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EDITORIAL FOREWORD: CLASS AND REDISTRIBUTION FARAH AKSOY, MEAGAN DOWN, CORINA OPREA

Postcolonial and feminist perspec-
tives call for plurality, since the white 
European male (waged) class subject 
that underwrites Marx’s thinking can 
no longer be understood as an exclu-
sive agent of transformation. How can 
alternative ways of perceiving class be advanced? Who is this 
‘revolutionary subject’? Any exercise in consciousness-raising 
requires critical engagement with Marxist ideas, norms and 
beliefs, as they are embedded in postcolonial imaginations. 
This approach acknowledges that systems of representation 
and patterns of legitimisation are deeply sedimented with rela-
tions of power. 

The protagonist of Aykan Safoğlu’s essay Aunt Yellow (2021) 
is his Aunt Zerrin, who moved from Turkey to Germany as 
a Gastarbeiter (‘guest worker’) in the late 1960s. Reflecting 
on ways of remembering, he scrutinises the issue of migrant 
labour through the lens of race, class and gender. Referencing 
Audre Lorde’s 1978 essay ‘The Uses of Erotic: The Erotic as 
Power’, Safoğlu attributes Europe’s recovery from the Second 
World War to the working womxn, like his aunt, whose migra-
tory labour healed wounds, whether by having to concede their 
place as subjugated, feminised immigrants, or by managing to 
be active participants in society.

‘Feminist Movements in a Pandemic World – Towards a New 
Class Politics’ by Cinzia Arruzza was written for this issue at 
a moment when the failures of the prevailing macro-economic 
system which devalues caregivers have become all the more 
visible due the Covid-19 pandemic. Strikes led by women and 
gender-nonconforming people – from Chile to Palestine – func-
tion, moreover, to voice societal restlessness in the face of 
rapacious capitalism. Supplementing Arruzza’s contribution, we 
include the manifesto ‘On Social Reproduction and the Covid-19 

This issue is the third in a series of e-publications edited by 
L’Internationale Online looking at concepts of political econo-
my. Following the previous publications Austerity and Utopia 
and Degrowth and Progress, the present issue complicates two 
contested economic terms: class and redistribution. By invit-
ing contributions from sociologists, political philosophers and 
artists, we seek to understand how these terms are utilised in 
institutional contexts and artistic practices. 

Our approach challenges orthodox definitions of economic 
categories. Since the universal, ahistorical use of these cat-
egories is debatable, we accept, following historian Dipesh 
Chakrabarty, ‘the[ir] dual nature’, and interrogate their ‘intel-
lectual and social histories.’1 It is urgent, for example, to ques-
tion the Western cultural logic that governs financial practices 
and instruments such as insurance and property rights, and to 
expose the coloniality of an equation that synonymises pro-
ductivity and profit, or custody and patrimony. 

Class is a concept that engages many artistic practitioners. 
However, the meaning of class – as it was conceived and 
popularised in the early nineteenth century by Marx and 
Engels, as social relations contra their means of production 
– has changed radically as a result of social transformations. 
Feminist theory contests a narrow classification of labour 
based on commodified work and has instead made visible the 
spheres of non-commodified work, in order to theoretically 
dissolve the division between paid and unpaid labour. For 
this issue, leading Marxist-Feminist thinker Frigga Haug has 
delivered a transcript of an unpublished lecture from 2003, 
‘Marxism within Feminism’, describing the associations be-
tween Marxist theory and the emancipation of women. Haug 
sheds light on a comprehensive set of subjects including work 
and labour between activity and practice, domestic labour, and 
socialist feminisms’ futures.

1.  Dipesh Chakrabarty,  
‘Can Political Economy 
Be Postcolonial?  
A Note’, in Postcolonial 
Economies, London:  
Zed Books, 2011, p. 32.
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categories requires attention to the 
constructions of race, gender and sexu-
ality against any notion of dominance. 
In this way, the economist Eiman O. 
Zein-Elabdin has developed the term 
‘postcolonial economy’ and employed 
it in the contemporary African context. 
Zein-Elabdin conceives of an economic 
system embedded in cultures shaped 
by ambivalence and uncertainty that 
produce ‘unpredictable eco-cultural 
patterns.’2 Following this line of thought 
and positioning anti-colonialism and 
anti-racism within an intersectional 
Marxist-feminist framework, political theorist Françoise Vergès 
advances a decolonial analysis of accumulation in her text ‘On 
the Politics of Extraction, Exhaustion and Suffocation’ (2021). 

The spectre of global climate catastrophe is ever present, an 
important point in Francoise Vergès’s text. As communities 
in close proximity to hazardous waste facilities, landfills 
and large air polluters attest, we must be attentive to envi-
ronmental human rights and theories of distributive justice 
to try to counteract a politics of destruction. Cian Dayrit’s 
counter-mapping practices and textile works examine ideas 
of cultural supremacy and identity as they are embodied and 
reproduced in the methodologies of maps, monuments and 
institutionalised forms of archiving. Dayrit’s works, informed 
by the experience of colonialism from the perspective of the 
Philippines, critique how imperialism and its ongoing after-
math destroy and diminish certain regions, while they also 
offer an imagination of alternative territories.

Institutional and artistic practices guide us through an explo-
ration of cultural belonging, reimagination and knowledge 

Pandemic: Seven Theses’ (2020) by The Marxist Feminist 
Collective consisting of Tithi Bhattacharya, Svenja Bromberg, 
Angela Dimitrakaki, Sara Farris and Susan Ferguson. 

Two works from Rafał Milach’s series The Archive of Public 
Protests (2018) document large-scale public demonstrations 
against the further restriction of reproductive rights in Poland; 
namely, access to abortion. The series shares its name with 
The Archive of Public Protests (APP), an autonomous group 
and platform of around eighteen photographers, co-initiated 
by Milach in 2015 with the purpose of recording and collecting 
the visual character of social and political antagonisms within 
their regional context. Resisting an indexical quality or sin-
gular aesthetic value, the archive functions to circulate and dis-
seminate material when collective voices of dissent are stifled 
by the ruling doctrine.

Sharon Hayes’s In the Near Future, Warsaw (2008), stills from 
which we are including in this publication, was an exercise 
in revisionism. Long interested in the intersection of public 
life and public art, Hayes reworked overheard or common 
slogans from historical demonstrations and resistance move-
ments, and walked them around the streets of Warsaw, often 
as direct echoes to their original site of elocution. Text read-
ing ‘Women Destroy Walls’ could be a sardonic reference to 
Jacek Kaczmarski’s 1978 protest song, ‘Walls’ – an anthem of 
the Polish trade union Solidarność (Solidarity) – as much as 
it could be a phrase from the contemporaneous iteration of 
the International Women’s Day Strike. Beneath the Palace of 
Culture and Science, banner in hand, Hayes reminds us that 
our stories often coincide, and that through disruption, we 
may see their crossings.

The cultural production of ideas is not a self-determining 
process. How ideas interweave, overlap and counter fixed 

2.  Zein-Elabdin 2011, 
55, 2009 - Zein-
Elabdin, Eiman O. 
2009. “Economics, 
Postcolonial Theory and 
the Problem of Culture: 
Institutional Analysis and 
Hybridity.” Cambridge 
Journal of Economics 
33(6): 1153–67. ———. 2011. 
“Postcolonial Theory and 
Economics: Orthodox 
and Heterodox.” In 
Postcolonial Economies, 
eds. Jane Pollard, 
McEwan Cheryl, and Alex 
Hughes. London, New 
York: Zed. Books, 37–61.



17L’Internationale Online 

RESOURCES – L’INTERNATIONALE BOOKS

16 Class and Redistribution

EDITORIAL FOREWORD: CLASS AND REDISTRIBUTION

production. In the series of five drawings Marx Pather 
Bhumika 1 (2021), Naeem Mohaiemen reinterprets Bengali-
language book covers from the radical tradition – on leftist 
concepts, Marxists theories and feminist emancipatory prac-
tices. With a nod to the circuits of reproduction, he questions 
the poetics of the revolutionary subject. 

Noah Fischer, an initiator of Occupy Museums and member 
of Gulf Labor Artist Coalition and G.U.L.F., targets the glob-
al systems and local conditions that exploit migrant workers 
and art workers with his dystopian cartoon series, The Giant 
Pit (2021). Taking the example of Guggenheim Abu Dhabi to 
fictionalise an unbuilt museum as one of its sites, the drawings 
make visible the crossings between economic and social ineq-
uity within art institutions.

The pandemic has firmly reminded us of the essential in-
consistency within dominant systems that rank profits over 
the necessities of life-making or social reproduction. Social 
reproduction includes all relationships essential to the suste-
nance of life now and in the future. Care and domestic labour – 
cooking meals, caring for the elderly, or assisting in education 
– is an essential component of social reproduction, but not its 
only aspect. The cultivation of practices of community work 
or self-care produces social bonds and a healthy ecosystem. 
Opposing decline means caring for people, for the land, for 
local collectives, and for the direct reproduction of life. 

Solidarity is assumed as the pursuit of equality-based relation-
ships of interdependency. Ingela Ihrman’s video work Oilbird 
with Nestling (2021) reinforces awareness of a more-than- 
human nature with a potency to be valued, retelling the disen-
gagement of humans from the convolution of environmental 
developments with the female artist body at its centre. 

THE CURRENCY 
OF PLUNDER

Cian Dayrit
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THE CURRENCY OF PLUNDER CIAN DAYRIT

Cian Dayrit, The Currency of Plunder, 2019, embroidery on textile,  
65×45 inches, photo: Mabini

19L’Internationale Online 18 Class and Redistribution

THE CURRENCY OF PLUNDER CIAN DAYRIT



21L’Internationale Online 20 Class and Redistribution

THE CURRENCY OF PLUNDER CIAN DAYRIT

Cian Dayrit, Adversus Contradictores II, 2019, embroidery on textile,  
48×65 inches, photo: Pinto

Cian Dayrit, Adversus Contradictores I, 2019, embroidery on textile,  
48×65 inches, photo: Pinto
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THE CURRENCY OF PLUNDER CIAN DAYRIT

Cian Dayrit, Eat The Rich, 2019, embroidery, objects, digital print on textile,  
62×45 inches, photo: Katarzyna Perlak
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Cinzia Arruzza

Cian Dayrit, Psidium Esse Perniciosius, 2020, embroidery on textile,  
30×42 inches, photo: Cian Dayrit
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The precursor of the current transna-
tional wave of feminist strikes took 
place in 1975: the Icelandic women’s 
strike for equal wages, which 90 per-
cent of Icelandic women participated 
in, resulting in a historic legislative 
victory.2 The spirit of the reinvention 
of the feminist strike over the past five 
years could be summarised through 
one of its most widespread slogans:  
‘If we stop, the world stops.’

The power of this slogan lies in its 
ability to convey at once a critique of 
capitalist social relations that exploit 
and undervalue the work of social 
reproduction, and a sense of collec-
tive, rather than individual, empower-
ment, based on the centrality of social 
reproductive labour (both waged and 
unwaged) to capitalist societies, and on the collective possi-
bility of refusing that labour. This practical and theoretical 
reconceptualisation of the strike operated in two main ways: 
to reject the representation of women and gender or sexu-
al dissidents as passive victims to be rescued by the state, 
through its carceral system or by well-intentioned men, and to 
anchor the feminist mobilisation in class struggle, its history 
and tradition.

In order to achieve this, the feminist strike had to expand the 
scope of what is habitually considered as work or labour, con-
sidering the specificities of the exploitation of women’s work 
in capitalist societies. Women’s work in the formal labour 
market is only one part of the work performed by women: by 
organising feminist strikes, the movement drew attention to 

1.  Khitam Al-Saafin, 
‘Feminist Struggle 
for Freedom and 
Sovereignty in Palestine’, 
edited version of speech 
for ‘Anti-Imperialist 
Feminist Struggles 
Against Militarization, 
War, and Sanctions’, 
Capire (trans. Aline 
Scátola), 7 October 2020, 
https://capiremov.org/en/
analysis/feminist-strugg-
le-for-freedom-and-sovere-
ignty-in-palestine/. There 
are currently around 500 
administrative prisoners 
held in Israeli detention 
centres.

2.  Annadis Rudolfsdottir, 
‘The day the women went 
on strike’, Guardian, 18 
October 2005, https://www.
theguardian.com/world/2005/
oct/18/gender.uk.

In November 2020, Khitam Al-Saafin, the head of the Union 
of Palestinian Women’s Committees, UPWC, was taken from 
her house in occupied Beitunia by Israeli security forces, along 
with six other Palestinian activists and defenders of human 
rights. Currently, Khitam Al-Saafin is being held in prison 
under administrative detention, that is, without either a charge 
or a trial. In October 2020, Khitam Al-Saafin spoke at a webi-
nar organised by the World March of Women:

As a global movement of women and as 
Palestinians, we definitely converge in our anti-im-
perialist objectives, because we consider imperial-
ism, capitalism, colonialism, and occupation the 
main forces persecuting the peoples and creating 
social and economic crises on Earth – from the 
creation of poverty, hunger, and disease to issues 
related to the environment, wellbeing, social life, 
oppression, violence, and militarisation.1

Although Al-Saafin spoke these words in reference to the 
World March of Women, they reflect many of the characteris-
tic features of the global feminist movement of recent years. 
As such, they are particularly apt to describe some of the core 
commitments of the transnational feminist strike movement. 

