL TR IR D RINIE
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NUTI corberctoreabsorbed mro s arewne !l (w he
fatl e o sensenves, deprived o these former mvelvoment in produ
trom ;o the moeicr, Hlowever, women’s entry 1ot woee worrk dnd nee
Yor e rcasons, signtficantly aler thar overall posinon, Piestall
wornen, regardlessofany extera- dompesnewnrh  continued to dodomesee
Lahovier ton free. Secondlv, it wompen entered wace Tabour theetr v
were ILL]\ 'H) W Coniro e (! ‘\\ thoar Yk, |“u< .":ll \\ l-'l'«'; maors? prul-;!n-,
be st e g for such services e, cinfdare and lavnder ) tha
\,g“i rer bhe px. H.x"!;\(d by the women themseses, The onlyv diderence,
then, s that swhee as betore takioe vy ware work women pertormed
therr domestic Jabour in return tor suocilence, those |\crt’nrmrn‘u wage
work now do it tor meshing beeause thev carn their own subsistence in
the wage seetor, (30 What sustains this sizuation s the marriage con.
tract mto which most womcen cnter at seme point in thete fives, Thic
commana contraciual puSl(lHﬂ 1s the basts of the commaon :./.. o5 condiiion
of women, Theoueh moarriae women are derrived of the nght o
cconrrol their owe lihour™, in that they are not tree to sell e, And wha
thev do wirh their tabour and its products 1e subject 1o the v 1! of their
hushands. NMen therefore exploit women’s Tabour and in so deing

constrtute therr class oppressors,

Delpim (I(n' s 1vwo main theoretica]l and political conclusions from
these theses. First she argues thar in contemporary society there are
twer modes of nroduction: an industeial minde of prw‘ut.tmn defined
by capstalise '\mpu'\ rehanions and capitalist f\'p‘.uii;uinn and a par-
rinteal mode of production detined by patriarebal o Comitlial relations of
production »nJ patnarchal ¢ \|~ll»n.|rmn fic. of women by men). These
modos are distinet and aaZesmmone, as shown by the facr that the over-
throw of capitalat relarions does not result i the abolinon of wonwn's
u|~]\--;<'.',r,-n.b Delphn turther arcues that in terms o this ww:ml_
ute a distnce clase, untted by thoer

puatriarchal mode women const: '
;'"wll"vn oppression by men, and irr epective of thelr occupanion or
therr oshand’s class position. She cone Tudes thar women should mo-
boiljes adonreaid) to overtiiness pairiirciy el i sty oo 1ich

it s embedded. ,
Some initial problems

Some of Delphy's arpuments and observations are, o peneral sense,

!
teue deomessie Bibour s an important ver grossly undervaloed activiny,

it rermans . ocus and contnbutory cause ol women’s oppression, andl.

) - Y e Bl
despire ies and cubtural varanions, men can be said to henetit

& N [ cver t)
cortain obions wans trom women's work in the home, Hlowever the

. g cerertiate het
theoteti o editice whieh she constructs i order to substntuee o

. ; RN S i A
assereons arnd advance her poliveat conclusions s fnadequate
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manher o awaess s somie of Delphi s condiustons are siimlar to the
) -
¢

o Fhorrron, these w il e constdered topether o a Laer secton. ”C

1
we e contine athe discusston to thiose points w Peh are more speabt

1

Noapnreach,
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men approprizte women's sueplus Libours B Do adeqante s s as a
theory of woman's oppression s Not ol v omen are subsamed under
marriage relattons, and not all marrage contracte and practises witim
morriage are wdentical;$ on the contrare thev can vary markedh bt
ween ditferent societies and ental vers didorent Lo ohiigations tor
both women and men., Much of l)(‘]{\l"} s argument concernmyge the
appropriation of women’s liiour s Dased on an analvsis of the position
of French women in farms, workshops ard orher fan

enterpriscs,
and does not compare with countrics where this form of women's
unpaid labour is relatively insignincant. Thus any clanm that Delphy
has produced a theory of universal redevaree must be tempered by
some recognition of the specifictte of her data and the cmpiricist
derivation of her theory, A further pro n!c'“. with ber approach is that,
in reducing the subordination of wome » erelv o the marriage rela-
tion, she [ out of account the npprcss:wc aspects both of mother-
hood, and of women's place on the labour marker. ler narrow & cus
on the anpropriation of Jeborr within marridze also reduces the prodbiem
ot women's appression 1o purely cconomic concerns; it thereby fails
to consider the Tdeological and psveholog.cal dimensions which are
crucial if anyv understanding of why martiages occur at all ts to be
gained,

Another major point which should be rased inrelation to Delphy's
text is tts critical stance Vis-d-vis Markist For ber text s devised
essentialhy as a polemic .1Q'|insl Marxism, Dur e as a somewhar oy er-
simplificd and caricatured version of Marsisz theory that comes under
attack. This mav be due in parr 1o the fuc: tha: Vie Mair Enemy s as
first written in 1g=o, but it ts now at the verv least 1n need of some
revision in the light of developments wi

Morxist theory and the
etiorescence of a Marxist ‘Feminist bods o ferarore, The valuar
Marxism which she so roundly denounces s Tore been abandooed
by many Marxist Teminsts us well 2o b Narasts an genceal, o
Delphy continues to engage with 1o rather t2an with the more recent
work m the Marxise tradinon.,

This leads us to Delphy's o use of Maraass theorv, O the one hand
she artacks 1eas an obstacle “holdimg back” the women's movement,
while, on the other, she artempts 1o assimezie s ainguage and con-
cirts, albeit with o view 1o effecting somie muoor revisions, For

instaace she deploys such terms as “relazions of production”, “mode ot
production’, ‘hibour power’ and ‘exchange vilue’, butim everyinstance
transtorms them mto empiricist, common seose, comstructs which e
quite atvartinee with conventional definitios s, Relations o production,
are, tor example, detined as “wavs of carme oo livieeS s N theoretoal
explanation ts offered as to why these conceprs rather than others shoutd

be used or why they require substannal redeninmnon.

Dclphy does not claim to be a Narsist, and 11 s theretore perhaps v
tarr 1o catalogue the numerous problems with her deplovment of
Marxist concepts. Towever her revisions are nor .\u.«hn..n but e

PSS ML Barrerrand MO Mcletonh, o trenchantonngac ot Defphy

escape sehordanition by the simipice device of tomanney lﬂ‘\‘\l(ux“ Tow eds o

ask caniweesen
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crconcepis fexploitanen, maode o prodacnon, il

peostue o Wi enablos hortasdvanee herseparars ol condes

e, Worhon: these revisions shes unabide torsustarn her prgor theses choe
the nonn chass enem i the Marcstdenmino: s were adhered o,

satrctormulation,

men e
hor arcruments would citbor collapse o requiresubstan

Flarricon: Housework, a ‘client mode’

Fosf v Hlareisnn bogins “The Political Eeoromy of Housework? by
diccirouishiees between the world capiralist system and the capitalie
¢ production, and between the social formation as o whole and
determinaee

1
(AR LIS S o
the mades of production within it He argues that within a
ereral formation there mayv be subordinate modes disungpstrom the

W = ! .
< e r SIS T b -

domipant, constitutive modes. He potnts out that the

. . - .a E T8 A
tional cpeochiss in these there mny be relios of the sasy, Sl g
modes, or anticipations of fuiare ones, wisch he cadls 3‘3"‘“!