The feminist reinvention of the strike

The contemporary feminist strike movement began in autumn 
2016 with the large-scale strikes organised in Poland and 
Argentina – for reproductive rights and against gender-based 
violence, respectively. It rapidly expanded to dozens of coun-
tries: between 2017 and 2021, five transnationally coordinated 
feminist strikes and days of action took place every 8 March. 
Women’s strikes are not however a recent invention.  

https://capiremov.org/en/analysis/feminist-struggle-for-freedom-and-sovereignty-in-palestine/
https://capiremov.org/en/analysis/feminist-struggle-for-freedom-and-sovereignty-in-palestine/
https://capiremov.org/en/analysis/feminist-struggle-for-freedom-and-sovereignty-in-palestine/
https://capiremov.org/en/analysis/feminist-struggle-for-freedom-and-sovereignty-in-palestine/
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Rafał Milach, The Archive of 
Public Protests [series], 2018 
Warsaw, 08.03.2017, Protest 
against the tightening of 
anti-abortion law 
Courtesy Museum of Modern 
Art in Warsaw
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class struggle and what is understood 
as ‘identity-based’ or ‘anti-oppression’ 
politics. The term ‘identity politics’ was 
coined in 1977 by the Black feminist 
Combahee River Collective, to signal 
the centrality of anti-racist feminist 
politics to any anti-capitalist project 
of liberation.4 In subsequent decades, 
however, identity politics was appro-
priated by liberal feminism, which 
tended to pit it against class politics, 
erasing its original revolutionary ori-
entation.5 At the same time, economic 
reductionist theories of class have also 
contributed to the divorce between 
anti-oppression and class politics, by 
reducing class to an abstract and quan-
tifiable sociological category mostly 
tied to income and redistribution in 
a narrowly understood sense – that 
is without taking racial, gender and 
sexual inequalities, and the key issues 
of emancipation and liberation, into 
account. Yet if we consider class to be a 
political agent born from struggle and 
not simply a static economic entity,6 
we should also recognise gender, race 
and sexuality as structural mediations of the way people ex-
perience class belonging, their relation to the world and their 
conditions of existence, and so as a necessary part of their 
processes of politicisation. 

The concrete experience of the feminist strikes, as well as the 
theories of social reproduction that inspired many of their 
organisers, contributed to making the question of whether 

the crucially important work of social 
reproduction, which women often do 
without compensation or social recog-
nition within the household, or in var-
ious precarious forms in the informal 
economy.3 The feminist strike made 
this unpaid and unstable work visible, 

stressing its contribution to the creation of social wealth as 
well as to the maintenance and reproduction of human life, 
understood not just in biological terms but as socialised life, 
endowed with meanings, affects, aspirations and desires.

Launching feminist strikes also posed major organisational 
challenges. If a vast number of women and gender or sexu-
al dissidents hold precarious jobs, do not have access to la-
bour rights, are unemployed, work in the informal economy 
or are undocumented workers, how could they be involved 
in a classical workplace strike? To tackle this question, the 
transnational feminist movement had to expand the meaning 
and scope of the strike in such a way as to include a pause in 
unpaid social reproductive work, part-time strikes, calls to 
employers to close businesses earlier than usual, boycotts, 
the organisation of mutualistic childcare, and other forms 
of protest that are sensitive to the gendered nature of social 
relations. For example, the Chilean Coordinadora Feminista 
8M published a pamphlet detailing one hundred ways to par-
ticipate in the feminist strike, from symbolic participation to 
taking to the streets and becoming involved with acts of civil 
disobedience. ‘Strike’ therefore became the umbrella term 
under which all these forms of action are included, and the 
term that best emphasises the importance of social reproduc-
tive labour, whatever form this work takes. 

This feminist reinvention of the strike significantly blurred 
the lines between what is commonly considered as labour or 

3.  On social reproduc-
tion theory, see Tithi 
Bhattacharya (ed.), Social 
Reproduction Theory. 
Remapping Class, 
Recentering Gender, 
London: Pluto Press, 
2017.

4.  ‘The Combahee River 
Collective Statement’, 
1978, https://www.blackpast.
org/african-american-history/
combahee-river-collecti-
ve-statement-1977/.

5.  For a history of the 
Combahee River 
Collective’s statement, 
see Keeanga-Yamahtta 
Taylor (ed.), How We Get 
Free. Black Feminism 
and the Combahee River 
Collective, Chicago: 
Haymarket Books, 2018.

6.  See E.P. Thompson, 
‘Eighteenth-Century 
English Society: Class 
Struggle Without 
Class?’, Social 
History, vol. 3, no. 2, 
1978, pp. 133–65; Ellen 
Meiksins Wood, ‘The 
Politics of Theory and 
the Concept of Class: 
E.P. Thompson and 
his Critics’, Studies in 
Political Economy, vol. 9, 
no. 1, 1982, pp. 45–75; 
Daniel Bensaïd, Marx for 
Our Times: Adventures 
and Misadventures of a 
Critique, London: Verso, 
2002.
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class struggle should have priority over 
‘identity-based’ or ‘anti-oppression’ 
struggles not only obsolete but also 
entirely misleading. By organising 
feminist strikes, the transnational fem-

inist movement demonstrated the possibility of rearticulating 
a project of non-reductionist class struggle capable of having 
a mass appeal and of encompassing the complexity of the var-
ious ways in which class is concretely experienced through the 
mediation of gender, race and sexuality. 

Finally, the adoption of the strike as both a main form of 
struggle and as the feminist movement’s political identity 
marked the movement’s distance from liberal feminism and its 
separation of identity and class in the service of a small sec-
tor of elite, upper-middle-class women and LGBTQ+ people. 
Against the liberal feminist perspective of ‘equal opportunity 
of domination’ (as we dubbed it in Feminism for the 99%7), the 
feminist strike movement emphasised the inseparability of 
gender and sexual liberation from the overcoming of inherent-
ly racist and sexist capitalist social relations. As the Spanish 
feminist movement summed up succinctly, women and gender 
or sexual dissidents went on strike not to break the glass ceil-
ing but to ‘cambiarlo todo’ – to change everything.

Shared features

This leads me back to the words of Khitam Al-Saafin, fore-
grounding the interlocked forces of capitalism and colonial-
ism as the common obstacles to liberation, across places, 
peoples and identities. Despite local differences and speci-
ficities, in most cases, the feminist strike movement took a 
squarely and explicitly anti-capitalist stance. Ni una menos 
(Not one [woman] less), for example, which originated in 

Argentina and spread across Latin 
America, played a crucial role in re-
formulating gender-based violence as 
an anti-capitalist struggle. Rather than 
framing the notion of gender-based 
violence within the narrower terms 
of interpersonal violence or domestic 
abuse, Ni una menos draws attention 
to the continuum that unites forms of 
violence against women with the in-
stitutional violence of the state, the 
existence of borders, and capitalist 
relations of exploitation and oppres-
sion. In its call for the 2017 strike, Ni 
una menos denounced altogether the 
economic violence of exploitation; the 
violence of the nation state and policies 
of migration; the carceral system; the 
violence of the state against sex work-
ers and trans women; femicides and sexual violence, both at 
an interpersonal and an institutional level; and symbolic and 
cultural violence. One of the hashtags adopted in the region 
was #noestamostodas: ‘We are not all here’:

The political prisoners, the persecuted, those 
murdered in our Latin American territory for 
defending the land and its resources, are missing. 
The women incarcerated for minor crimes that 
criminalise forms of survival, while the crimes of 
corporations and drug trafficking go unpunished 
because they benefit capital, are missing. Those 
who died from or were imprisoned for having 
unsafe abortions are missing. Those disappeared 
by trafficking networks and the victims of sexual 
exploitation are missing.8

7.  Cinzia Arruzza, Tithi 
Bhattacharya and Nancy 
Fraser, Feminism for 
the 99%: A Manifesto, 
London: Verso, 2019.

8.  Ni una menos, 
‘Llamamiento al Paro 
Internacional de Mujeres 
– 8 de marzo 2017’, 
23 January 2017, http://
niunamenos.org.ar/mani-
fiestos/llamamiento-al-pa-
ro-internacional-de-mu-
jeres-8-de-marzo-2017/ 
(my translation). For a 
discussion of prison 
abolitionism within the 
Latin American feminist 
movement, see Susana 
Draper, ‘No estamos 
todas, faltan las presas! 
Contemporary Feminist 
Practices Building 
Paths toward Prison 
Abolition’, CLCWeb: 
Comparative Literature 
and Culture, vol. 22, 
no. 2, 2020, https://doi.
org/10.7771/1481-4374.3842.

http://niunamenos.org.ar/manifiestos/llamamiento-al-paro-internacional-de-mujeres-8-de-marzo-2017/
http://niunamenos.org.ar/manifiestos/llamamiento-al-paro-internacional-de-mujeres-8-de-marzo-2017/
http://niunamenos.org.ar/manifiestos/llamamiento-al-paro-internacional-de-mujeres-8-de-marzo-2017/
http://niunamenos.org.ar/manifiestos/llamamiento-al-paro-internacional-de-mujeres-8-de-marzo-2017/
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Sharon Hayes, In the Near Future, Warsaw, 2008 
The text reads: “Was, Is, Will Be” 
Courtesy Museum of Modern Art in Warsaw

Sharon Hayes, In the Near Future, Warsaw, 2008 
The text reads: “Women Destroy Walls” 
Courtesy Museum of Modern Art in Warsaw
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the world, women and LGBTQI* 
people are refusing to submit to 
the multiple forms of violence 
that are exacerbated by the glob-
al pandemic and are beginning 
to organise by intertwining our 
rebellious practices, empowered 
by the strength of the recent years 
of global feminist strikes.9

The document emphasised that the 
current pandemic should not be seen 
as an exceptional situation from which 
we will recover to go back to a pre-
sumed normality. Rather, the pandemic 
should be seen as what I would call a 
‘magnifying lens’ on the exploitative, 
oppressive and unsustainable nature of 
capitalist social relations, an acceler-
ator of the multiple ongoing crises of 
capitalist societies. 

The feminist strike movement arguably emerged in response 
to both the rise of an authoritarian and neoliberal right and an 
ongoing crisis of social reproduction prompted by the triumph 
of neoliberalism worldwide with its weapon of choice: debt.10 
The Covid-19 pandemic clearly brought to light the fundamen-
tal contradiction between social reproduction, or the activity 
of life-making, and the mad pursuit of profit by capitalist 
production.11 The new virus is not only a consequence of the 
capitalist organisation of agricultural production and environ-
mental (mis)management.12 The political and social manage-
ment of the pandemic is also determined by dynamics that have 
to do with capitalism’s constraints on social reproduction. The 
defunding of healthcare systems, one of the first causes of the 

From the very beginning, and thanks to the crucial influence 
and role of Ni una menos, most regional feminist movements 
articulated both local and transnational perspectives, not only 
in terms of organising but also as an active contestation of 
bordering, racism, imperialism and colonialism. Moreover, 
the broad movement reiterated the point that racism, colonial-
ism and imperialism are key feminist issues. In this spirit, for 
example, the Chilean feminist movement centred the issue of 
the colonial oppression of Mapuche women, while in Europe 
several movements adopted a position for open borders, 
attacking the EU’s immigration policies and its murderous 
record in the Mediterranean Sea. 

The feminist movement’s 
response to the pandemic 

The year 2020 marked the beginning of a new global challenge 
for the feminist strike movement: the Covid-19 pandemic. In 
April 2020, a transnational network of feminist movements 
and organisations, Cross Border Feminists, called for a day 
of action on May Day, borrowing an impactful slogan from 
the Chilean rebellion against neoliberal president Sebastián 
Piñera: ‘We will not go back to normality, because normality 
was the problem.’

The group’s manifesto continued:

The global feminist and trans-feminist movement, 
confronted with this new global health, economic, 
food, and ecological crisis, will not surrender to 
isolation and will not silence its struggles in the 
face of the restrictive measures undertaken in our 
territories to deal with the coronavirus. All over 

9.  ‘Cross-Border Feminist 
Manifesto’, Spectre 
Journal, 20 April 2020, 
https://spectrejournal.
com/cross-border-femi-
nist-manifesto/.

10.  Lucí Cavallero and 
Verónica Gago, A 
Feminist Reading of Debt, 
London: Pluto Press, 
2021.

11.  Nancy Fraser, 
‘Contradictions of 
Capital and Care’, New 
Left Review, 100, 2016, 
pp. 99–117, https://
newleftreview.org/
issues/ii100/articles/
nancy-fraser-contradicti-
ons-of-capital-and-care.

12.  See Mike Davis, The 
Monster Enters: COVID-
19, Avian Flu and the 
Plagues of Capitalism, 
New York: OR Books, 
2020.
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Rafał Milach, The Archive of 
Public Protests [series], 2018 
Warsaw, 04.10.2016, Protest 
against the tightening of 
anti-abortion law 
Courtesy Museum of Modern 
Art in Warsaw
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for victims of domestic abuse (women, 
children and LGBTQ+ people) for 
whom home is not a safe place at all, to 
the point that in April 2020 the United 
Nations already warned about an esca-
lation in domestic violence.14 

One of the lessons here is that, insofar 
as the pandemic is bringing to light, 
in such a clear and tragic way, the 
class, gender and racial relations that 
structure our societies, it should also 
compel us to criticise and denounce 
what passed as normality beforehand. 
Considering women’s prominent role 
in the struggle to survive amid the 
pandemic – and in the struggle against 
its neoliberal governance – it is not by 
chance that some of the sharpest pro-
posals for how not to return to ‘normal-
ity’ have come from feminist movements and activists. 

In their Seven Theses, published in April 2020, the Marxist 
Feminist Collective called for the decommodification of 
‘health, education and other life-making activities’; the in-
vestment of stimulus packages, not in the bailout of private 
companies but in life-making work; the social recognition of 
social reproduction workers through better wages and work-
ing conditions; the immediate release of those imprisoned in 
immigrant detention centres, jails and prisons; and the adop-
tion of modes and mechanisms of care being developed exper-
imentally in mutual aid organising.15 In Italy, Non una di meno 
mobilised for an ‘income for self-determination’ in response to 
lockdowns and job losses and as a way to face the escalation in 
domestic violence.16 In Chile, the feminist movement combined 

skyrocketing death toll in certain coun-
tries across the globe, is part of a set 
of austerity policies that have attacked 
social reproduction on various fronts 
– from social services and housing for 
victims of domestic abuse, to childcare, 
community services, care for the elder-
ly, education, social housing, abortion 
services, and more. 

Already at the outset of the pandem-
ic, evolutionary epidemiologist Rob 

Wallace, among others, denounced that most mathematical 
models predicting the pandemic’s evolution in order to ad-
vise on mitigation measures were predicated upon an implicit 
acceptance of neoliberalism as our unquestionable horizon.13 
This approach to the handling of the pandemic put a heavy 
burden on individual behaviours without either addressing the 
systemic reasons for the current catastrophe or developing a 
comprehensive politics of public support for those in need. 
The outcome has been especially disastrous for women and 
LGBTQ+ people. School closures occurred in many countries 
without making provisions for caregivers, who experienced a 
significant increase in childcare; due to the unequal division of 
social reproductive labour, this affected women in particular. 
Because of their social reproductive responsibilities in the ab-
solute absence of support, along with business closures during 
lockdowns, women have withdrawn from the formal labour 
market on a large scale. In the United States, for example, 11.3 
million jobs held by women vanished in the months immediate-
ly after the spring 2020 shutdowns, as women represent most 
of the workforce in the retail, restaurant, travel and hospitality 
sectors. It was estimated that, even after reopenings, it will take 
twenty-eight months to regain these pandemic losses. Finally, 
‘shelter-in-place’ orders have made no or inadequate provisions 

13.  Rob Wallace, Alex 
Liebman, Luis Fernando 
Chaves and Rodrick 
Wallace, ‘Covid-19 and 
Circuits of Capital’, 
Monthly Review, 1 May 
2020, https://monthlyreview.
org/2020/05/01/covid-19-
and-circuits-of-capital/. See 
also Rob Wallace, Dead 
Epidemiologist: On the 
Origins of Covid-19, New 
York: Monthly Review 
Press, 2020.

14.  Phumzile Mlambo-
Ngcuka, UN Women 
website, ‘Violence 
against women and girls: 
the shadow pandemic’, 
6 April 2020, https://
www.unwomen.org/en/
news/stories/2020/4/state-
ment-ed-phumzile-violence-a-
gainst-women-during-pande-
mic.

15.  The Marxist Feminist 
Collective, ‘Seven 
Theses on Social 
Reproduction and the 
Covid-19 Pandemic’, 
Spectre Journal, 3 April 
2020, https://spectrejournal.
com/seven-theses-on-soci-
al-reproduction-and-the-co-
vid-19-pandemic/. 

16.  See https://nonunadimeno.
wordpress.com/tag/reddito/.

https://monthlyreview.org/2020/05/01/covid-19-and-circuits-of-capital/
https://monthlyreview.org/2020/05/01/covid-19-and-circuits-of-capital/
https://monthlyreview.org/2020/05/01/covid-19-and-circuits-of-capital/
https://spectrejournal.com/seven-theses-on-social-reproduction-and-the-covid-19-pandemic/
https://spectrejournal.com/seven-theses-on-social-reproduction-and-the-covid-19-pandemic/
https://spectrejournal.com/seven-theses-on-social-reproduction-and-the-covid-19-pandemic/
https://spectrejournal.com/seven-theses-on-social-reproduction-and-the-covid-19-pandemic/
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recent protests with the organisation of 
mutual aid to support women and queer 
people in need who have been aban-
doned by the government in its pandem-
ic measures. Indeed, one of the most 
comprehensive sets of demands and proposals for addressing 
the pandemic crisis emerged from the Chilean Coordinadora 
Feminista 8M, whose ‘Emergency Plan’ surpassed the divide 
between mutual-aid-based politics and state intervention.17 One 
set of proposals aimed to strengthen mutual aid networks and 
community-based organisations in order to cater to people’s 
needs during the lockdown, by organising collective childcare 
or awareness-raising around health risks. Another set of pro-
posals targeted the specific problem of the escalation in gen-
der-based violence against women and queer people during the 
lockdown: from setting up an emergency phone number, to safe 
housing, and networks and centres for the support and protec-
tion of victims of gender-based violence. The plan, moreover, 
called for a ‘General Strike for Life’, demanding economic 
measures in support of workers in both the formal and infor-
mal economies, childcare provisions, paid medical leave, and a 
freeze on personal debt repayments and lay-offs. The plan also 
remembered the plight of imprisoned people and their dispro-
portionate exposure to Covid-19 infections; it called for impris-
onment to be converted into house arrest for all prisoners with 
health risks and for those waiting for trial. 

The pandemic crisis has been a bitter vindication of the fem-
inist strike movement’s insistence on foregrounding social 
reproductive labour. With the outbreak of the virus, millions of 
women were suddenly celebrated, with a great deal of empty 
rhetoric, ‘as essential workers’. Meanwhile, they continued to 
be exploited in the workplace, to be exposed to greater risks 
of contagion, and to be left to their own devices in homes 
where they frequently had to carry the heavy burden of child or 

Sharon Hayes, In the Near Future, Warsaw, 2008 
Courtesy Museum of Modern Art in Warsaw

17.  See https://media.elmost-
rador.cl/2020/03/Plan-de-
emergencia-feminista-ante-
crisis-coronavirus-2.pdf.
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elderly care, or to be exposed to domestic abuse with no way 
out. The pandemic makes clear that ‘barbarism’ is not a future 
possibility, it is our current form of social life. Our normality 
was barbaric, and the only way not to return to an even-worse 
version of it, is, as feminists in Spain have repeated for the past 
three years, to change everything. ON SOCIAL 

REPRODUCTION 
AND 

THE COVID-19 
PANDEMIC. 

SEVEN THESES

The Marxist Feminist Collective
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even when the pandemic has passed so that health, education 
and other life-making activities are decommodified and made 
accessible to all.
 

THESIS 2
SOCIAL REPRODUCTION WORKERS 

ARE ESSENTIAL WORKERS: 
WE DEMAND THEY BE RECOGNIZED 

AS SUCH IN PERPETUITY

While most commodity-producing companies lacking workers 
have seen their profits and stock values drop precipitously, 
they find themselves beholden to the people-making organi-
zations, communities, households and individuals. But, given 
capitalism’s need to prioritize profit-making over life-making, 
such organizations, communities, households and individuals 
are barely equipped to meet the challenge. It is not just that 
Covid-19 has taken a toll on healthcare, public transit and gro-
cery store workers, various community volunteers and others. 
Years and years of dismantling essential social services in the 
name of austerity means that social reproductive workforces 
are smaller than they used to be, and community organiza-
tions fewer and less well resourced.

To compensate for decades of neglect in a crisis, many capitalist 
states and corporations are shifting their priorities, but only par-
tially and temporarily. They are sending cheques to households, 
extending unemployment insurance to precarious workers, 
ordering automakers to switch from producing cars to producing 
masks and ventilators. In Spain, the state temporarily took over 
for-profit hospitals; in the US, insurance companies are forfeit-
ing co-payments for Covid-19 testing. Among other things, this 
shows just how readily available and plentiful are the resources 
to actually meet people’s needs when there is political will.

THESIS 1
CAPITALISM PRIORITIZES 

PROFIT-MAKING OVER LIFE-MAKING: 
WE WANT TO REVERSE IT

This pandemic, and the ruling class response to it, offers a 
clear and tragic illustration of the idea at the heart of Social 
Reproduction Theory: that life-making bows to the require-
ments of profit-making. 

Capitalism’s ability to produce its own life blood—profit—ut-
terly depends upon the daily “production” of workers. That 
means it depends upon life-making processes that it does 
not fully and immediately control or dominate. At the same 
time, the logic of accumulation requires that it keeps as low 
as possible the wages and taxes that support the production 
and maintenance of life. This is the major contradiction at 
the heart of capitalism. It degrades and undervalues precisely 
those who make real social wealth: nurses and other workers 
in hospitals and healthcare, agricultural laborers, workers in 
food factories, supermarket employees and delivery drivers, 
waste collectors, teachers, child carers, elderly carers. These 
are the racialized, feminized workers that capitalism humil-
iates and stigmatizes with low wages and often dangerous 
working conditions. Yet the current pandemic makes clear that 
our society simply cannot survive without them. Society also 
cannot survive with pharmaceutical companies competing for 
profits and exploiting our right to stay alive. And it is apparent 
that the ‘invisible hand of the market’ will not make and run 
a planet-wide health infrastructure which, as the current pan-
demic is showing, humanity needs. 

The health crisis is thus forcing capital to focus on life and 
life-making work such as healthcare, social care, food pro-
duction and distribution. We demand that this focus remains 
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activities (health and social care, agriculture, etc.) and are 
more at risk of being infected because they have no choice but 
go to work (lacking adequate or any protective gear), those 
who are in transit between countries trying to reach their fam-
ilies, and those who cannot leave their countries because of 
travel bans and sanctions.

Pandemic or not, Trump will retain the sanctions against Iran 
(where infection rates and deaths are skyrocketing). And nei-
ther Trump nor the European Union will pressure Israel to lift 
sanctions that rob the 2 million people imprisoned in Gaza of 
much needed medical supplies. This differentiated response to 
the pandemic draws upon and reinforces the racist and colo-
nialist oppression that is capitalism’s underbelly.

We demand that healthcare needs take precedence over any 
immigration regulations, that those imprisoned for most 
crimes be released immediately and alternative compassionate 
sanctions are found for those who are sick, that detention cen-
ters and other carceral institutions aimed at disciplining rather 
than nourishing life be closed.

 THESIS 5
SOLIDARITY IS OUR WEAPON: 

LET’S USE IT AGAINST CAPITAL

The pandemic has revealed to the world how working people 
in a crisis always get by through a wide and creative array of 
survival strategies. For most, that has meant relying on imme-
diate friends and family. Some, however, are managing through 
mutual aid initiatives. For the homeless and those capitalist 
society has rejected as a burden, support has come from heroic 
initiatives of social reproduction volunteers who are offering 
to others nothing less than the right to life. Neighborhoods 

We demand that workers in social reproduction sectors—nurs-
es, hospital cleaners, teachers, garbage removal staff, food 
makers and supermarket employees—be permanently recog-
nized for the essential service they perform, and their wages, 
benefit and social standing be improved to reflect their impor-
tance in maintaining society as a whole.
 

THESIS 3
BAIL OUT PEOPLE NOT BANKS

Our rulers are devoting far more resources to bailing out busi-
nesses, in the hope of staving off an utter collapse of capitalist 
value. The very profits produced, we remind you, by the labor 
power that social reproductive labor supplies. CEOs of hotel 
and restaurant chains, tech and airline companies, and more 
are throwing millions of workers off their payroll, while large-
ly preserving their own hyper-inflated salaries and benefits. 
This is because the capitalist system requires that the contra-
diction between life and wage labour always be resolved to the 
benefit of capital rather than people’s lives.

We demand that all financial resources and stimulus packages 
be invested in life-making work, and not in keeping capitalist 
companies running.
 

THESIS 4
OPEN BORDERS, CLOSE PRISONS

This pandemic is hitting immigrants and detainees very hard: 
those who are stuck in prisons or detention centers with inde-
cent hygienic conditions and no health resources, those who 
are undocumented and suffer in silence for fear of seeking 
help and getting deported, those who work in life-making 
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members. Stay-at-home campaigns that do not take into ac-
count the specific plight of domestic abuse are particularly 
worrisome in a context in which years of rampant neoliberal-
ism have meant that funds have been withdrawn from anti-vio-
lence shelters and services

We demand that governments immediately reverse years of 
defunding of anti-violence services, and provide the resources 
agencies need to operate and widely publicize their helplines. 
 

THESIS 7
SOCIAL REPRODUCTION WORKERS 

HAVE SOCIAL POWER: 
WE CAN USE IT TO REORGANIZE SOCIETY

This pandemic can, and should, be a moment when the left 
puts forward a concrete agenda for how to support life over 
profit in a way that will help us move beyond capitalism. This 
pandemic has already shown us how much capitalism needs 
social reproductive workers—waged and unwaged, in hospitals 
and infrastructure work, in households, in communities. Let’s 
keep reminding ourselves of that, and of the social power that 
such workers hold. This is the moment when we, as social 
reproduction workers, must develop the consciousness of the 
social power we hold, in our national contexts, at the borders 
that divide us, and across the globe.

If we stop, the world stops. That insight can be the basis of 
policies that respect our work, it can also be the basis of politi-
cal action that builds the infrastructure for a renewed anti-cap-
italist agenda in which it is not profit-making but life-making 
that drives our societies.

across the UK are creating Whatsapp groups to stay in touch 
with the most vulnerable and help them obtain food and med-
ication. Schools are sending food vouchers to poor families 
with children eligible for free meals. Food banks and charities 
are seeing the number of volunteers rising. Social reproduction 
commons are arising as an urgent necessity. But we have also 
learned the lessons of the past: we will not allow capitalist gov-
ernments to use social reproduction commons as an excuse for 
the state’s withdrawal from responsibility.

As socialist feminists, we need to push this further, to work 
together to call for *public* provision of all that is necessary 
for human life to thrive. This means building solidarity across 
the different communities that are unequally affected and 
resourced. This means supporting the most marginalized and 
arguing for those with any social resources—trade unions, 
NGOs, community organizations—to share and support those 
without. This means demanding that the state recognize social 
reproduction work as the cornerstone of social existence.

We demand that governments *learn from the people* and rep-
licate in policy terms what ordinary people are doing to help 
and support each other.
 

THESIS 6
FEMINIST SOLIDARITY AGAINST 

DOMESTIC VIOLENCE

The lockdown measures adopted by most countries to con-
tain the spread of Covid-19, while absolutely necessary, have 
severe consequences for millions of people who live in abusive 
relationships. Reports of domestic violence against women 
and LGBTQ folk have multiplied during the pandemic as vic-
tims are forced to stay indoors with violent partners or family 
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Naeem Mohaiemen

Originally published in Spectre Journal, April 3, 2020. 

https://spectrejournal.com/
seven-theses-on-social-reproduction-and-the-covid-19-pandemic/

https://spectrejournal.com/seven-theses-on-social-reproduction-and-the-covid-19-pandemic/
https://spectrejournal.com/seven-theses-on-social-reproduction-and-the-covid-19-pandemic/
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Naeem Mohaiemen studied at two schools run by imported 
leaders — New Tripoli in Libya with a Maltese headmaster, and 
St Joseph in Bangladesh with Jesuit priests. Colonel Gaddafi 
explained Jamahiriya as a “state of the masses.” Perhaps the 
thirty medical families imported to run Okba Ibn Nafaa Air 
Force Hospital were part of those masses as well. The Gurji 
school was an experiment in socialist cohabitation; Egyptian, 
Jordanian, Bangladeshi, and Polish students together. Our 
Arabic teacher was quick with his slaps, he thought of us as 
children of a lesser tongue. It was some kind of early lesson  
in realpolitik.
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ON THE POLITICS 
OF EXTRACTION, 

EXHAUSTION AND 
SUFFOCATION1

Françoise Vergès

1.  This text is an edited  
and abridged version  
of a lecture given on 
3 March 2021 at the 
Antiracist Research  
and Policy Center, 
American University, 
Washington DC. 