A
Al

fveaing
CHe adds 1o these vet another bind of maode. 2 client” mode it

med
produeion, Thdse are neither dominant, nor relies of the past, norseeds
of the fature. “Thevare cither ereated or co-opted by the dominant made
1o Fult! cortin functions within the cconamic and soctal system, ey
are dependent for their survival on the continued extstence of the dome.
nant mede hecause their reproduction is bound up with the repro-
duction of that mode.® Harrison states that within capiralist society
Dhousew ork aod liree areas of state activiny’ fall into this category, as do
cortarn ron-capitalist sectors within peripheral social tormations. The
houset ok modé of pmducnun' 'S In many wavs simijar to ponty
comnpradicn aroduction: hoth are marked by the absence of a division
of fabrer, a Tow dearee of socialisation of lahovr,and the fact thae the
prodiac ts worl oa anindividual basis. But unlthe neiy commodiy
productron and unlike canitdiom atself, honsework doces not pr-uhgc
vee vatues for enchange. Nioreover althongh o provides use vaues tor
the roreduction of the libourer 10 1s ot as Marcarer Benston and

others e sureestad, divectiv prodacove of the commodite Jabour

i
rewer

The funcion of the housework mode, then, is in the frst nstance to
contrthure to the reproduction of the labour power o the wage worker
T providing use values necessary for (his) subsistence; but in return
foor Ilwr L:hour, Harrison argues, the wite reccives aniv her subststence,
@ hile sie herself contributes asurplus of labour wh hoappears in the
capitalist scctor as curplus valee, “The mechanism by which this rrans
tfer of surphes Tabour from housework to the capitalist sector l:lL_u.\ place
15 the pavment by the apitalist of wages below the value of ].l!)nlli.f
power.” Thas s possible because through her labour the housewte
reduces the value of Lihour power: she |vrn\'i(\rs services which
Loveie i ahe soarker would intlate the cost ot subsistence and henee also
'fll\Y.Y?.'l'\"»' atlect wopes, The existence of the housew ork maode has otier
crtoore tor cgatd but these are double edied: on the one hand by
Perprog women out of the labouar torce it improves the lu(_y_.nn',ng;.
o

posttien ot sode worl e on the other, 11 Creates 1o resorve army

oA inTrgphie domestic
‘ 4

) T

Harcieon conclodes by areuine thae bees therr vork s performed
rutside the capitaliss mode of producnon woenen form o sesarare o e
consequently those women whoare housew v ee cmd s acecaycorefall o
two classes, He calls tor a steueeie soains both torms of BRI CUITTRE

that of capriaiism and that of the family,

.‘\](huu_uh Harrison I\rn\i‘!cs 2 less assertiive, more chiboraed, arou-
mens than Delphy, his analvsis raises furiher theorctical questions, and
there is one specitic area of problem which requires some discussion
heres nmamely his concepruatisation of the relation berween capitaliem
and houvsework. Stace this has been extensively discussed elsewbere

we shall be bricfie suthee 1o say that fareison™s arenment ';nnccrnm':
the transfer of surplus Libour from the domestic o the capitalise sp}wr;
{(where it apperrs as surplus value) is tovaded on a false premise: this
traais as cquivalent, and therefore comparablc, the concrere Liboor in
sphere tme of commodiny
Production. Yerthev are sar comparable ibovrs since housewark is mor

an the abstract abour
subject to the general equaiisation of Libour ;s hence there 1s 1o basis for
the cdenlation of o transter of surplus Libour-time hetween the ravn
spheres unless the Law of value s redetined. This problen s compoundd
by Harrison's designation of housework a8 g o ocaitalice
writer has putit: ‘tow can the concrete Libour of a
which as Harrison argucs, di:
capita

As o

non-capitaist mode,

es not take a value form, appear in the
st scctor as additional value, 2 value wihich has no maerial base
in the capitalist process of production = Harrison's theon of the
relationship berween domestic Libour and

capirdismy as theretioe

tawed ot the very centre.
Houscwork and the Value of Labour Power
These problems astde, there remains the widelv-held thesis that hooe,-

work depresses the value of Libour power by providing (tor free”
Iabour

e

neeessary tor it reproduction. Withour unpasd

housework, 1t is argued, this Iibour would hae

day-to-da
to be purchased
throuveh the market out of increased wages. Harsson's analvens resss
on this premise, and 1t has gained considerabic support l!t%nuqimur
the domestic Laibour debarte: indeed the *subsidy’ from housew orl, s
often seen as capitalism’s main reason for MUNTUNIRg womea in a
subordinate position within the home. T question ,'wmﬁ 1$ cortunhy
a valid one, since it represents an attempt to address the rroblem of
the determinanion of the value of Labour power. But the muaner

BT In
which the argument is presented, and some of the assumprions on
which s hased, lead to ervoncous conclusions, i narticnlar beeause tw o

elemients which it is essential to distineuish aze contlaed, These are
first, the question of whether domestue abour acecssanly Joners 1

vilue of Libour power; and sccondhy, whether this alicged Towering oo

* See tor example T Gardmer ez 20 *Wianen's Domaste Talone’ e S)
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the value of Libour power convincingly establiches capitalisms’ sty
¢ subardinate postriion i the home. Althow:h

i maintaning women in _
el aceepred as did. Bt of these arcements are, on closer
per o k : RE alid,

CXIM O Tather «|uc<\:nn.lh!r.

The votae of Libour power s ultmately derermned by !!}c \‘alu.c of e
Buadie of commaodities’ necessan tor the Vrcprndncu.nn of lnl)‘n-:,v
poster. Butaras not simply reducible to this e antic g;\lcu]ntnw
cince other factors, of equalimportance, aleo intervene, The ltterature on
domestic labonr commonly assumes that the \'.llgc of labour power
can be discussed in general terms, and that domestic labour exists inan
invariant relation to it, whereas in fact the valuce nf labour power can
¢ determingd in relation 1o specitic societtes and periods of

onlv t i Al e
: Tt is subject 1o a varery of cultund and political conditions

hicrory. '
\\h!clv. corabhish what the stoedard of hiving for n:!!!«rrm strata and
careeanes of the worloog cless mighe be, I not oon v \'.H!L“S :l(usr(“:‘v;
e Qitterent eategories of abour (shibled anshilled, Black whie,
male female), but also according to the ditferent cirenmstances which
Aot thesbaroaning |\usitiun of Dbour wr any piven tine, su‘(l‘ ac
Iabour supply and the level of class s-lru;_{_x',}c. In addirion, the vitiue -nr
labour power is affected by other tn_('mrs-su.ch s 'lhc ‘L'C“(‘r;\]‘“;\kl
Al rare o accumulation, the level of profits in a given enterprise or
sector of prnduc.(inn. the relarion “)C[,\\'c""“ l)c;mr‘my?qns Iemwl 1, :Zl.'\d
the generid technological levels XWrthin (lns‘nm]ul\.:m:}' (‘xl dct_crm na-
ticns, the contribution of fonsenors 1o csr'.\l»llsh.mg the value of kibour
poover plavs arelatively minor role. Tndeed 1t cannot be nssu.mu.l a
priovs thar hovsework plavs anv significant role in this determination

at all.