CREDITS:

Marx Pather Bhumika 1

Drawings by Naeem Mohaiemen, 2021 
Based on book designs by Shibu Kumar Shil, Mehedi Banu 
Mita, Dilip Ghosh, and Munir. 

DRAWINGS IN ORDER:

—  Farhad Mazhar, Marx Pather Bhumika [Introduction to 
Reading Marx], Agamee Prakashani, 2011. Original book 
cover design by Shibu Kumar Shil.

—  Sheikh Rafiq (ed.), Shata Nari Biplobi [Hundred Women 
Revolutionaries], Biplabider Kotha Prokashon, 2014. 
Original book cover design by Mehedi Banu Mita.

—  Manoj Das, Uttar Adhunikata Bonam Marxbad 
[Postmodernism versus Marxism], Jatiya Sahitya 
Prakashani, 2012. Original book cover design by Mehedi 
Banu Mita.

—  Suman Kalyan Bhaumik (trans.), Naxalbari Theke Lalgar: 
Ekti Bohumatrik Critique 1967-2012 [From Naxalbari to 
Lalgarh: A Multidimensional Critique 1967-2012], Setu 
Prakashani, 2013. Original book cover design by Dilip 
Ghosh.

—  Ajoy Roy, Bangladeshe Bamponthi Andolon: 1947-1971 
[Leftist Movements in Bangladesh: 1947-1971], Sahittika 
Prakashani, 2003. Original book cover design by Munir.
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Here I will move through five interlinked points: 

1.   It is clear that colonial slavery, colonization, capitalism 
and imperialism extract and exhaust. To accumulate 
wealth, the capitalist economy mines the life force of 
people of colour around the world until their deaths, and 
mines the resources of soil, subsoil, plants, animals, rivers 
and oceans. This economy inevitably leaves behind ruins, 
toxic waste, pollution; poisoned land, air and water. 

   How then can we clean centuries’ worth of waste? 
How do we repair a world damaged by racism and co-
lonialism, which have ravaged spirits and bodies, the 
Earth, its seas and animals? How do we dismantle the 
economy of extraction, exhaustion and suffocation that 
is killing everything around us? How do we humanise the 
world?

2.   If racial capitalism is the production of waste  – not of 
goods but of waste – where does it dump its tonnes of 
waste? And how does this relate to the West’s construc-
tion of who is considered ‘clean’ or ‘unclean’? 

3.   Who is cleaning the world and its waste, and under which 
conditions? What does it mean to clean, in this economy 
of wasting? This work that has been historically racial-
ised, gendered and underpaid. We know that white fem-
inism has long lamented the fact that women are locked 
into domesticity. They have denounced its burden and 
demanded that it be shared, overlooking that the burden 
has more often been carried by women of colour. 

   I should add that I do not make a rigid distinction 
between cleaning and caring. There is always some car-
ing in the work of cleaning and vice versa.

The words of S’bu Zikode (founding 
president of the South African Abahlali 
baseMjondolo shack dwellers’ move-
ment) on rehumanising the world, still 
resonate for me.2 He underlines, in the 
dark times we are living, the impor-
tance of celebrating all the gestures, all 
the efforts, that go towards the human-
isation of the world, when what Audre 
Lorde called ‘the master’s house’ still 
prevails, with its predatory economy, 
its brutal patriarchy, and its political 
devastation.

What I’m presenting tonight is a work 
in process, which I have touched 
upon previously in the articles ‘Racial 
Capitalocene’ and ‘Capitalocene, 
Waste, Race, and Gender’,3 as well as in 
my latest book, Une théorie féministe de 
la violence, pour une politique antirac-
iste de la protection (A Feminist Theory 
of Violence, A Decolonial Perspective), 
in which I reflect on the twin project 
of unleashing systemic and structur-
al violence on the Global South and 

on minorities in the North, and the accumulation of laws of 
‘protection’ and ‘security’.4 In this book, I tackle the question 
of who these laws are supposed to protect, the wars of punitive 
feminism, and strategies for developing anti-racist political 
protection. As ever, the dual notions of imperialism and racial 
capitalism, quite often forgotten in feminist theory, are very 
important for me.

2.  S’bu Zikode ‘The Living 
Politics of Abahlali’ for 
the series ‘Thinking 
Freedom from the 
Global South’, hosted 
by Irene Calis, American 
University, 21 March 
2021, https://youtu.be/
VJ0BOVLMRuY.

3.  Françoise Vergès, 
‘Racial Capitalocene’ 
in Gaye Johnson and 
Alex Lubin (ed.), Futures 
of Black Radicalism, 
London: Verso, 2017; and 
‘Capitalocene, Waste, 
Race, and Gender’, e-flux 
Journal, no. 100, May 
2019, https://www.e-flux.com/
journal/100/269165/capitalo-
cene-waste-race-and-gender/.

4.  Françoise Vergès, Une 
théorie féministe de 
la violence, pour une 
politique antiraciste de 
la protection, Paris: La 
fabrique éditions, 2020, 
forthcoming in English, 
A Feminist Theory of 
Violence, A Decolonial 
Perspective, London: 
Pluto, 2022. 
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Black women’s wombs were made into 
capital and their children transformed 
into currency. As Christina Sharpe has 
written, slavery turned the womb into 
the factory, producing blackness as a 
section, like the hold of the slave ship 
or the prison cell.5 Nature was trans-
formed into a commodity – and a cheap 
one, at that  – there for the enjoyment, 
pleasure and profit of the master, the banker, the owner of 
industry. Primitive accumulation rested on the privatisation of 
the commons; on the rape of Black women to produce chil-
dren that would be enslaved; on the extraction and exhaustion 
of the life force of Indigenous and Black peoples, of forests, 
rocks and soils, all worked to death.

There is, then, another history of geology to be made. As 
Kathryn Yusoff delineates in A Billion Black Anthropocenes  
or None: ‘The transformation of the mineralogy of the earth  
in the extraction of gold, silver, salt, and copper to the 
massive transformation of ecologies in the movement of 
people, plants, and animals across territories, coupled with 
the intensive implementation of monocultures of indigo,  
tobacco, cotton, sugar, and other “alien” ecologies in the  
New World.’6 She is speaking specifically about Ghana, 
where captives and gold were taken and extracted, but she 
could just as well have been speaking about the mines of 
Potosí [in Bolivia] or the plantations in the Caribbean, the 
Indian Ocean and the Americas. 

The global economy of extraction, exhaustion and slavery 
shaped how non-white lives, work and environment were 
conceived. That economy of exhaustion/extraction could not 
exist without a politics of terror, torture and murder: African 
villages and cities being burned, their communities destroyed; 

5.  Christina Sharpe, In the 
Wake, On Blackness and 
Being, Durham: Duke 
University Press, 2016.

6.  Kathryn Yusoff, A Billion 
Black Anthropocenes 
or None, Minneapolis: 
University of Minnesota 
Press, 2019.

4.   How to make the right to breathe a transnational strug-
gle for humanising the world? According to the United 
Nations, one in four deaths worldwide can be linked to 
pollution; air pollution causes seven million premature 
deaths every year. It is a global public health disaster 
that does not get the attention it deserves because most 
people who die are poor or otherwise vulnerable people 
of colour. Air pollution does not respect national bound-
aries, but it is usually most severe in poor, dense neigh-
bourhoods, and in countries of the Global South.

5.   To conclude, I will ask: Taking into account these histo-
ries of extraction, exhaustion and suffocation, and the 
accumulation of land and wealth by colonialism through 
the centuries, how can we imagine a new politics of 
cleaning, repairing and protecting?

1. Extraction and exhaustion 

The economy of the transatlantic slave trade, on which cap-
italism was built, destroyed the cultural and natural world 
of Indigenous peoples and of the continents colonized by 
European powers. The slave trade had a long-term effect on 
the African continent, its population and landscape, bring-
ing desolation and death. The slave ship was a space of filth, 
blood and flesh, rotted by the shackles of slavery. Race be-
came a code for designing and designating people and places 
that could be destroyed. The lives of Indigenous peoples and 
enslaved Africans were made disposable; the flesh, bones and 
blood of their dead bodies were mixed with the earth of the 
plantation and the earth of silver and gold mines. They were, 
in a way, the humus in the soils of capitalism.



67L’Internationale Online 66 Class and Redistribution

ON THE POLITICS OF EXTRACTION, EXHAUSTION AND SUFFOCATION FRANÇOISE VERGÈS

sugar, tobacco and coffee, or even to provide the wood for 
building the slave ships. Colonial slavery and its legacies pro-
duced all this waste, while claiming to produce goods and com-
modities, and with this, it produced and imposed a distinction 
between what (for the West) was clean and what was unclean. 

Colonial slavery constructed the plantation as a domain of 
cleanliness and civilisation, standing apart from the unclean 
world of non-white people. Europe, said the colonial fiction, 
was a cradle of cleanliness and hygiene; two key elements in 
the making of the discourse of white supremacy and civilisa-
tion. Racialisation served to make the white world clean, while 
destroying and then ‘cleaning’ other worlds. White suprema-
cy created a clean/dirty divide that posited a clean, civilised 
Europe against a dirty, uncivilised world, even though archives 
testify to the fact that non-European people were aghast at the 
uncleanliness of white people. 

During the Crusades, populations in the Middle East and 
the Levant observed the lack of personal hygiene among 
Europeans, and their ignorance of contamination that was al-
ready part of the basic principles of medicine. Europeans were 
often in awe of the cleanliness of the city they entered but then 
destroyed, and of the people they subsequently massacred. 
Then by the nineteenth century, in the age of imperialism and 
of the ‘science of race’, Europeans drew a strong contrast be-
tween, on the one hand, a ‘clean’ Europe with ‘clean’ European 
bodies, and, on the other hand, ‘dirty’ Indigenous dwelling 
bodies and their unhealthy habits of food, care, health and 
sexuality. To this day, for example in relation to the pandemic, 
there are echoes of this racialised ideology of what is clean 
and unclean. 

According to the World Bank, an average of 0.74 kilograms 
of solid waste is produced per person every day. In 2016 the 

armies practising rape and public torture, the dismemberment 
of bodies – an arsenal of dread and shock. 

And yet, the impact on the environment that this accumula-
tion of land and people had was often experienced at a delay. 
Environmental historian Joachim Radkau has shown that the 
ecological damage of colonialism came less in the immediate 
than in the long term, with the extent of its impact becoming 
apparent centuries later, in the era of modern technologies, 
and in many cases only after the colonized states had acquired 
their independence. 

 On the level of time: I do believe that we have to rethink the 
question of temporality in relation to cleaning and repairing, 
so that it is not about a linear before and after – cleaning, then 
becoming clean. We are working with a multi-temporality: 
with a past that needs to be cleaned and repaired; with this 
present, which is being damaged, and which we have to repair; 
and with a future – because we already know from the pres-
ent reality that things are being destroyed for future genera-
tions. So, when we consider an anti-racist politics of cleaning, 
repairing and protecting against the politics of extraction, 
exhaustion and suffocation, we have to move between these 
different temporal levels.

2. Where is all this waste dumped?

How does colonialism’s production of waste – and the question 
of where to dispose of it – relate to who or what the West then 
considers ‘clean’ or ‘unclean’? 

Even during the era of the transatlantic slave trade, a huge 
amount of waste was produced. The mines that disturbed the 
Earth, the forests razed to make way for plantations of cotton, 
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3. Who is cleaning the world? 

Every day in every urban centre across the globe, thousands 
of black and brown (mainly) women invisibly open up the 
city. They clean the space necessary for patriarchy and neo-
liberalism to function. They are doing dangerous work. They 
inhale toxic chemical products, and push or carry heavy loads 
 – not mention the increased risk they face of being exposed to 
Covid-19 and other viruses. They usually make lengthy jour-
neys at the crack of dawn or late at night; their work is under-
paid and considered to be unskilled. Another group, who share 
with the first an intersection of class, race and gender, travel to 
middle-class homes to cook, clean and take care of the children 
and the elderly, so that those who employ them can go to work 
in the place that the former group of women have cleaned. 

Meanwhile, in the same hours of the early morning, in the same 
metropole, bourgeois white bodies jog in the streets, or rush to 
the nearest gym or yoga centre. They are striving to maintain 
a healthy, clean and lean body, as mandated by late capitalism. 
They will follow their workout with a shower, an avocado toast, 
and a detox green shake before heading to their office – or, in 
the time of the pandemic, to their Zoom meetings. 

Meanwhile, women of colour try to find a seat for their ex-
hausted bodies on public transport, after having cleaned the 
gym, the bank, the insurance or investment office, the news-
paper headquarters, the restaurant. They doze off soon after 
sitting down, their fatigue visible to those who care to notice.

The working body that is made visible is the focus of an ev-
er-growing industry, dedicated to the cleanliness and health-
iness of body and mind, the better to serve racial capitalism. 
The other working bodies are made invisible, even though 
they perform a necessary function for the first: to clean the 

world’s cities generated 2.1 billion tonnes of solid waste, and 
by 2050, this is expected to increase by 70 percent. Of course, 
this waste production is far from equally distributed. What is 
more, this data does not take in to account the huge amount of 
waste generated by imperialism, including the arms that are 
left behind, and the countries and bodies that are mutilated. 
Just imagine what is being done in Iraq and Afghanistan, all 
the detritus the US Army is leaving in its wake, polluting the 
land, resulting in cancer and other problems for the popula-
tion. As we well know, this can have very long-term effects  – in 
Vietnam, babies who are born even now can be victims of the 
Agent Orange sprayed by the US Army during the war. So, we 
need to hold in mind the longue durée of what is being done. 

In other words, Western imperialism generates waste or pro-
duce for the comforting consumption of privileged white peo-
ple, which ends up being dumped on racialised people either 
at home in impoverished neighbourhoods or in the countries 
of the Global South. Ships are sent to Bangladesh, e-waste is 
sent to Accra and other parts of Ghana, and so on. The way in 
which the amount of waste per person is calculated shows deep 
inequality. It also sets up the idea of a personal responsibility 
and deflects the problem of waste production and disposal on 
to the individual.

For me, the question is: How do we dismantle the economy of 
hyper-consumption that is producing so much waste? And the 
answer is not to preach individual resilience and responsibil-
ity or green capitalism, nor to propose sustainable develop-
ment, which continues to deprive people in the Global South 
of basic rights. 
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sexism, sexual violence, rape, and all kinds of abuses of 
power, their critiques of racial capitalism and heteropatriar-
chy, are absolutely revolutionary. 

The invisibility of the cleaning jobs of women and men of 
colour produces the visibility of clean homes and public space, 
effectively erasing everything that could disturb that cleanli-
ness. The representation of cleanliness/dirtiness constructs a 
racial spacialisation that is not just about the city, but about the 
world. Indeed, the accumulation of images of filth and gar-
bage in the Global South fills the Western public with horror: 
‘Why are these countries so dirty?’ ‘Can’t they clean their 
streets?’, ‘How can people work in this filthy place?’ Warning 
about hygiene and health when travelling to these countries 
adds to the creation (fictive and real) of a clean world versus an 
unclean world, populated by unclean people. Images of moun-
tains of garbage, dirty streets, dirty rivers, dirty beaches, dirty 
neighbourhoods; of fields covered in plastic; people searching 
through garbage or pushing carts filled with refuse; of chil-
dren swimming in polluted water – such images contribute to 
the creation of a naturalised division between dirty and clean. 

What lies behind the white person’s Eden? The legacies of 
colonialism, of colonial urbanisation and the racial restruc-
turing of the landscape, the externalisation of polluting indus-
try. This slowly ingrains the feeling that cleaning that other 
world is an impossible task. What becomes the pressing issue, 
instead, is how to keep externalised pollution from reaching 
clean areas. 

The geopolitics of clean/dirty draws a line between areas of 
dirtiness, characterised by disease, an unsustainable birth 
rate, violence against women, crime and gangs, and areas of 
cleanliness, which are overly policed and where children can 
safely play, women can walk freely at night, and streets are 

space in which the ‘clean’ ones circulate, work, eat, sleep, 
have sex and be parents. The pandemic has made this over-
looked dependency all the more apparent, where what are 
deemed ‘essential jobs’ are carried out overwhelmingly by 
people of colour.

There is a dialectical relation between the white performing 
body and the racialised exhausted body; between the visibility 
of the final product of the cleaning/caring and the invisibility 
– along with the feminisation and racialisation – of the worker 
who does this cleaning/caring; between the growing industry 
of cleaning/caring and the conception of clean/dirty, the gen-
trification of the city, and racialised environmental politics.

The owner of the performing body is expected to demonstrate 
their willingness to spend long hours at the gym and the of-
fice; this being the sign of success, the same way that spending 
is the sign of hyper-consumption. The performative body of 
neoliberal masculinity, perpetually speeding through many 
tasks, masks the under-rested and invisible body. The owner 
of the invisible body is most often a woman of colour. Her 
exhaustion is a consequence of the historical logic of ex-
tractivism, which builds the primitive accumulation of capital, 
extracting labour. Indeed, women who clean – whether they 
live in Maputo, Rio de Janeiro, Riyadh, Kuala Lumpur, Jakarta 
or Paris – speak of their limited time to sleep, of the long 
hours of commute, and of the work they have to do when they 
return home. 

The economy of exhaustion is therefore very important to 
comprehend. It is upon these precarious lives, this endan-
gered life, this worn-out body, that the comfortable lives of the 
middle classes and the world of the powerful rest. The struggle 
of black and brown women who work in the cleaning/caring 
sector – whether in private homes or in institutions – against 
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called ‘the doctrine of races’ (la politique des races, proposed 
by French military officer Joseph Simon Gallieni) was institut-
ed – administration through race, in order to create divisions 
among communities and tribes, and to assert colonial power.

All this exhaustion is also linked, from colonial times to 
this day, with killing by suffocation. During imperialist wars 
in Africa and North Africa, one tactic was to lock people in 
caves, start a fire and let them suffocate; or in the Vietnam 
War, there was the tactic of burning forests. Think of all these 
sides to the politics of suffocation: from lynching, to air pol-
lution, or even to oceanic dead zones, which have too little 
oxygen for marine life to survive, and which have increased 
at least tenfold since 1950 due to human activities. Forest 
fires are more and more widespread, shores are disappearing, 
islands are drowning, and piles of waste asphyxiate the Earth 
and its peoples.

We should recognise that this suffocation, this politics of 
death, extends to animals. When there is disease, it is not just 
the animal that is sick that is killed, but the entire herd. For 
instance, with the outbreak of BSE in the UK in the 1990s, 4.4 
million cows were slaughtered. These dead animals must be 
buried somewhere, and their corpses can then leak toxic fluid, 
which contaminates the land. We are constantly living on top 
of various levels of toxicity, all produced by racial capitalism. 

We should understand the connection between the magnitude 
of the pollution crisis and the places where racialised and im-
poverished people are housed – in hostile, toxic environments 
of polluted air, water and land. The United States is among the 
top ten deadliest countries for pollution-related fatalities. One 
analysis showed that more than nine thousand federally subsi-
dised properties sit within a mile of what are called Superfund 
sites – hazardously polluted locations where there is a high 

occasionally closed to traffic for shopping, dining, and other 
leisure activities. The clean/dirty division is connected to the 
militarisation and gentrification of cities, with poor people of 
colour blamed for the inner city’s dirtiness and driven out of 
their neighbourhoods in order to make the city ‘clean’. Political 
discourse around the current pandemic also assures that hy-
giene, public health and protection remain highly racialised. 

4. The right to breathe

The amount of deaths caused by extraction, exhaustion and 
suffocation shows a deep disregard for black and brown life. 
Racial capitalism decided, without blinking an eye, that mil-
lions of people would be deprived of clean water and clean 
air; that toxic industry would be built in poor neighbourhoods; 
that corporations can lie, dissimulate proof, and drag trials on 
for years, until people are too exhausted to continue. Fatigue, 
depletion of life energy and lassitude have long been the weap-
ons of heteropatriarchy, along with dread and the feelings of 
burnout, impotency and weariness. 

Exhaustion, ever the product of crippling, debilitating con-
ditions of transportation, work and nutrition, impedes love. 
Growing up on Réunion Island, I witnessed the exhaustion of 
both body and mind. I also saw how the struggle for equality 
and dignity against racism and colonialism can bring back 
energy, joy and desire to the people, so that their exhaustion 
somehow goes away. This is why the state was determined 
to crush the hope for social justice using all the tools at its 
disposal, offering consumption rather than community and 
social life, targeting activists with defamation and censorship. 
The whole politics of divide and rule, offering respectability 
for abiding by norms, or using the weapon of pacification. 
In France, it was during the colonial era that what was then 
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which is suggested by the Anthropocene today. If we look 
beyond the Western temporality that has been imposed, we 
must study the temporalities of cleaning. The time needed to 
clean the world, to repair what has been broken by slavery and 
colonialism, and which continues to be broken by the ravages 
of capitalism – so many wounds. The time taken by women of 
colour to care, clean and cook for their own families, and then 
to commute to the homes of middle-class families in order to 
clean their houses, and to care for the world. The time taken 
for the production of capitalist goods, and the temporality that 
this production imposes on the bodies of women and men of 
colour; for those young women working long hours in pollut-
ed factories, barely eating, with no time to go to the bathroom 
or to care for themselves during menstruation. Here again we 
see how this political extraction and exhaustion affects wom-
en’s bodies in particular – for instance, in India, how women in 
the sugar cane fields are often forced to have a hysterectomy 
so that they can work more efficiently.

The fact is that none of this work is ever really finished be-
cause somewhere, something else is being broken, damaged or 
wounded. The time of decolonial caring, cleaning and repair-
ing clashes with the accelerated time of neoliberalism. As we 
repair the past, we must simultaneously repair the ongoing 
damage, which increases the vulnerability and decreases the 
life expectancy of millions of people in the Global South. We 
have to rethink our own temporality. The past, in a way, is our 
present, and it is within mixed temporalities that futurity can 
be imagined, and new politics of cleaning, repairing and pro-
tecting can be developed.

concentration of lead, arsenic or other 
carcinogens. And we should be aware 
that the state and the army have said 
they are already preparing themselves, 
knowing that, increasingly, they will 
have to protect enclaves with green 

forest, clean air, and clean water for white and wealthy people. 
The Department of Defense refers to what it calls the ‘future 
war over water, food and energy,’ and how they will curb this.

5. Towards an anti-racist politics 
of cleaning, repairing and protecting 

To come back to what I said to begin, the accumulation of 
laws said to protect women, children and everyone – also in 
terms of protection from disease – are not in fact universal, 
but part of a very racialised politics. The politics of protection 
and hygiene advocated by white feminism, ‘for the children’, 
actually only protect a particular demographic of children. As 
Palestinian legal scholar Nadera Shalhoub-Kevorkian rais-
es with the idea of ‘unchilding’, some children will never be 
children, will never have access to childhood.7 She’s speak-
ing about Palestine, but we know that non-white children are 
criminalised elsewhere – think of the murder of Black mi-
nors by police and citizens in the US. By this logic, even the 
bodies of children are extracted from and made disposable. 
Meanwhile, neoliberal and green capitalist solutions remain 
wilfully ignorant of the political history of the West, perpetu-
ated through racist policy, and reliant on the role of black and 
brown women, exhausted bodies, trying to clean. 

I suggested earlier that in order to address these histories of 
extraction, exhaustion and suffocation, as they lead into the 
present, we need to think about other temporalities than that 

7.  Nadera Shalhoub-
Kevorkian, Incarcerated 
Childhood and the 
Politics of Unchilding, 
Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2019. 
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OILBIRD WITH NESTLING INGELA IHRMAN

Ingela Ihrman, Oilbird with Nestling, 2021, stills from video: https://www.internationaleonline.org/research/politics_of_life_and_death/196_oilbird_with_nestling_2021

https://www.internationaleonline.org/research/politics_of_life_and_death/196_oilbird_with_nestling_2021
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Ingela Ihrman, Oilbird with Nestling, 2021, stills from video: https://www.internationaleonline.org/research/politics_of_life_and_death/196_oilbird_with_nestling_2021
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Ingela Ihrman, Oilbird with Nestling, 2021, stills from video: https://www.internationaleonline.org/research/politics_of_life_and_death/196_oilbird_with_nestling_2021

https://www.internationaleonline.org/research/politics_of_life_and_death/196_oilbird_with_nestling_2021


99L’Internationale Online 

RESOURCES – L’INTERNATIONALE BOOKS

98 Class and Redistribution

OILBIRD WITH NESTLING

MARX WITHIN 
FEMINISM1

Frigga Haug

1.  Talk at the Complutense 
University of Madrid in 
the section of Philosophy, 
Summer 2003, taken 
from an elaborated 
version for print in a book 
on Marx, which never 
appeared.

The oilbird, locally known as guácharo, is a nocturnal 
fruit-eating bird species that breed in colonies in caves in 
the northern parts of South America. Oilbirds live their life 
in constant darkness and use clicking or shrieking noises, 
advanced nocturnal vision and their sense of smell to forage 
and navigate without daylight. The species’ young develop 
slowly and are very obese. In the past indigenous peoples  
used to harvest and cook oilbird nestlings to extract oil for 
lamps. Some were always left untouched because a curse was 
said to be put on the deepest part of the cave.

Camera and assistant:  
Frida Peterson
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(1) the role of “real life,” where Marx’s 
theses on Feuerbach are significant 
to feminist research and criticism of 
mainstream science;
(2) the question of Marx’s concept of 
work, where, on the one hand, it has 
shaped feminist debates up to now and, 
on the other, it resonates with the cur-
rent “crisis of labor society”2 and thus 
should be more accurately recalled and 
precisely grasped;
(3) and finally, the elaboration of 
the Marxian version of family and 
housework.

Since I already considered myself 
a marxist at the beginning of the 
Women’s Movement, there is an autobiographical aspect to my 
account, which I highlight by means of personal anecdote.

1. Starting with the 
Critique of Feuerbach

In his shortest essential work, “Concerning Feuerbach,” Marx 
wrote: “The chief defect of all hitherto existing materialism 
(that of Feuerbach included) is that the thing, reality, sen-
suousness is conceived only in the form of the object, or of 
contemplation, but not as sensuous human activity, practice, 
not subjectively. Hence, in contradistinction to materialism, 
the active side was developed abstractly by idealism - which, 
of course, does not know real, sensuous activity as such. 
Feuerbach [...] therefore does not understand the importance 
of the ^revolutionary^^, of the ^practical-critical^^activity.”3 
This critique of existing materialism had little significance for 

2.  With the term “crisis of 
labour society” mainly 
sociologists and political 
scientists try to unders-
tand the consequences 
of the enormous deve-
lopment of the produc-
tive forces by high tech-
nology accompanied 
by a growing structural 
unemployment.

3.  Karl Marx, “Concerning 
Feuerbach”, in Early 
Writings, trans. Rodney 
Livingstone and Gregor 
Benton (Harmondsworth: 
Penguin Books, in 
association with New Left 
Review, 1992 (1975), 421; 
hereafter cited as “CF”.

Preliminary Remarks

The problem is how to begin and how to proceed in a context 
where I don’t know anything about the level of knowledge 
both in marxism as well as in feminism. So I will tell some-
thing about both, about the Women’s Movement and their 
fights in Europe and abroad as well as on Marx.

It is probably well known that the women’s movement of 1968 
developed out of the socialist student’s movement. The begin-
ning was sort of a push of, a necessary rejection of a lot which 
was taken for granted in the workers’ and the students’ move-
ments. There was a specific distinction a hope to do without a 
party, without a strict organization; the rejection was also di-
rected against Marx, who was hold responsible for the politics 
of the workers movement. I come back to this later.

After a common beginning, almost all ove the world, around 
the fights against abortion laws, the Women’s Movement split 
into two strands at first; I do not mention further later split-
tings here. The bigger strand, called the autonomous move-
ment quickly forgot about Marx. But marxism-feminism as 
a new very creative strand, which was the fundament for the 
other part of the movement, remained in lots of countries, 
especially in the anglo-saxon worlds e.g. in the USA, but also 
in Latin America. For those who want to know about marxist 
feminism it is always good to go back to Marx, read his writ-
ings and find out for themselves, where there is something to 
inherit, where to reread forgotten impulses which are still valid 
and helpful.