Lor the relation domestic labour value of labour power is also sqlnccl
1o historicaljcultnral variations. [tis true thatin the nQv:mccd capitahist
countries the value of labour potwer for most categories of workers has
viaen 1o devel which could cover the cost of x‘l:pr«)(!ucuu; i C(mlcx!' in
which domestic labour is performed, thatisa home’. ;_\nd .)f zh'c market
price of the inputs reequired for dav-tonday rcpmdn.crm‘n is high, t.hm
wois hihely that a certarn amount of xmp:nd deonestic Ivbour (cookme,
clc.mimt,. Baundry) would be undertaken, whether by mea ot \\'m:‘ul.
for n ('nml‘in.m'«ﬁI of ideolopical and (:cun-)'mc.rc.\.snm. .In these
crrenmstances ve could speak of thes l:llmm'_.n helping to m:unmm.lh:‘
walne of Libour power ata lower level than it all the Iabour mpul.s \\u.l
commaodinzed. However, this cannot be regarded as :l\n‘nn;mc. am
1 oreguires emprrical evidence 1o show that it cocts workers e e
porform therr onn dome st Jabour than to purehase whet they reqsts

ss to

o the market, For whether this 16 soas at feast contingent on the n'";-
avakebhihiy on the market of Toac-cost serviees, and S\,l)sl.\uncc roods
nnnirim:'linlc of no iranstormative Jabour tor ther c'm.\\fn‘p'mm
¢ sraatnly Cit caonnot e areacd that these conditions do not exist; c\‘C':
i the advanced capuadist countries, letalone mthe third world, there

e o
o+ o i e+ e e i e e i et et e e . N
Sl othe e wan, wagtos are e subagect s maluphory ot Jderenmmanons, :
S N b 3 [‘ =
[ 2 Nt he por st o Labonr power at
eaen ek theren l”_\ tha fepresant the po b 1 !5 “”:
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15 asignitcant dependence by workers on the market for reproductiv
needs, and it is not necessarily only the better pad workers who do sa
On the contrary, it is precisely where the value of labour rower j
lowest that the input of domestic hilour is ofien most minimal. Singl
workers, and migrants, whose labour poweris usually renenduced on
dailv basis without the benefit of femaie domestic labour, are mvariabl
paid below average wages. Even sepposing that they were abie ane
willing to alord the necessary appliances, such categories of worker
hive in conditions (slums, hostels, shanries) which make it ditficule fo
them to perform theie own domesrie labour; as a consequence the;
tend to rely on serviees and food obrained on the market.

The wage bargain thatis struck inthese circumstances wiil not therefor
presume 2 significant input of domestic labour. And it is at least as
open question whether the value of hibour power would £all i, instea
of purchasing subsistence poods rendvemade on the masker, worker
transtormed thetr canin the hoee, I could, For instance, be the cas
that acquiring conditions which make possible the cookine and cleaning
cntled in privatising consumptnes and establishing 1 bome migh
itsclf be contingent on a higher value of laibour power. In other words
because the value of labour power 1s subject to such historical an
culrural variations, no invariant relation berween domestic labour and
the value of labour power can be assumed. This renders problemati
any more gencral claims for the imporance of domessic labour te
capitalism, and certainly undermines anv argument o the ereer tha
such lubour is in some sense essential 1o it

The second conventional proposition is that the contribution of house
work to the value of labour power helps to account fur the posttion o
aomen in the home. This arpument, hike the above, is premissed on
conception of the value of labour power which is also too static anc
ahistorical. It should zes be asswimad. as many writers do, that the
value of labour power necessarily includes the cost of renroducing the
working class family. Whether it does or not is dependent on varian
factors similar to those mentioned above, Az the very keast, the value o
labour power must be vquivalent in value to the bundle of commaditics
required for the reproduction of the wage carner’s labour power
However, in the advanced caphalist countries the value of labour nower
of some sectors of the working class has been established at a level
which covers the cost of a dependent tinnly, and this has produced the
phenomenon of the so-called “tanmuly waze’, te. a single wage which is
suthicient to maintain a worling class tamily ot a cerram standard o
hving. At the same time, tor substantial aumbers of workers, the v alue
o laibour power and wages fall below rhes nummnm, and the made w e
does not then cover the cost of the faneivs subsistence.

The implications of this diference between the two cases 15 of vinal
importance for the position of women. It the wage s a family wage 1n
the sense defined above, 1t is possible for it to mamean marned wonmen
outside of the labour torce as tull-time housewnves, It nor, then the
tanuly will be under pressure to secure addinional income 1 order to
reproduce the family at an aceeptable saandard of Eviege; a commaon



neither ose, hoveever, is it the nerformuance or n:m-.pur!'«»rm.\tjcr of
domesive dbenr as such which explains the posinon of women in the
home, Where 1t mieht be of importance s i_n coses where the vadue of
male Libour power has falien below the family wage and the dependent
housewite, unable or unewitling to enter the labour n'mrkcl, rcdnul»lys-
her offort to ereerch the family wage, Tiis dogs not /r,,'r,v;"rhc value of
fabsaur pover oo fradf but s rather o response tean :ufc.ld§ given
sitvetion, which seerfz, heoswever, result i maunianing the value of

‘ ) v factors re tant.
Jalvsur power at that fevel, 1t other factors remain cons

Hence, even if we accept that domestic l.’l‘.\.(’\ff can l'r\\A('r the value of
Inhour power in certain circumstances, this s msm]u:;m 1o :\cclnunt;
for the position of woren in the hm'nc. If the argument s sounc .|'n.

honsework 75 hencheial to capital, it nwust also bc.cxpl.\}‘ncd. \\'h'\ it
is zenerallv women who do this worl, Of course, In reaiity it is nu:
oty women who perform donestic Lahour; snt‘u]c malcs, c‘hll-.lrcn and
orhers also Jdo o, and houscholds sometimes <hare 1 out betw een |'I.¢
members. But as long as the work is performed, C.'.])lAl:!] 15 ‘smvl\' quite
unconceried as to the socil relations under wich s pertored, :md_
the agents wha perform i, Tt could stll he :|rgu(:d thar the existence of
t'ull‘t.in\c housewvives is the most beneficial to (:.@:\1'1', since thev perform
more surplus Tabour, invest maorc I;llvcxunf tire and '.‘\'n‘. lnrdcr .m
gercral to stretch the family wage, Yo this T s hard :u'x_uvs(:nn asa
‘;:cncr:\l rule, for we must remember that while the !lr)'.‘s:\\'llc' s 4|nmcs-'
tic Libour mav indeed help to stretch the tancly income, sne herself
must aleo be reproduced, along with any chiidren m the famnly, :\Eul
the additional complement of domestic arphances necessary v:»r
cvivariced domestic labour must be purchased and m.nn:.m‘.ql. It the
homeewite is o wage earner then these costs are met, i part, from her
own wase packer, Butitis a dnforent matter i ,'Qh,(- is 1->'L'>n_n‘c house-
wite. In this case, it ts not sim;‘ly A question of the :umfcx\nc s labour
envailing a bidden benent to the capitalist in )u-\\ cring the f.'.*.hn: of the
||-.:f|):m;|'< Tabour power, but rather that the mArenance ot lh‘c l"“l\\("
tie encemble and of the individuats wathin i clso c.nl;n.ls a hididen cott,
which i this case is covered by the provision o a t.l!-nl_\' wage to the
hushand. Thebenefiito the cnl\ir.:!islcnrcrprlsc:s'hcrchnquusnun:!l)lc.

1 it st i - advanced
W hat is therdfore significant about domestic 'l.ﬂ)'ru!. n thg dva
is not the econonne value for capital denving from

capitahist countnes . ‘ P o
its "unpaidness’. Feis rather that the exstence ot full-tine hguses v
peeforming this labour depends in the firstinstnce on (I\_v f.\l‘:\(ll_\\ !
A oape suthaent 1o maintan wives ('nllsld.c Ware W ‘f'k' This dh(% 1

Lolid for ot classes let alone for all strata of the W u.rkln‘u cl;\.ss, cven “t
non-crisis situattons; but an pcrim]s of cconomic reeession, where
irelation Jowers the value of labour power, Liryge numbers nt. \\'nm‘cn
are encoarve 4 to tabe up paid work predisely because .“t the m-.
aderpiaey of thar hushand’s wagre and of such state 1u»n.c'm< as l.n.l_)
exist, The quentton 1s not theretore one ot the housewite’s dumfﬂllc
Libonr sty depressings the value of l.xl)()ur.[‘uv\\ or, but l.'.HhL'l "’F .l ‘t
extent towhich the housewite's conditions of ¢xistence might rse ©

ot least maantain i,

women i the home, but oot in the wan surccoed =0 1 vrrison, 78 by

uLa

most authors in the domestic ibour debate, W 510 necds tfurss
explanation are the variant forms of this relasion, 0. soeeitic P

historical and ceonomic reazons which resuht ‘i, w ages being

pard to members of some classes and strara and no: to others, to men
and not to women, and by some capitals and not otiers.

Similarities and Differences

Having discussed certain aspects of these theories individually, we can
now rdentife the similarities and differences between them. The main
difference is, of course, one of theoretical approack: Harrison's analvsis
trics to locate domestic habour withina consistently Marxist perspective,
in a sense to append a ‘domiestic mode’, with s specific forms of
exploitation, to a conventional class anmalysis. Here capitalism, a0 least
- by implication, remains the main enemy. Chrisrine Delphy, an the
other havd, winle condemning capitabismy and calling rorits nversirow
is hostile 1o Marxist analvsis. Whereas Harrison is consorned o show
hosw cepezalion miht benefit from houecwork Deiphy s con -
demonstrare that the main cnemy (tor women) is xar capitahiesn bue
men. Arain, whereas Delphy is interesied in the relationship berween
men and women, Harrison is interested in the relation hetwoen pouse-
work and the value of labour power. Indeed the theorertical obicet of

his textis rot so much women's oppression as capitelism. At the ven
least such a tundamental divergence between these iwo supporiers of
the domestic mode of production tf ssis sugirests har the mere applhi-
cation of this concept cannot Muminare the probicin of the peliueal
pracice of the wonen’s movement. Bevond this fundavental Civers
gence, however, there are three main posttions wistc!s these rhcories have
i common and which require further discussion: the st is cherr
characierisaton of wonmen as a class; the seeond 1s their desi ey of
honsework as nen-capitalist, and the third s thar chuacternise 5 of
the domestic sphere as 2 mode of produection.

1. Are Women a Class ?

Marxists have on the whole tended 1o resist the ides ©has women torm 4
distinciive class, in part because no cconomic cliss position, at once
specitic and common to all women, has beenscon ezl estabhished,
Harvison and Delphy however are concerned o demonstrate that -eere
docs exist an ceonomic basis tor concentualising women (or az icase
some women) as a class, although therr arguments in support o0 this
contention are widely divergent. Delpin s angumenis concerning class
are somewhar unsatistactary, In the space of one PHZC Wonwen are
desenbed as being inoa relationship oi slaver', bang tessernilly

profetarians” and being insolved in Ssert selarons’. Be that as it ooy
she deduces class from the expiorzacaan s sces kg shice withs the
marriage relation. We have alrcadv nosed some of che prosicms
associated with the universalising and privedezing o the mariace o
and the falfure to take account of mportant diderences in the women
domesae labour relation, but there are addiiemal dulicelnes with b
desipnation of women as 2 chisss Her concept of exploitsion for
eximmnde althiestiool Beosrrossemoed Feenedy N1 arnves? dreesartece: s bome s o e as
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position than Delphby, Fie acknowledees shar, while nan-capitalist, the
domestic mode is integrated into, or articelared onto, capitalism -
as his rather uncasy formulations about its being 1 cliear” or ‘truncased’
mode suggest. Indeed the housework mode, hke the stare mode, was
‘created by’ capitadismy to ‘fulfill certain funciions'. The crucial cucstion
here 1s whether such modes can be said to constitute modes of pro-
duction at all, given their highly contingent and dependent character,
and we shall reeurn to this point lazer.

Delphy, however, argues that the ' familial and patriarchal maodes are
antonomons eatitics which bear xo thoorerical relation to esch other. Yet the
degree to which housework can be conceived of as autenomous from
capialism is  questionable, since its articulation  with capitalism
extends to the provision of the entire familv's subsistence, the latrer
being paid for by means of an income derived trom the capitalist
scetor. The very pcrfnr'.ning ot domestic laboour, the provision of
services and subsistence goaods, is theretore dependent on usine and or
transtorming gommoditics produced and purchased in the ciprtalist
scctor. Since all housework’s inputs except labour are derived from the
captalist sector, in what sense, if anv, can housework be seen s auto-
nomous from 1z [yven Delphy, having asscreed this autonomy,
nonctheless argues that it is capiraiion which “erects tamely duties as a
pretest to exploit women in their outside work®. So. if patriarchy
conspires with capitaliom to oppress women, what kind of “autanomy”
do these svstems haver This ambiguity shows up most dearly in
Delphy's tacit admission thag, to liberate women, a revolution in the
family mode of production is 5o/ enongs; rather. the overthron - of the
wiole socicty s required. Delphy docs not claborare unon why this
dual revolution is necesspry, for to do so might ke the arcument
uncomtortably close to the position she rejects.

There is a further problem here which neither Harrisen nor Delphy
adequately confront, namely the question of the bistorical and cularal
specificity of housework, Whereas Harrison :mplies this housework is 3
specific creation of capitalism, the autoromy accorded to the domestic
mode by Delphy implies that it should be conceived as independent of
the specific phases of development of the nrncipal modes of production
such as feudalism, capitalism and social:sm. Neither of these views is
satistactory since, while there are tew historical and even fewer
comparative accounts of housework and of the tamiiv, some of the
domestic labour theories do not ke adequate account of the littde
evidence which exists on this issuc. Tie attempt to date oppressive
domestic labour from the beginnings of modern caprtalismy, i parne-
cular trom the decomposition of the famey as the main producos ¢ unit,
is otten greatly oversimplificd, Even wiere the famdy was a unit of

production there sull exists a distinction berw cen domoestic laboar for
domestic consumption (e food preparation, cleaning, w Ashirne,
weaving, sewing) and childrearing, and production for exchoanoe

in the market or by barter. This distection s found in the least
technolosically advanced socicties: 1 other words domesace Laoar,
(even merained domestic Iihour) and the sexual diviston of Libour

i
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two levels of analvsis: first to the elomere of the preducive strucrure
(1.c. forces and relations of production: and secondiv 1o the lawe of
motion of the mode concerned. Thesz two together form the then-
retical obieet of Marxs analysis of the capitalist economn - here we find
on the one hand a set of clements and social rejarioes specihc 1o
capitalism (its labour process, forms of prssession and seraration), and
on the other, a theory of the reproduction of the CAPILLIST cconomy
which as at the same time a concept 1 irs unity-—conceived as a
svstemuin which the circuits of capital, the relations of dierrbution and
production, and the forms of linkage between enterprises torm pare of
an integrated system of production. The mode of production con-
ceived an this dual sense is a highiv abstract concepruahisation of
determinate cconomic systems and their social relations. The condi-
tions of existence of a given mode, those not specificd 10 the general
concept hut which ure necessary 1o seeure s reproduction, periatn toa
ditlerent level of analvsis——that of the social formanos, Whiie <bose
condizions mav be deduced from the abstract concept of the mode oo
production concerned, this can only be expressed i vay generad
terms, since the precise mode of sccuring them in determinate soctal
formations mav be subject 1o considerable variation.