I will talk about three points, where lessons can be drawn from 
Marx that are fruitful for, if not even indispensable to, contem-
porary, practical feminism:
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the changing of circumstances and of 
human activity or self-changing can be 
conceived and rationally understood 
only as revolutionary practice.” (“CF” 422) - I concluded that 
personal transformation was a necessary moment and itself 
an essential component of the alteration of oppressive condi-
tions; it would therefore be crucial that every intervention into 
society (i.e., each political act) be carried out by those individ-
uals whose liberation was at stake. (Or in the words of Peter 
Weiß: “If we do not take our liberation into our own hands, it 
will remain without consequences for us.”)5 I considered this 
a simple idea but one which indiquated how crucial it was for 
women to take their history into their own hands and not wait 
for liberation through others, such as workers. Moreover, this 
idea connected personal, subjective issues to societal inter-
ventions for political change, so that neither the interests of 
and reference to the whole society as the condition of our 
lives nor ourselves, who were struggling and upholding ac-
tors, would get lost.

To my surprise, the double movement of taking self-change 
as a dimension of revolutionary practice while also thinking 
of women as political agents aroused an unexpectedly vio-
lent reaction in the labour movement organizations. Their 
opposition continued to be furiously voiced over the next ten 
years in various journals and newspapers, where I was ac-
cused of “bourgeois deviance”, among other things, by those 
men who occuppied chairs of even the women’s committees. 
Proclaiming women to be political subjects who wished to  
articulate themselves was heresy, contravening the dogma of 
the male worker’s organization as the only legitimate rep-
resentative of the politics from within which the hierarchy 
of chains to be broken in our fight for liberation should be 
formulated. “Capital as the principal enemy” as it was then 
termed, must first be fought jointly, with the woman question 

5. Peter Weiss, The 
Aesthetics of Resistance

the reception of Marxian thought in the 
labour movement but it now reads like 
direct instruction for feminist theory 
and practice of today. The disconnec-
tion of science from the real practices 
of people, the deducing of all human 
activity from the highest categories, 
and the neglect of sensuous human 
activity are major critical points that 
feminist-informed science asserts 
against the scientific canon. That the 

reigning social sciences have been conceptualized without 
regard for the experiences and practices of women was one of 
the first critiques by the Women’s Movement, one which inter-
vened in existing traditions of thought in revolutionary ways, 
even if it was not related by the women themselves to Marx’s 
critique of Feuerbach.

I had already studied the theses on Feuerbach and considered 
them useful for the initial claims of the slowly strengthening 
Women’s Movement. In the large cities of the Western capital-
ist nations, including West Germany, mass rallies of women 
regularly occurred during the late 1960s and early 1970s, in 
which they would articulate their protests, tribunal-style, with 
denunciations of their degrading treatment by men. Violence 
against women was one of the insurgent themes that moved 
these women to rage and indignation. At that time I consid-
ered such gatherings to be actions which contributed mainly to 
despair, not to the force of spoken action that was needed. So 
I formulated a short text as a political intervention - “Women: 
Victims or Actors?”4 - in which I basically tried to apply what 
I had learned from Marx’s Feuerbach theses to the woman 
question. I drew certain conclusions from theses 3 and 6 that 
I still maintain are on the whole fundamental to any kind of 
interventionist thought. From Thesis 3 - “The coincidence of 

4. This essay, originally 
published in Das Argument, 
123 (1980), was based on a 
talk I gave at the first peop-
les’ university in Berlin. It has 
since been translated into 
seven languages and appe-
ared in approximately twenty 
publication, including, most 
recently, as “Women, Actors 
or Culprits?” in my Beyond 
Female Masochism, (London, 
Verso, 1992).



105L’Internationale Online 104 Class and Redistribution

MARX WITHIN FEMINISM FRIGGA HAUG

This turn from speaking of humanity in the singular, behind 
which gender relations inevitably disappear, seems to me to 
have been fundamental to every attempt to formulate the prob-
lematic of women in our societies. Over and above this, how-
ever, I read it as a research mandate to study the participation 
of women in their own oppression, their engagement in social 
relations, their need for self-change, their subjection.

Absorbing the human essence into the social structures and 
relations that the inidvidual appropriates in order to become 
a member of the human socius, into which he is then born, 
marks a departure from metaphysics that allows to immediate-
ly recognize the problematic of woman as a historical pro-
duction in which women themselves have been actors. Their 
position in society could not, therefore, be understood without 
taking their own involvement into account. Understanding the 
connection between different social practices and the cultural-
ly supported formation of gender seemed like a research task 
that could show, more pointedly than before, the gaps left by 
the absence of the female from the production of knowledge. 
At the same time, this approach could indicate the extent to 
which any knowledge about women’s socialization must be a 
liberating knowledge. Ultimately, it would lead to a break with 
a series of traditions in social scientific research: “real life,” or 
the everyday, coming to be understood as a problematic; the 
objects of research turning into its subjects, as experts of their 
own socialization; and remembered history becoming the ma-
terial with and about which to do research.

In this way I endeavored to develop an empirical methodolo-
gy that would advance research in which women, as subjects, 
could collectively figure out the problematic of their position 
in society - their participation in the reproduction of their own 
oppression - so that they themselves could determine where 
change was necessary and possible. With this methodology, 

- “a subordinate contradiction” - later taking its place on 
the new society’s agenda. The labour movement ultimately 
directed its criticism at the very existence of the Women’s 
Movement, which was taken to be an aloof, bourgeois trouble-
maker; hence its real revolutionary dimensions went unrecog-
nized, while the connection between capitalism and women’s 
oppression was never grasped at all.

The self-righteous tone and abstract tenor that prevailed in 
discussions by labor-organization intellectuals pushed the 
Women’s Movement, practically from its inception, into an 
oppositional stance toward the Socialist movement out of 
which it had sprung. The crisis soon became so acute that 
many women’ groups in England, Italy, France, and Germany 
withdrew from labor organizations, some even reorganizing 
as parallel groups, which amounted to what Italian feminists 
called “double militancy.” Despite the claims of priority for 
the Worker’s Movement - and for capitalist exploitation as 
the sole manifestation of power and oppression - men’s domi-
nance over women was identified and exposed as historically 
powerful. This idea rang from the beginning with essentialist 
assumptions about the higher nature of women, though, and 
victim theories were formulated in accordance with the denun-
ciation of the abovementioned tribunal-rallies. But the labour 
movement critique was conducted neither by appeal to nor 
even under the influence of Marx, who, though officially ac-
knowledged, enjoyed no vivid theoretic moment in the devel-
opment of organized labor.

Thesis six of Marx’s Feuerbach critique seemed to have great 
potential usefulness for a dialogue between the protests of the 
Women’s Movement and the theory and practice of feminism: 
“(T)he human essence is no abstraction inherent in each single 
individual. In its reality it is the ensemble of the social rela-
tions.” (“CF” 423).
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fundamental to his analysis of capitalism and its dynamic, 
as well as to his theory of revolution. A society driven by the 
desire to turn living labor into dead labor (to use Marx’s own 
imagery) — and then to endow that dead labor with power 
over the living in the form of capital, machines, and factories 
— would maneuver itself into catastrophe unless radical mea-
sures were taken. Such measures would have to destroy the 
basic structures of social regime, that is, profit as the driving 
force and the corresponding domination of value over liv-
ing labor on the basis of the division of labor and the rule of 
property. In his analysis of the dual character of work, Marx 
focuses on wage labor as the dominant mode of life-deforming 
activity, with the first step toward change being the abolition 
of private ownership of the means of production. His analysis 
had the effect of focusing too narrowly on the male worker’s 
historical role as family breadwinner and on the working class 
as the political subject. Women’s protests against this theoreti-
cal configuration seem justified, for even if we agree that such 
a situation is the product of capitalist society rather than the 
creation of Marx’s analysis of it, his terms are remarkable for 
a certain vacuity and silence on women.

The domestic-labor debate of the late 1960s, which in a way is 
still percolating in the late 1990s on the Internet (at least in the 
United States), and has been taken up in a publication of Lise 
Vogel in 2000 (Domestic Labor revisited) broadened the scope 
of a complaint about the centrality of the male worker into an 
evaluation of the validity of Marx’s theory of value as a whole.

Widely discussed since 1973 when Maria Rosa dalla Costa pub-
lished a violent article, Marx’s theory was extended to include 
domestic labor, which can be considered “productive” because 
it reproduces labor-power as a commodity in the form of 
personal services and, accordingly, allows surplus-value to be 
increased behind the back of industrial production. Women’s 

which I called “memory work”, I developed a praxis from 
Marx’s Feuerbach theses that aimed to overcome the problem 
of robbing women of their practical-subjective inclusion, that 
is, of making them research objects on the order of insects. It 
was important to bring women’s implicit knowledge to the fore 
and make it public. This methodology also worked against 
the essentialism then emerging in feminism (i.e., the “higher 
nature of women” thematic), attempting instead to track a con-
nection between self change and social change. The Feuerbach 
theses provided a space in which the vexed questions of a 
developing feminism could be posed - questions that are no 
less valid today and that continue to urgently recommend 
themselves for feminist research. Since concrete research on 
them has only just begun, in fact, they are by no means fully 
answered yet. With respect to Marx, however, it is always 
better to study him not as a theorist who has already done our 
thinking for us, but rather as one whose ways of intervening in 
conventional thought can teach us the art of shifting the sub-
ject of knowledge for the sake of a greater knowledge.

2. Marx and Work

The initial feminist wrath against Marx, which finally resulted 
in a renunciation of Marxist thought, was not directed, howev-
er, at his theses on Feuerbach (whose importance for a scien-
tific feminism has never been elaborated anywhere, so far as I 
know), but rather at Marx’s concept of work and his theories of 
the production of surplus-value. What are we to make of femi-
nist concerns that Marx’s concept of work excludes women and 
prevents them from perceiving the reality of their oppression?

Feminist criticism has focused primarily on Marx’s arguments 
about the “dual character of work.” The idea of work as a 
force which can create both use-value and exchange-value is 
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problematic to me that they sort of ended in a purely academic 
debate, which became more and more complicated but led to 
no corresponding political strategy.

The other line of argument pursued in the domestic-labor 
debate, namely, that housework was productive and should 
be socially acknowledged as such by being compensated like 
any other form of wage labor, proved to have political poten-
tial: the demand that wages be paid for domestic labor was 
embraced by the more conservative parties in West Germany 
because it enabled them both to promote “family values” and, 
in the face of rising unemployment, to uphold their seeming-
ly ever more justified opposition to include women into the 
labour-force. But with this support for compensating domestic 
labor almost everything else with which the Women’s Movement 
had begun its struggle was given up: the critique of family form, 
of the gendered division of labor, of the alienated form of wage 
labor, and of capitalism itself. Claiming that domestic labor was 
productive could presumably — if only by the magic force of 
conceptualization — remove the stain from a division of labor 
that denied women the possibility of existing without a male 
breadwinner as long as they remained housewives.

The debate continued for the most part in the United States. 
In 1994, Fraad, Resnick, and Wolff published Bringing It All 
Back Home: Class, Gender and Power in the Modern Household, 
where they tried to apply the concept of class to household 
practices and concluded that such an approach was a fertile 
one. As these authors saw it, two different modes of class pro-
duction from two different eras were operating together in the 
present: a feudal mode alongside a capitalist one. This point 
of entry allowed them to depict separate practices as possibly 
self-contradictory and the structure of demands by those who 
inhabit both the domestic and the public sphere as nonhomol-
ogous. While not incompatible with Marx, this representation 

work is thus rendered invisible as family work; moreover, 
women also produce more value than is necessary for their 
own reproduction, the gratis appropriation of which then flows 
into capital’s profit (a consequence not considered by Marx). 
In these analyses, then, the family becomes central to social 
production. (Domestic labor was later emphasized as “a blind 
spot in the critique of political economy.”)

However, wage discrimination against women was supposedly 
justified by their producing less value than men, for although 
women reproduced men, that entailed a withdrawal of their 
own reproduction from their labor-power. In this respect, 
men literally had more value for their employers, since in 
purchasing the commodity male labor-power they also got a 
bonus ration of women’s work. This overlooking of the work 
performed by women in the home was based on disregarding 
an essential component of the surplus-value appropriated by 
the capitalist. If the secret of the commodity labor-power was 
its ability to produce more than it needed for its own repro-
duction, then this must also be true of women’s labor-power; 
what remained to be discovered was how it contributed to the 
capitalist-manufactured commodity (Pohl, 1984). One practi-
cal consequence of this analysis was the demand for domestic 
labor’s compensation as wage labor, on the one hand, and for 
simply doing away with this sphere of unpaid female labor 
altogether, on the other. In 1985, Christel Neusüss added a 
further twist to the argument when she calculated that the 
commodity labor-power, as something belonging to the work-
er, could not figure in any account of commodity production 
and value because it rendered the work of mothers (i.e., giv-
ing birth to children) invisible together with domestic labor. 
(Her book includes a survey of ideas from the history of the 
labor movement, all of which show an absolute ignorance of 
the production of life, as well as domestic labor.) While the 
plausibility of such arguments cannot be denied, it seems 
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“[T]he emancipation of society [...] is expressed in the political 
form of the emancipation of the workers” because “the whole 
of human servitude is involved in the relation of the worker to 
production, and all relations of servitude are nothing but mod-
ifications and consequences of this relation.” In Marx’s early 
writings, we find a number of statements that, in the language 
of the day, define work as alienation: “For in the first place 
labour, life activity, productive life itself appears to man only 
as a means for the satisfaction of a need, the need to preserve 
physical existence. But productive life is species-life”; and, 
“all human activity up to now has been labour, i.e. industry, 
self-estranged activity” (“EPM” 328, 354). This idea, that work 
is domination does not differentiate between the material side 
and the economic forms and therefore leads to the logical 
conclusion, that work itself should be abolished: “One of the 
greatest misunderstandings is to speak of free, social, human 
work, of work without private property. ‘Work’ is by nature 
unfree, inhuman, unsocial, activity which is both controlled by 
private property and which creates it. The abolition of private 
property, therefore, only becomes reality when it is seen as 
the abolition of work.” Finally, from the conception of history 
we have sketched, we obtain these further conclusions: “In all 
revolutions up till now the mode of activity always remained 
unscathed and it was only a question of the distribution of this 
activity, a new distribution of labour to other persons, whilst 
the communist is directed against the preceding mode of activ-
ity, does away with labour.”