Accordingto Balibar's reading of Marx the concept'mode o production”
functionsin two wavs: both ds a unit of prriodisation, in Marx’s words,
distributing history according to ‘epochs in the economic developmenr
ot socicty” {capitalist, feudal, socialist’, and as a concept on which our
Kknowledge of determinate social formatinns depends—because it is 2
theory of 1ts constitative economic and snerai refations. But it is at onee
evident that the housework made of production caspor fuliil s
requirenient of a mode of producton. Harrison's crnbusis on the
“chient® characrer of the pae by definizen precludes such 2 mode trom
providing the basis of a knowledge of the social formaroen in which 1z
exists. Indeed, on his own terms, knowledize of tie pup irselt is
conditional on Enowledge of /e capitatist made o2 sroduction: lis reproduciion
15 dependent on the reproduction of the capitaliss mode, 12 s something
of a truncated mode of production witn an urnsuaily complex,
svmbiotic re Lationship 1o capital.” Tt 1s theretore also v implication,
subject to the Laws of motion of the capitahist mode of production and
lacks any such laws of its own. In what sense then can e domestic
mode of production provide a knowledge of a detcaminate social
formation 7

The same problem arises when we consider 1f the housework mode
ot production could function in termes of the other criterton, as a unit or
pertodisation. Tn formulating the concept of *client” modes, Harrison
notes that a social formation Ny contam awitun it more tan one mode
of production. 1is concepts of “vesugnal® and focal” mmodes would
correspond to such an analvsis. However, these other subordimate
maodes ditfer tn one crucial respect trom the ‘chicnt” modes: this 1s that
they would have been, or will become generadised. Client modes such
as the oae, however, could never become genctalised hecanse they
wounid never constitute the cconomic and soctal base of 4 social for nma-
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coean or st of one governed by othe fopsework mode of pro.

absence of any

sercial production withio the e, renders peeblenatie the very use of

S Tins absence of o productive base, annd e
the term ‘praduction’ in this context.

Pusther problems arise in attempting to idcg!it—‘. the constituent e/u:/{/{u
or 2 Domestic Mode of Production, There is a labourer (the housewite)
and there are objects of Tabour; but what are the means ot production
f 2 maodein which there is no social production and the product s in
the Torm of some of the housewste's surplus labour 2 Te is doubtful
whether the creation of use values tar privace consumpnion, whether
by conking or gardening, justitics the use of the concept ‘means of
l\ff)(l-z(-ti:»l;' tes ‘,‘icsi_un:uc the implements utinced 10 such acrivities, 1o
recornice that domestic labour is of social stenficance does not entnl
that it be cquated with social production, ¢ cven \\'ir'{‘. pu\(hlqir)|1 in
she sense pencrally imphed by Mars, The ‘relantons of prodection” of

he

the e are chaneterised by Harrison in terms of the unity of o
Lahourer v itk the means of production; yet cven if we aceept his use of
thse concepis, it is not cicar how these relaze to the mode of approp-
riation of the product (in this case the housevife’s surplus Iabour), or
how the housewite is subordinated 10 these exploitative social rela-

tons,

The concept ‘mode of production’ also ircludes what B:\.libn‘r calls
Cadrhans misleadinglvitt the “non-labourer” and here there are turther
ditlicuitics. The ‘non-labourer’ is the ageney which appropriates the
surplus Libour or surplus producr, and the qucsliu'n therefore arises
25 w0 what ageney appropriates the ‘surplus labour” in housework, re.
i Hartieon ard Delpby's definttion, that which the housewite per-
foyrons above her ow i needs. Christine Delph’s answer is clear--1t s
the men who do so. But it this is true then children also Sappropriae’
a large part of the housewife’s Tabour, vet they can neither be assinnh

wred 1o the adalt men, nor Jeritimately be rearded as a non-labouring
c.\:[‘lnuim( ¢liass on their own, The strictly 1 minist. arpument <'|f males
Lt o plsic e wauld in frer lead to the tagnligsible canclusion that
cpe chemld dienovesh beiween diterent cinddren: o mpnth old baby

bov would he an exploiter, 2 month old baby girl would not.

There are addinonal ditheultics it we tollow Delphy in chirracrensing
busharels s an appropriatingg class, In empiccal terms there can be i
donbi that i the majority of marriages the faushand s a ‘non-labourcr
ac fur as houeewnrl is concernad. But outside the honse the hushand 18
verallv o bbourer, since through sclling bes Tahour power he also
comtehuies to the means of his tamily's subsistence. ‘Therefore he too,
in Delphns terms, performs some ‘surplus Libour " which is ‘;l|\|\rv»|‘f"«':
re b s wate and children, Does this tura fhcer inn A (";1_»1«{”(" s
such improbable conddusieons are inescapable given Delphy's detimno?

ot explotmation discussad cadier,

e e

pk nng

The concept of nea Ldioarer s misleading heeasse st implies that the o e
3 s Cree o HTE cdo e

s los iyt ement in the process of produacace, whereas whether they "
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[arnison circumvents these problems by not reaily “discussing the
position of men 1 tee tamilv mode atall, Whether men see included in
the class structure of the domestic mode 15 unclear, althoueh the rmpli-
cation is that it contains onlv one class, that of housewives, Yer if
women can belong to two classes, why cannot mea? The answer may
be that 1o Incare men within the domestic made mav rake Harrison too
close to Delphv’s conclusions, tor ic inunediately poses the question of
the relation of men to fonscirord end to worzen, tather than of men to
capttalism. In any event, his silence on tis question is symptomatic
ot a more general avoidance ot the issue of relations between the sexes.

For Harnson, the agency appropriating women's surplus labour is
capital and therefore lies outside the domestic mode. Yet here is a
further departure from Balibar's conception since in the latter the non-
Libourer 1s an invariant clement of tie concept mode of production
which does not strictly speaking allow for this external appropriation.
Lven af we accept that subordinate modes may be characterised by
an external agent of appropriation there sull remains the probiem
of what is being appropriated and whether its creation constitures
production. Tn the case of housework, as we have sceq, the application
of these concepts is questionable and at the very least requires further
theoretical substantiation than is given in the literature,

Problems in the Domestic Labour Debate

It is important to recognise that the Domestic Mode of Production
thesis absolves Delphy and Harrison from committing two errors
frequently reproduced in much of the domestic labour Literature and
which we shall now consider: that of assimilating housework into
the capitalist mede of drodaction and that of placing housework in a wholly
functional relation to capitalism,

The atteinpt ro assinulate housewotk into the ¢ue has often been
justificd on the grounds that since there is no systematic analysis in
the works of Marx and Engels of women’s domestic lihour, it is
necessary to claborate this theory for them. The absence of a theory
of the rcdation between domestic Jabour and capialism has been
attributed by some authors to a sexist oversight on the part of the
founders of historical materialism. 12 Others argue that even within the
central subject matter of the theory, nnny of Marx's concepts remain
undeveloped and are in need ot furthee claboration: this particularly
apphies to concepts relevant 1o the amalvsis ot domestic Tabour, But
whilst it s trne that agreat deal of work remuains to be done to develop
Marsist theory, it should not immediately be assumed thae everything
which remains under, or untheorised 1 Co v’ can be, or should be,
integrated into the theory of capitalist production. Tt is necessary, in-
partcnlir, to question rather than assume whether domestic labour can,

1T Vopel “The Earthiy Famaly”and L Gesstein *Domestic Work aed Capicalisony’ i
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25 cne vriter hopefully puts i, be made to At inta’ the concept of the
caprralist modc of production, 1}

One major problem is that many writers cnn(u‘sc the lc\"cl of al)straxc—
tion of the mode of produciion with fhf}.’. of t‘nc_sncml f()rm;m(m,_
These problems can be avoided if we first cs:nl)ltsh. what level ot
abetraction we are dealing with in the (:150.{\( (.lu.m(-mc‘ labour.14 For
it is one thing to produce a Marxist amalisis of domestic labour, and

. ) .
cuite another to attempt 1o assimilate domestic labour into the con-
juite !

cept of the capitalist mode of production and the laws ofm.(;tion of r.hc
capitalist cconomy. As these concepts are c:.mcgmcd specificaltly \\'n.h
commodity pmducti(m and with the \'.Hunsn.!mn process, domestic
Jabour, as privatised individual lxbour not subject to the ln\\" of \'lelli’.{‘,
Lies ontside the theory of the capitalist piode of production. In Marx s famthar
formulation, the labourer ‘belongs to himself, and |\crfnrm§ his necess-
ary vital functions ewsside the process of production’ so that the cn:\lml?s!
mav thercfore ‘safely leave (the laboured’s own reproduction) to (his)
instinees of self-preservation and of propagation’.1* In mhcr words, at
this level of abstraction.capital as such is not “interested” in the d(.)mcs‘
tic sphere. However, it may well be th_m, at .\Qr)t2?cr level, that of con-
crete social formations, the form of organization of the don'mcsnc
sphere and the social relations within it do play an important role in the
reproduction of, given formations. Nevertheless, \\"lxntc‘.'cr th_c rcl.n-
tions between. the domestic sphere and the requirements ot sgcml
r(:pmduclinn, they are not established simply because of their function-
ality for capitalism.

This leads directly to the second problem, that of functimmli.sm. The
debate on domestic labour and the tamily has been suflused \\'lth. what
can bhest be described as funcdonalist assumptions. Housework }s,'lur
instance, varously refered to as ‘crucial’, ‘necessary’ ot "cssc‘mml to
capitalism; for its part, capitalism’is sometinies seen as }'m\'m;; created
housework, and in some formulations even ‘depends’ on 1t for sur-
vival. We have already stated our objections to the notion that housc-
waork: is crucial to capitalism, and the same rt.:scr\'nli(ms must be made
“n respect of the present torm of organisation of ttc famuly. In the
damestic Jabour literature, this ton is scen as tunctional nndh there is 1o
recognition that however beneticial the dumlusnc sph-rc might bena
givch conjuncture, it might also be undergning profound ch:tr)gcs als a
result of capitalism’s expansion ot of the class srmgg]c, and mlghx also
pencrate contradictory effects tor capital. The logical conclusion en-
wiled by this posited dependency of capitalism on hnusclx\ork.:\ml _th‘
family is, as some writers have suggested, that their abolition will briag
about the downfall of capitalism, This apocalyptic view s not well

;. e
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1 This formulation s found in WL Seccombe “The Housewite and her |
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substantiated theoretically, but 1t 1s ofren e zed oato the cand of
otherwise cautious anmalyses (Beoston's for oxample), It pro bablv
arises out of a desire to demonstrate the rovolutionary charactee of the
women's movement by clearly defining 1t as part of the anti-carialist
struggele; ver this can surcly be argued without claiming that the sub-
ordination of women is necessary for the survival ot capitalism, cquiva-
lent to the exploitation of the proletariar,

Monism and Economism

Although Delphy and Harrison on the whole avoid the above prob-
lems, there 1s one major limitation which they share with the domestic
labour debate and that is its exclusive emphasis o the eonomic analvsts
of housework. The principal questions addressed by the debate have
been whether domestic labour ereares value or not, whether it produces
the commodity labour power or not: whether it is subject to the Liw of
vilue, whether itis productive or unproductive-- and so an, This may
have been inevitable given that the origina] concern of the debate as i
deveoped within Marxism was, as we have seen, to ground an analysis
of temale oppression in a ‘materialist analvsis of women's labour’.
Initially this was welcomed as a necessary counter to the idealism of
some feminist analyses which hypothesised a universal and ahistorical
‘patriarchal oppression™ and of some Marxist analvses which saw the
family purely in terms of ideological relations. But the domestic labour
approach was limited not just by its cconumism bur also by its narrow
concentration on housework and on bousewives, at the expense of
anmalvsing the cnsemble of women's economic and non-ccoromic:
activities and the relations within which they were inscribed. Thus
even on its own limited terms it faled to provide a comprerensi
theory of the political economy of women.in

It is interesting to note that where rhis narrowness of focus combined
with economism it had the cffect of displacing the teminist critique of
domestic Iabouy from the analvsis alzogerher, as evidenced most
strikingly in the argument concerning the depressive etfect of house-
work on the value of libour power. This argument is only concerned
to show how housework benetits capital; it does pot show, indeed is
quite unable to show something perhaps more important, namely why
houscuwerk is performed by houserires and how it is linked into the
structures of female subordination, Moreover the crucial labour tor
capital is usually seen as that involved in the evervday reproduction of
the (male) worker rather than, for instance, the Libour involved in
women's childrearing activites, Uinally, there is nothing 1n the theory
which explains why this labour cannot simply be equalised between
men and women, or even performed by single wage workers thems-
sclves. The unavoidable conclusion 1s that the ending of housework as
a women’s responsibility and the removal of this torm of fenale
uppression could occur with no loss to capital whatsoever. His worth
remarking in this context that with the notble exceprion of Delphy
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crany contnbrnons 1o abic debare moid discuscing the relations
:'.-u\\ccn the seses altoscher, these are corely scen as Inoany wan
Laraeoeistic because the aim s o show oo atis prinarily capesal,
. vher Sae tor istance men, which henetire trom women’s subordin-
e, Tnosum, i focussing exclusicedy onw hat housew ork contributes
ceoromicallv to capital, 4 concern which developed from fcm_inisr
perspective, femist issues were, alheit uninrennonally, displaced from

the disconurse,
A Double Displacement

1oy order 1o g0 bevond the housework debate a double displnccm'cnt
From its main concerns to date 1s required. Firse, if the n}:lin 1hcnrcuc:ﬁl
ohject is to conceptualise the material significance of lhc_dumcsn‘c
cnhere, then the emphasis must be shitted from the level of ic capi-
Cliet mode of production to the level of Gterminate social /ormn//.m:;
yad therr u-prndm von. In addition, instead of narrowly C(mccn_(r.mn;
con deinesnie Zeanr, the analvsis conld usetulle be expanded to inchude
comerderation of the broader significance of the houschold and the
selarions \\i;':vin it for the wider socicty, withont lostng sivht of the

et position of women within these structues,

sceondiv, it instead a theory of women’s subordination is required,
then as a first step the qucs(iun ot the rtition between women's
anbordination and the economy must be posed ar a more general leved
chan has hitherto been the case in this debate. Neither an understanding
of women's subordination, nor the politics for overcoming it, can he
derived from the analvses of "domestic brbour alone. Indeed, the
restricied platorm of the *wages for housework® campaign is in many
wavs a namral and logical outcome of such approach. The political
cconomy of women is i crucially imporant area of research buc the
terims of debate hiave to be broadened and an attempt has o be made to
amabuvee the complex combination of warcenal relations |l|mug|_1 which
wom: s snbordination is medinted; such an analveis would include,
r addition to an examination of the domestic sphere, consideration
ot the sexnal division ot labour, reproduection, the I.lll)l)llf market,
Y,E\;l'l'_i(.ﬁ and variatons in the value of nile and female Tbour pn\_\cr
aned the tole of the state in maintaining women o dependent positon
aithin the  familead? However, an understanding of - women's
subordination cannot be reduced to cconomic or material factors alone,
even when there are conceived in the broadest teemsg it atso entails
constderanon of the important work currendy being, carried out mA(?‘c
pied of psvehoanalysis, sexualing, Tinguage and sdeology. It thgrc!nrt
imvolves, he extension, an analvsis of mnter cexual and inter-familsd

ve litians,

\ recopnition of the complesity ot the relarions through which women
cubordination is modiated warns acaunst the kind ot cconomic rcduIC'
tonsan w hich informs some of the pohiteal conclusions found 't

it

. g o
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Tirer e on domestie labhour, “The answer to the question of w het