I do not think that Marx actually contemplated the abolition of 
work as man’s metabolic interchange with nature, promising 
eternal idleness, or that he imagined the abolition of industry 
to be compatible with the survival of the race. But thinking of 
work in formal conceptual terms compels us to reconstruct 
what has become deformed in his concept of work, and hence 
what “substance” remains to be liberated. In work’s alienated 

shifts the analytic weight from the critique of the ruling mode 
of domination and economy to the problematic of the coexis-
tence of differently organized power relations. But Marx had 
also spoken of the fact that being a productive worker would 
be no luck but misfortune. Before I suggest another approach 
to the question of the function of unpaid housework for the 
reproduction of capitalist society as a critique of Marx, how-
ever, let me return to the original series of arguments that 
arose from the domestic-labor debate in relation to his concept 
of work. In my opinion, they relate less to Marx than to the 
Marxism of the labor movement. That would in itself pose no 
problem had not Marx made some important points for femi-
nists to take into account precisely on the question of work — 
which therefore brings me to a rereading of Marx himself.

From the philosophical tradition and the latter-day develop-
ments in political economy (e.g., Smith, Ricardo), Marx drew 
a concept of work in relation to a significantly controversial 
sphere. Work was the activity of the poor: it was laborious toil 
that exhausted people’s lives; indeed, for many it had replaced 
life. But work was also the source of wealth and of all value:

>[B]ut it is the interest of all rich nations, that the greatest part 
of the poor should never be idle, and yet continually spend 
what they get [...] Those that get their living by their daily 
labour [...] have nothing to stir them up to be serviceable but 
their wants which it is prudence to relieve, but folly to cure [...] 
From what has been said, it is manifest, that, in a free nation, 
where slaves are not allowed of, the surest wealth consists in a 
multitude of the laborious poor.< (Mandeville)

Work as the connecting link between poverty and wealth,  
as the contradictory foundation of both — Marx begins by  
elaborating on the position of work in this provocative  
contradiction. He sees it as a dimension of domination:  
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was produced by others (GI 84ff.). (Deutsche 
Ideologie, MEW 3, 67)

Self-activity, as a perspective on liberation, is related to the 
production of material life, and this relationship is essential 
to conceiving the possibility of life without domination. The 
production of material life passes through a number of stag-
es and forms, one of which is work: the most direct form of 
perversion, the “negative form of self-activity” (ibid.). Thus 
does life become divided against itself. Enfolded in this neg-
ative form are the analytical categories that Marx would later 
deploy in Capital:

“Thus through estranged, alienated labour the 
worker creates the relationship of another man, 
who is alien to labour and stands outside it, to that 
labour. The relation of the worker to labour cre-
ates the relation of the capitalist—or whatever other 
word one chooses for the master of labour—to that 
labour. Private property is therefore the product, re-
sult and necessary consequence of alienated labour, 
of the external relation of the worker to nature and 
to himself.” (“EPM” 331—32)

Although we can already see here his later linguistic usage, 
in subsequent writings. The global condemnation of labour is 
substitued by the older Marx by a differenciation of its being 
determined by form on the one hand an natural necessities on 
the other. About work Marx would go on to say in Capital: 
“Labour, then, as the creator of use-values, as useful labour, 
is a condition of human existence which is independent of all 
forms of society; it is an eternal necessity which mediates the 
metabolism between man and nature, and therefore human life 
itself” (C1 133). Labour has always an anthropoligical dimen-
sion: because the working individual changes external nature, 

form Marx found the free expression and enjoyment of life, 
the free, spontaneous activity of the human community, the 
opportunity to know oneself affirmed in the thought and love 
of another; the development of each individual into a whole 
person, the intercourse of individuals as such (GI 86—87), and 
free, conscious life activity as species-life (“EPM” 329). The 
emphasis is on “free activity,” or “self-activity,” and this is 
always connected to the life of the species as a species-specific 
characteristic. As species-beings, people are active on each 
other’s behalf, which determines their intercourse with one 
another and with the community, as well as their development 
as individuals. This free activity is a pleasure; life itself is a 
pleasurable, productive activity.

Taking such statements as our starting point, we could posit 
self-activity as “the primary need of life,” conceive of the 
community as a productive framework, and speak of the de-
velopment of individuals through their own free activity—but 
we would never thereby arrive at the modern, defensive socio-
logical reaction to work as what should no longer stand at the 
center of social theory (as it allegedly did for Marx), but rather 
as what is to be replaced by “communication” or “way of life” 
(life-world). It is crystal clear that Marx never distinguished 
between life-world and “work-world,” having been more 
concerned with revolutionizing what is nowadays called our 
“way of life,” which he understood as the collectively active, 
enjoyable union of the individuals in a community (including 
the form of their intercourse—love and life itself—although by 
“life” he always meant active life).

Our way of life is distorted by the relations of pro-
duction, the means by which people produce their 
material lives, as they have done throughout the 
course of history, initially so that some could in-
dulge in free activity whilst their material existence 
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distorted the human species to the point where all develop-
ment, all wealth and culture, and the actual conditions of work 
have become objective realities that oppose the workers and 
gain power over them. This contradiction can be resolved only 
by rupture.

In the “Critique of the Gotha Programme,” Marx sketches the 
cooperative phase of society (social ownership of the means 
of production), which—precisely because it has emerged from 
capitalist society—bears the birthmarks of that society “in 
every respect, economically, morally, intellectually.” He goes 
on to describe a more advanced “communist society,” a com-
munity in which the distortions of labor have been overcome, 
and it is in this context that we encounter the reference to work 
as “the primary need of life”:

“[W]hen the enslaving subjugation of individuals 
to the division of labour, and thereby the antithe-
sis between intellectual and physical labour, have 
disappeared; when labour is no longer just a means 
of keeping alive, but has itself become the prima-
ry need of life; when the all-round development 
of individuals has also increased their productive 
powers and all the springs of cooperative wealth 
flow more abundantly—only then can society whol-
ly cross the narrow horizon of bourgeois right and 
inscribe on its banner: From each according to his 
abilities, to each according to his needs!”

These remarks have led to widespread misunderstandings. On 
Marx’s authority individuals could be accused of a “work-shy” 
mentality and then “reeducated” as people for whom work was 
“the primary need of life.” Worse yet, the final proclamation, 
“to each according to his needs,” triggered both hopes and 
fears. Had Marx been expressing a yearning for a society in 

it changes his own nature at the same time. (vgl. MEW 23, 192). 
In its alienated form work has a dual nature. On the one hand, 
it is a producer of use-values, purposive and, in that sense, 
independent of social formations. On the other, it produces 
exchange-values and creates wealth, but only under certain 
social conditions. The distortions or alienations that arise as 
a consequence are thoroughly analyzed in Capital. The dual 
nature of work is fundamental to capitalism as a system that 
produces commodities, but what remains decisive in Marx 
is the production of material existence as a form of free ac-
tivity. It includes the idea of production without domination 
and hence the elimination of private property (the accumula-
tion of exchange-values) as a regulative principle, as well as 
the reconciliation with nature by understanding its laws. The 
emancipation of men is the developing spending of force for a 
common selfdetermined goal. This thought connects his early 
writings with his late ones.

At stake in the idea of free activity, conceived as a process, is 
the relationship between freedom and necessity. As an aspect 
of material production, the bounds of necessity should be 
pushed back as far as possible for the sake of free activity. 
Work, in the realm of necessity, is a problem of distribution—
everyone should perform an equal share of necessary labor. 
In the realm of freedom, however, the activity is of a different 
kind, one to which the traditional divisions of labor—above all, 
its division into mental and manual labor—no longer applies. 
The route from one realm to the other proceeds via the de-
velopment of the productive forces which will moderate the as-
pect of necessity in the production of material existence. And 
it proceeds likewise through the division of human labor, its 
alienation, for alienated labor has to be overcome in a process 
whereby human beings take comprehensive possession of the 
productive forces that they themselves have created. All the 
relations of production have to be overturned, since these have 
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materialist-feminist discussion on the Internet (in August/
September 1997 and March 1998, see the mat.fem list and the 
marx.fem list) — has led me to develop Marx’s arguments about 
work more consistently and to look at them from a feminist 
perspective. Consequently, I have underlined and stressed 
here some ideas of his that have been forgotten in the heat 
of debate and to which we should give more weight. Instead 
of hastily consigning Marx to the rubbish bin of history, we 
should step back and see whether the Women’s Movement 
could not make good use of his formulation about “enjoyable 
free activity in the production of material existence,” for Marx 
in fact placed the question of women’s oppression squarely 
in the context of alienated labor: “This latent slavery in the 
family, though still very crude, is the first property, but even 
at this early stage it corresponds perfectly to the definition of 
modern economists who call it the power of disposing of the 
labour-power of others” (GI 44).

Here we can easily see that Marx speaks of all human 
activities to analyse capitalist society and not only of wage 
labour as most feminists assume. Is not the framework Marx 
proposed for human society and the individuals who live 
in it so constructed as to enable the oppression of women, 
with its mixture of “natural” and social origins, to acquire 
a tremendous dynamism? The sexual division of labor is 
inscribed in an altogether diabolical fashion as the division 
between the production of life and the production of the 
means of life, as well as in the major division between work 
and free activity. The sphere of actual life is marginalized 
from the vantage point of the social production of the means 
of life, and with it those people — women — who largely 
inhabit it. Meanwhile, at the center of society, activity is 
alienated such that all hope of liberation is displaced onto 
the living activity at the margins of society. Women, who are 
still being oppressed, are irrationally expected to bear the 

which needs which had been molded by capitalism and super-
fluous production, on the one hand, and by poverty, on the 
other should be satisfied? The context, however, makes his 
meaning unambiguously clear. If human beings succeeded in 
liberating themselves from domination, the production of ma-
terial life would become a source of productive pleasure and an 
opportunity for people to experience this “primary need” and, 
to that extent, realize their humanity. This would include the ab-
olition of those divisions of labor which had served to institute 
our social formations: manual versus mental labor, men’s versus 
women’s labor, in urban against rural labour, and finally the 
ruling pseudo division of labour, the class-division of society in 
working and non-working people and people out of work.

It is self-evident that when we speak of work we should take 
its (frequently overlooked) formal character into account. 
The failure to make distinctions when we think and talk about 
work is the source of most misunderstandings. We speak of 
“wage labor,” imagining it as the be-all and end-all of the mat-
ter, and - with this understanding in mind - are critical of any 
talk about work as “the primary need of life.” But conversely, 
educating people to view work as this primary need is not 
only senseless; for the most part it is no more than educating 
them to accept wage labor in its various guises, which is to say, 
teaching them to submit to the discipline of industry. When we 
speak of work’s “substance,” which in our societies has been 
submitted to paid work in a division-of-labor system, we real-
ly ought to use the cumbersome phrase “self-activation in the 
production of material existence.”

3. Feminist Issues

My own studying and rethinking of the arguments in the 
domestic-labor debate since the 1960s — more recently the 
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into established Marxism, this very rebellion should be used to 
rethink the role and function of women’s oppression in the re-
production of capitalist society. Both Marx’s early hopes con-
cerning labor and his sharp analysis of its fate as wage labor 
(i.e., the main source of profit and hence of capitalist progress) 
are of real value now in this time of modern capitalism. I do 
not think that the situation of women would be improved by 
smuggling domestic labor in under the laws of wage labor 
and thereby attributing to Marx’s analysis the problematic of 
unpaid female labor in the home. Rather, our critique should 
proceed the other way around, beginning with an understand-
ing of housework and its role in the different stages of capital-
ism, which will uncover another problematic in Marx.

4. Family Work/Housework 
and Domestic Labor

While the feminist argument with Marx took issue with his 
analysis of wage labor, no connection was made to Marx’s or 
Engels’s position on housework (a critical deficit that I hope 
to remedy here). Marx and Engels conceptualized housework 
primarily as wage labor performed in the home, treating as 
“family work” what in the twentieth century has generally been 
understood as housework. (In order to account for this differ-
ence, we need to formulate it as a “double concept”: family 
work/housework.) It is nonsensical in the context of such work 
to limit the discussion — and the critique — to Marx when the 
ongoing reception of Engels’s ideas within feminism makes it 
obvious that the latter should be addressed as well.

In his preface to the first edition of The Origin of the Family, 
Private Property and the State, Engels sketches what he con-
siders the “production and reproduction of immediate life”: 
“On the one side, the production of the means of existence, 

weight of society’s hopes for a better life, for enjoyment and 
sensuous pleasure.

In Marx we find the worker described as “at home when he is 
not working, and not at home when he is working” (“EPM” 
326). Not without some justification, feminists have made 
this remark a target of criticism. Does Marx not speak here 
from the standpoint of the male worker while overlooking the 
situation of the other half of humankind, who do indeed work 
at home and therefore are at home when they are working? 
However, this criticism overlooks the problems hinted at by 
Marx, particularly the double cleavage of sensuous pleasure 
and the meaning of life from work along with paid work, from 
work that (apparently) counts for nought. This is implicit in 
the metaphor of the worker who “is not at home when he is 
working.” In this deformation women occupy the home, the 
marginal realm which is also a refuge, a deformed place of 
hope. The oppressive idealization of women becomes essen-
tial to the survival of the male wage-laborer — an idealization 
that is then reinforced by the cooperation of the two sexes 
within the family. Would it not be a revolutionary act to intro-
duce some disorder into this system so as to establish the basis 
for a new order? If we are to salvage the marginalized realms 
of life, they must be universalized and hence revalorized. 
At the same time, the privileged realm of social labor must 
now be occupied by women and its authority weakened. The 
very sharing of the different spheres of activity by both sexes 
would deal a blow to one element of domination that has up 
to now affirmed the old destructive order. In my view, this is a 
precondition for bringing love back into the realm of work, a 
rehumanization of society for which the Women’s Movement 
is crucial.