Vosee copeently AL Melatnh “The Stare and the Oppression ot Women m-
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women are going to join in the strueele for sociadism or not does oot

e i a conceptualisation of domestic Libour's relaiion to capitalien,
1t is contineent on the political conjuncture in v i:ch women find
themselves, and, in particular, on the ability of a socialist movement
to articulate feminist issues in a manner that is convincing and con-

fronts the speciheity of women's subordination,

It remarns here to indicate what answers are currentdy being formulated
to three central questions concerning the role of housework under
capitahism. These questions are: How can we conceptualise the
position of women in the houschold > What is the relation between
women's position in the home and the capitalist cconomy 7 And w hat
political measures are required to end thrs torm of sthordinaton? As
ansswers to these questions are as vet relazivelv undeveloped the follow-
ing remarks are only intended o indicare areas where further work
and research is required.

Women and the Home

We have argued above that the relation women home is not an invar-
fant one and 1s not to be seen as essential to the reproduction of the
capitalist mode of production. Instead this relation must be understood
as the result of a complex combinarion of determinations the etfects of
which will vary according to the specthicity ot determinate social
formations. \With this cavear in 511111d 10as possible, at a more yenceral
level, to sugiest how some of these determinations are manifested 1n
the advanced capitalist countries at the present time. OF these. four
can be singled out for spectal mention:

1. The Wage Form. This relates in a number of important wavs to the
position of women and to their place in the homie, s we have areued.
the existence of tull-time housewives is made ceonomically possible by
the provision of an ndcqu;\rc male wage and, 1 a4 lesser degree, by
supplementary benehts from the state which accrue through child-
reanng and nurriage. The existence of the *Conibv wage', thatis, 1 wage
level suthctent to support, if meagrelyv, an unemploved wite and chil-
dren, is ke all wage levels, the result of 2 vaneny ot different deter-
minations. It mav even include the conscious or pre-conscious struegale
ot male workers for this torm of wage calculation and by extension toe
this form of female dependency, for to surrender the family wage
would be to risk a full in the value of Labour power. Bat there can be
lirtle doubt that the form of female dependency i tas involves s
tareelv benetictal to men and detrimenian to women, aod as we shall see
has cerrmn imporant implications tor women's overs’! position, Bue
hetore going on to consider these, it should be cenphisieed that a con-
comntant of the priviteged male wage is the under provdezed fremale
wager while certamn eategorics of male workers can wocure o famih
wage, itis rare, given the present seaual division ot Liboss tor women's
labhour power to attain this value; and 12 1s even raar tor women to
struggede, as men have done, for a el wage. O the contrarny,
women's wages are generally seen as supialomentary to those of 1 maje
wage carnet even by nany women workers themselves. The conther
T o] ] T Pl [ S G Ty e e iy SRRt [ PR SN S it WLy L et
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a4 rende 1o be justificd in terms of the sexe:! division of labour :\n.d
‘ s etfecting a tair distribution of responsi-
to renders them complementary.

my
Shis e conn unttomliv seen
Llprres berscen the sexes such as . ot
Flow cver the seanal division of labour s moec th.n.) A mere u:chmcn.
Givison i that it helps to entoree relations o d.un.nn;\‘uun :»md subor-
dination creating structures of privilepe and disc rnmnnnnn.'l or women
1t has both domest'c and external effcets \\'l‘.tc}.:..ﬂ.rc‘clnscl\' nncrt\\‘mc(‘l.
Women are allocated the burden of responsibility m':hc home and (h»lS
1< so even when they work in the wage sector; and if they do \\'(.)Tk n
the wave sector the majority are distributed 1o thc_mnsl poorly paid nInd
‘ The combination of domestic dutics and unrc\\‘nrdmg
Cnnlos nient 1s o pn\\crfn] obstacle to worten working outside the
discourave them from domg s 7l irus the labour market

sratic jobs.

Loane, and oo ] ' o «
aeelt complements and  rentorees women’s I'QE‘I'H(h.ILH\L Tois
cehiny 1 diret link berween their place in the domestic sphere .'m'd
tra domestic presence. Tis therefore CTTONEOUS 10 SCC Women's
i socicty as determined exclusivelv by thetr position 1o the
the weak position of women on the labour marker

ectabl
their ox
nstion
domestic sphere: 7
s an cthe et of re-intorcing their subordinaticn i the home.

s o v oy vaent ::/.'r/ ecpecially biok femas o /';‘,‘-:'fm/rnl. n l\(fri()ds ot
recession it 1s often women's labour that 1s the nr(st'ln‘ be fhspcnScd
with in non-searegated employment situations. This s often com-
o c. l‘:u;‘t that 1 is the enterprises enploving mainlv female
able 1o survive i such rimes. But wherea

:\u"v‘(‘( (‘ ‘IV;'
Ciher which are the least
anaed Libour force is emploved 1 tends to be women rather th':m men
A ho are laid off first during these erises and this s tr-ulhcml'\‘ justitied
on the grounds that the family income must be provided by the econ-
Dic wtiviny of the thead® of the tamihy;ie the husAl);md. ll‘\ f;(h»cr‘\\'nrds
remde anemplovment is in part justiticd by rmvoking the family” wage

eren w here this woegre Fors is et renerdised,
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work pertormed byomens Such an uncqual sizuation: arises in prart
because women's ecmployment is seen as sccondary to their main rle as
mothers, and in part becavse for many women it o secondary ar least
while they have domestic responsibalities. The lick of adequate pro-
vistor of ¢hild care centres removes that clement of choice for most of
them,

Weaan now constder some of the etfects of women’s customary condition
which generally, accrue to the advanced capitalist state as benehits—
bearing 10 mind that they do not always obuain and are not aecessarily
beneticial tor all capitalist social formauvons as the functionalist
argument implies, The confinement of women to the domestic sphere
may be advantageous in some circumstances but antin others; during
periods of rapid accumulation, or acute labour shortage as in war time,
the state mav be required 1o intervene to soctalise domestic labour in
order to release sufhicient female waze rbaur onto the marker, Another
pent to bear in mind is thar what is rrue of the “gerera] interests” of
caprial may notbe true for specitic capitals, Whilst tna given formation
it nuy be state policy 1o discourage women’s entry into the libour
force, the survival of determinate capitals may depend on the cheaper
labour oflered by women,

As the domestic labour debate bas rightly emphasised, the houschold is
not just 4 unit of consumption, -althotgh it 1s thar too. It is also the
Iocus of the production of use values in the form of goods and services
witich are needed tor the reprodiction of the labour torce. W hilst this
wark of reproduction is necessary in 2l socicties its locus is nocalways
the tunily and may be undertaken by extra-tamilial acencies; under
capitalism many of the goods and services necessary for the dav-to-day
reproduction of labour power have become available on the marker, or
through rthe agency of the state. However, the contribunion of the
domestic sphere to reproduction s still of considerable importance
and generally entails two forms of activity s the first and least important
tor cu

ital involves servicing the day to dayv needs of oxiing wase
earners; the secand involves serviving the aceds of fatoe agents of
production te. children. This includes at one leved, sinular isks to
those performed tor the wage carner: but it iovolves, in addition,
greater work and overall responsibiliny especilly where voung
children are involved, a respansibility which normally devolves onto
women. At another level, the reproduction of the next veneration’s
agerts of production entatls primary education —te, *socihising” those
who will eventuaily develop different qualities of zendee and class
which bear on the place they will occupy etther inside or outside the
labour markec Here women's work is supplementany to that of ather
agencies such as cducational establishments but s sull of considerabie
imnortncee.

Ot these two reproductive activities (i thetr conerete forms housew ork
and chrld-care) it 1s the work of child-c.

re which constitutes the most
cntrappine material relation tor women and which at the same tinse
15 01 the most henetit 1o the capitalist state. For while the burden of
houvsework can porentally be reduced o minimury and then cqualised
1

:
between the adull members of 2 houschold, the solution o child-care
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and the assumprion of respon-

Foed involving at the very
tho provision of adequate

requires A major allocanon of resources ‘
cilulity for this arca by the statc or by ether cnnnsad agencies,

The cost to the state 18 undoubtediv one reason why \'J'l‘*il.l“.\'! socictics
have tended to restss 'l\ru\lding NUrSCrics, x?u! s pot the only reason.
Under the conditions ot advancad capradism \\lu-nl' high 1:|1cmplu‘\~
ment prevails itwould be extremely problemat, ?\"nnum a c‘.mn;;(; TR
radical interventionist state, to o craate .rhc cordinons which would
help to tree women from the (lnmcsuc_ .sphcrc because the labour
market provides an insutticient number of jobs l(.)-'.lL‘('l)lnn'xl)d‘.‘.'lc them,
In this sense the ‘family wage’ and 1he “housewite svandrome’ help to
conceal hizh unemployment - speaitically hreh female um-nmlu}-mc.m_
and in certain wavs to legitimise it Women ¢an he scen as constituung
a specitic stratum of the reserve ;n‘mf,“ f.dlul upon i times nl‘\_\'ulr ‘nr‘
rapid accumulation, but returned o thetr "place u\.‘tl}c 1.‘.!]1,l|).’ 'n these
jobs contract or the men return to them, Hc«‘.l\ls%- thls' Pl.u‘c exists :n.nl
because of women’s supposed ‘oatural’ prc-dls‘?gsnmn l()\\':ﬂdﬁ i,
women’s unemployment 13 potentially less P.(\llllC'.l“}' -.1{1‘1 _socl:}lly
pml)lcm‘nic; and, as indicated above, it also performs a usct‘ul i.uncnnn
in providing a childcare service at mintmai cost 1o the capiralist state,

This however, is not to be waken as the ‘cause’ of \\‘mjm?'s smnl?x)rtilxx?-
ation or as being in any simple sensc functional to (.".ll)llfll:S-Hl. Foritis
double cdued. Strictit speaking it is in the cconomic interests of
capital o prolotarianise as many \\'orkqs as possible 1n ordc~r 1“)- rc.‘zp
the dual benefits of an incredsed mass ot surplus value .ma? a fall in the
value of labour power that accompanies the mass entry o l:ll)()|-l[" uto
prndu(lifm. Thus women's posilion in the home, _\\'Iulst l)_c-whcml in
cortain wavs to some capitalist states, has contradictory eflects.

14 addition to these tvo aspects theie is a 11‘\ird advantage 1o -C:lplf.l?i
namely the proviston of wbeaf labour foree tor lhl('m sectors of «‘.s.p»ll.:;
and periods ot accumulation which requrre it \\"hc Gas the \';; 1..n ..(
male kabour power can be established at a level \\'lm*‘h includes t u.. .cws,
“or reproduction of the family, it is rare for women's Libour power tt
att:in this value, exeeptin desegregated nccup:mum.\\'h.cr'c lh’c preseuce
of women s minimal or in the rare cases where feminisation of the
Labour force has not depressed the value of labour power. I'hus 111;
sexual division ot labour crystallises ditterentials not «.ml'\' n pay an
work conditions but also 1 carcer nppurmmtic.s_ which are 1o e
lepumated by the fact that 4) women's work s scen s sccmvnlnnlr.\“':‘l
their role in reproduction and by s seen as subordmate toa pn\ll. Ho
male income, The phenomena of poorly pad work, part-ume worl .:
outworl, which are soadvantageous to somie c-.l|lu.‘|l|>| (:n(url.m?-'-l;
enist preersely because of the contradictony position of women, Cse
as they are between the spheres of production and reproducton,

het
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income. In veneral, the difheulty of organising successfullvavainst these
forms of capitalist explomaunn, coupled with the passivity, or even
resistance, of the male dommated rrade unton movement!? to women's
full equality, has meant that despite progressive legislation desipued to
crode some of the worst discrimiaatary practices agains: women
workers, these often contnue i a moditied form,

Women's subordination is theretore mediated through different levels
ot the social tormation and 15 nsertbed witknn a nueiber of distinet
relations; 1ts ot reducible 1o any simple cansality and s cerrainly not
reducible just to the problem of domestic labour, What measures are
required to end this subordination>

The batrle must be fought, and 1s betng tought, on two nuin froats,
the domestic and the public, aitachis

¢ the struciures of oppresston
within the home and removing the discrimnatorny barriers carnade o
1n both areas this means above all contronting the sexual division ot
labour and its social effeets in particalar by demonstranng she inkages
between the domestic and public spheres, The onthodox sociahist
position and thavot mostsovaliststates todav —thatoturging women to
participare i emiplovinen and polines —is, on s own, nadequate
precisely because it concentrates only on the extorml tront, and gener-
ally gnores the need simulincously o restracture relanons within the
home onan cqual basis. For such an 'cqu.\lis;lw mto ke place thereis a
nced for two tvpes of measure; equalisation of the domesiic Libour load,
rlus, i the
case of children, a socialisanon of this part of the tredinonad realm of

whicii 1 the case of childiens households may be sutheent,

domestic labour. The provision of adequate nurseries boih nside
and outside the workplace 1s the most eroent, obvious and essential
aspect of this. A further need is 4 reconmaisation of vork s and
a shortening of the working week 1o nake it possible tor puarents to
share the responsibiliy of childeare it thev wishe Recent technolozical
innovation begims 1o make this a realistie demand ror the fiest ume
under capitalisny, The success of these measures will, of cournse, be
Bmited 1f they are not accompanied by coanges i the public sector

designed to ramove discommation against wonien. Dowmestic equatity
reguizes that women can work on equal terms to men, with a resulunt
increase of emplovment opportunites for women and the dissolution
of female dependency on a priviicged male wage.

¥ Jane Humphiries has sugpested on the basis ot historteal evidence thae tede unon
tesistaiee 1o wonien's ntey into anplovinent can be seen to dernve trom g desice o
nuontain the Ganily wane by restricting the suppiy ot Libour to capatal. 'Ehe entry of
wotnen into emplovment notonly threatens to lower the vadue ot nale Bibours pover
but abso o depress the standand of hiving of the worhing viass i eened This iy an
mreresting, i problen

atic angumiont; whidst te s true that some workue class tien
may have s stade i maaitanimg the nucdear Gaaly icdoos pentollow sho heeping
wanen out of corplovient is necessanily beneticial to the wonhing clos v wowhiode,
since such o view assumies what mnst be more convimumely establinko o0 the

interests of workhinn class tuen amld woren e e same onoeveny bsue. ) oo
*Class Strugeete and the Persistence of the Working Class Faouy” Casoriln foarmald
of Lwonomics, Vol 1 No. 3, 1977,