Although the domestic-labor debate has introduced a consid-
erable number of necessary and healthy rebellious notions 
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Marx is a different story. In the first volume of Capital he 
recognizes family work, if only in passing, and describes the 
organization of work typical of manufactury; performed in 
small, family-operated workshops, this “family work” is still 
distinguished from agriculture today. It involves the transfor-
mation of the “life time” of all family members, even children, 
into “work time.” In connection with the achievement of facto-
ry legislation, Marx wrote about the “regulating (of) so-called 
‘domestic labour’ [...] as a direct attack on the patria potestas, 
or, in modern terms, parental authority,” a step “which the 
tender-hearted English Parliament long affected to shrink 
from taking”: “The power of facts, however, at last compelled 
it to acknowledge that large-scale industry, in overturning the 
economic foundation of the old family system, and the family 
labour corresponding to it had also dissolved the old family 
relationships” (C1 620). Marx also speaks here of the “rights of 
the children,” his target being the decomposition of the fam-
ily through commodity production and, with it, the collision 
of two different modes of production and ways of life — the 
logic of the market, which presupposes the free commodity 
owner, and family work, with the relative disenfranchisement 
of women and children: “Previously the worker sold his own 
labour-power, which he disposed of as a free agent, formal-
ly speaking. Now he sells wife and child. He has become a 
slave-dealer”; and, in a footnote to the same page, he observes 
that, “in relation to this traffic in children, working-class 
parents have assumed characteristics that are truly revolting 
and thoroughly like slave-dealing” (ibid., 519 and n. 122). Marx 
quotes a number of factory reports specifically on children, 
all of which show how “the spheres of handicrafts and domes-
tic industry become, in what is relatively an amazingly short 
time, dens of misery.” Then we come to his well-known per-
spective sentence: “However terrible and disgusting the disso-
lution of the old family ties within the capitalist system may 
appear, large-scale industry, by assigning an important part in 

of food, clothing and shelter and the tools necessary for that 
production; on the other side, the production of human beings 
themselves, the propagation of the species.” In using “pro-
duction” in both cases, Engels provided a starting point for a 
theory of women’s oppression, the elaboration of which he 
blocked, however, by formulating the two forms of production 
as on the one hand [...] labor, on the other [...] the family. 

Dividing the labor of producing food, clothing, shelter, and 
so on, from the family rendered the latter, for Engels and thus 
for any theory of women’s oppression he might have devel-
oped, exclusively a matter of biological processes and their 
incorporation into the law and the state; family labor was not a 
consideration. Consequently, he examines the organization of 
procreation, but not how the work performed within the fam-
ily relates to the totality of labor and to the reproduction of 
society. (He therefore, very close to the autonomous women’s 
movement thinks women’s subjection as sexual exploitation 
and violence.)

Elsewhere, Engels makes his awareness that labor is also 
performed within the family perfectly clear. In Anti-Dühring, 
he takes a historical perspective: “The entire development of 
human society beyond the stage of animal savagery dates from 
the day when the labor of the family creates more products 
than were necessary for its maintenance, from the day where 
a part of the labor, no longer used in the production of bare 
means of subsistence could be diverted to production of means 
of production.” Engels was not interested in the consequences 
of this diversion for the remaining part, which he calls “pro-
duction of bare means of subsistence,” but only in whatever 
social effects might come of the surplus produced by labor 
over the cost of labor’s maintenance, which he considered the 
basis of all “continued social, political and intellectual prog-
ress” (ibid.).
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The conceptual proposition “family labour necessary for 
consumption” makes it possible to understand family labor as 
distinct from wage labor, yet Marx does not elaborate on this 
or on the “leisure” necessary for breastfeeding babies who 
would otherwise be “poisoned” instead of nourished. In other 
words, the question of what qualities of life are destroyed 
through the time-saving measures that rule in capitalist econ-
omy is not pursued. Marx treats the issue of breastfeeding 
only in terms of wages or profitability: “Since certain family 
functions, such as nursing and suckling children, cannot be 
entirely suppressed, the mothers who have been confiscated 
by capital must try substitutes of some sort. Domestic work, 
such as sewing and mending, must be replaced by the purchase 
of ready-made articles. Hence the diminished expenditure of 
labour in the house is accompanied by an increased expendi-
ture of money outside” (ibid., 518 n. 39). What interests Marx 
here is that since women’s inclusion in the capitalist produc-
tion process brings no additional revenue into the family, it is 
not really worth the cost.

Nevertheless, the repeated mention of “substitutes” opens up a 
space for further analysis.

In Marx’s analysis of the division of labor, we can discern the 
beginnings of a theory of family work:

“For an example of labour in common, i.e. direct-
ly associated labour, we do not need to go back to 
the spontaneously developed form, which we find 
at the threshold of the history of all civilized peo-
ples. We have one nearer to hand in the patriarchal 
rural industry of a peasant family which produces 
corn, cattle, yarn, linen and clothing for its own 
use. These things confront the family as so many 
products of its collective labour, but they do not 

socially organized processes of production, outside the sphere 
of the domestic economy, to women, young persons and chil-
dren of both sexes, does nevertheless create a new economic 
foundation for a higher form of the family and of relations 
between the sexes” (ibid., 620).

Marx’s gaze here is focused ahead to the societal organization 
of production and the necessary elimination of old, interfer-
ing forms. He takes absolutely no account of labor performed 
within the family, aside from the production of commodities, 
nor of how such labor of caring for humankind and nature 
contributes to the societalization process. He conceptualizes 
wage labor within the household as “household trade,” and in 
this context he also speaks of “domestic industry,” meaning an 
“external department of the factory, the manufacturing work-
shop, or the warehouse” (ibid., 591; cf. 533, where he shows 
some interest in housework as a “hybrid form” that is not 
directly subordinated to capital, but is susceptible to pressure 
from “usurers” or “merchants”). Finally, references to family 
work as separate from and in conflict with wage labor outside 
the home can be found in two footnotes. Writing of a report on 
the cotton crisis during the American Civil War, Marx says:

He [Dr. Edward Smith, F.H.] reported that from a 
hygienic point of view, and apart from the banish-
ment of the operatives from the factory atmosphere, 
the crisis had several advantages. The women now 
had sufficient leisure to give their infants the breast, 
instead of poisoning them with “Godfrey’s Cordial” 
(an opiate). They also had the time to learn to cook. 
Unfortunately, the acquisition of this art occurred at 
a time when they had nothing to cook. But from this 
we see how capital, for the purposes of its self-val-
orization, has usurped the family labour necessary 
for consumption. (Ibid., 517 n. 38)
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Nowhere in Marx is there any analysis of the problem arising 
from the subordination of all those activities not subject to 
the wage structure under the logic of cost/benefit calculations 
— a problem in terms of both human needs and the develop-
ment of humankind itself (i.e., of that which is regarded and 
acknowledged as socially meaningful). In his enthusiasm for 
comprehensive economizing, Marx basically subordinates all 
work and its valuation to the rationalization that he considers 
necessary for the further satisfaction of “life claims”: “The 
more the productivity of labour increases, the more the work-
ing day can be shortened, the more the intensity of labour can 
increase. From the point of view of society the productivity of 
labour also grows when economies are made in its use. This 
implies not only economizing on the means of production, 
but also avoiding all useless labour” (ibid., 667; For anoth-
er, almost identical expression of this view, see Karl Marx, A 
Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy, 36). This 
statement conflicts with the belief (expressed in his “Critique 
of the Gotha Programme”) that in some future society time 
will no longer be geared to wealth.

The gender-specificity of the division of labor emerges only 
at the margins of Marx’s analysis of work under capitalism. 
He describes it as “naturally springing up” and, “based on a 
purely physiological foundation,” as developing through ex-
change into two, mutually dependent branches, but he does not 
pursue the configuration of these separate spheres that proved 
so crucial to the capitalist model of civilization. It seems 
equally odd that Marx and Engels failed to work out their 
dominative notion of the gender-specific division of labor 
articulated in The German Ideology: “This latent slavery in the 
family, though still very crude, is the first form of property, 
but even at this stage it corresponds perfectly to the definition 
of modern economists, who call it the power of disposing of 
the labour-power of others” (GI 46). For it was on this basis 

confront each other as commodities. The different 
kinds of labour which create these products — such 
as tilling the fields, tending the cattle, spinning, 
weaving and making clothes — are already in their 
natural form social functions; for they are func-
tions of the family which, just as much as a society 
based on commodity production, possesses its own 
spontaneously developed division of labour. The 
distribution of labour within the family and the 
labour-time expended by the individual members of 
the family are regulated by differences of sex and 
age as well as by seasonal variations in the natural 
conditions of labour. The fact that the expenditure 
of the individual labour-powers is measured by 
duration appears here, by its very nature, as a social 
characteristic of labour itself, because the individ-
ual labour-powers, by their very nature, act only as 
instruments of the joint labour-power of the fami-
ly.” (Ibid., 171)

It is astonishing that Marx made no further examination of this 
finding that the various products were not measured and esti-
mated as more or less valuable according to the time spent on 
them, even though it certainly had consequences not only for 
the sexual division of labor, but also for the capitalist model of 
civilization. After all, the calculation of time spent also makes 
value a curse for some products, and gives rise to the need to
^protect^^ products from value. In the end, the only things that 
can withstand the social test of capitalism are those that eat up 
as little time as possible, making this a model of both progress 
and pauperization. At the same time, we get a hint of the still 
existent yearning to validate the family and to guarantee its 
continued existence, for it is the one place where production is 
not calculated solely in terms of labor costs.
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provide a solution to the global problem arising from the 
production of commodities and extending to the exploitation 
of the Third World.

From today’s standpoint, the development of humankind in 
relation to those products and activities that could pass the 
market test — and on which it therefore seemed worthwhile to 
spend time — led to the corresponding situation whereby those 
products and activities requiring extensive amounts of time 
without yielding anything sufficiently grand fell by the way-
side. Most agricultural and nature-conservational activities, 
not to mention the rearing of children, were deemed incom-
patible with the logic of continually reduced expenditures 
of time. Although many such products may be indispensable 
for even the short-term survival of humankind, their devel-
opment has also widened the gap between those members of 
the species who can pass the market test and those “partial 
people” who live at a level considerably lower than is now 
typical of the industrialized world. Here we find the Third 
World countries, with their continued immiseration becoming 
even worse in the wake of neoliberal globalization. The First 
World, on the other hand, is experiencing different and appar-
ently more complex developments, while the women in these 
countries are still being kept economically dependent on the 
same breadwinner discussed by Marx and Engels more than a 
century ago, though he himself ceases to exist. Most women, 
if employed, fill low-paying “female” jobs below the pover-
ty-line and perform time-consuming tasks that would other-
wise simply remain undone.

In this respect, humankind has not progressed; on the con-
trary, as the forces of production have developed with indus-
trialization, creating ever-new human needs in the capitalist 
West, a monstrous brutalization of humankind has occurred. 
Crime, drug addiction and alcoholism, and child abuse 

that a social formation developed in which only those things 
that proved more or less profitable were produced and that 
any work which could not be accommodated to this logic 
of time — and thus could not be rationalized, automatized, 
or accelerated — such as cherishing and nurturing nature or 
humankind, came to be neglected or left to women’s (unpaid) 
provision. Today, we can proceed on the assumption that the 
crisis associated with both the unrestrained (and now uncon-
trollable) development of the forces of production and the ru-
inous exhaustion of nature is due to the logic of profit, which 
rests on women’s oppression. The critique on Marx is, that the 
onesided analysis of waged labour instead of the correlation 
of socially necessary labour and its hierarchy results in an 
unsufficient analysis of the reproduction of capitalist societies 
and the forces which support it. Here feminists have a lot to 
contribute and rearrange.

There was no further analysis of the relationship between fam-
ily labor and wage labor by Marxists. (The study of “women’s 
work” within the family was taken up instead by ethnologists 
such as Claude Meillassoux.) Rosa Luxemburg pretty much 
followed Marx’s lead on this issue, seeing the family as some-
thing out of which proletarian women are “seized,”: “It was 
capitalism which seized women out of the family and threw 
them under the yoke of social production, on other peoples 
land, in workshops, construction sites, offices, factories and 
warehoueses.” (See the small text “Die Proletarierin”, Werke 
3). And Lenin was interested in the family only as a site of 
stupidity from which women had to be removed. (Werke, 30, 
401). - It was not until the late 1970s that Women’s Studies 
emerged and began to take up the analysis of family work in 
the general context of social relations. This was the period 
during which Maria Mies, Veronica Bennholdt-Thommsen, 
and Claudia von Werlhoff (see note 6), among others, suggest-
ed that a practical generalization of subsistence work could 
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caught in the trap to subject all activities under the wageform 
which is in fact the case with the demand to pay for house-
work. Here a lot is to be gained for a contemporary feminism.
This is different when we look instead at Marx’ and Engels’ 
paragraphs on domestic labour/familywork, which have not 
been discussed within feminism. Here we can watch Marx as a 
patriarch, always forgetting the qualitative side of housework, 
the real activity, the language of real life, and instead quickly 
switch to the fate of labour, which is done as wage labour. This 
has consequences for the critique of political economy, for the 
analysis of capitalism. Because here Marx does not understand 
that it is one of the crucial elements of capitalism to subject 
the production of life the work with the living as an interferent 
factor (Störfaktor) for the production of profit, to marginal-
ize it, to destroy it. A solid critique of the capitalist mode of 
production needs the analysis of the interrelation of these two 
modes of production, that of the means of production and that 
of life itself - and only here the feminist questions are both 
selfevident and fundamental.
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(including the prostitution of children) are just the visible signs 
of a model of civilization in which human development has 
been utterly subordinated to rationalization and market forc-
es, to the needs devised and the products generated to satisfy 
them under the rule of profit. The material progress realized 
by enhanced forces of production, far from freeing people to 
take up their development as human beings, has rather made 
such human development a mere by-product of industrial 
development and of the work done by women. To this ex-
tent, the claim that human liberation can be measured by the 
degree of liberation women achieve is completely realistic 
today. For women’s liberation affects human interaction at 
every level, as well as human needs related to sensuality, to 
nature, to the work of hands and heads, and to women them-
selves as human beings.

Conclusion

Marx within feminism - the text wanted two things: to elab-
orate where Marx could be used and was already criticized 
within feminism, where we could inherit from him where he 
should be repudiated, where to be improved. His method-
ological and theoretical break with metaphysics is for sure 
a fundament without which feminist research is hardly con-
ceivable. We speak it as “starting from experience” or from 
“everyday life”, Marx named it to start with “the language of 
real life”. Therefore his theses against Feuerbach belong to the 
basic texts of every serious feminism. Everybody who deals 
with the relationship of feminism and marxism has to discuss 
the domestic labour debate and the critique of the theory of 
surplusvalue. Ironically this critique has led to a withdrawal 
of feminism from a critique of capitalism. A new reading of 
Marx’ ideas on labour can show instead that it is more than 
useful in all dimensions for feminist thinking and never gets 
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