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You look forward, as I do, to a state of society very different from that which now exists, in which the effort of all is to outwit, supplant and snatch from each other; where interest is systematically opposed to duty; where the so-called system of morals is little more than a mass of hypocrisy preached by knaves but unpractised by them, to keep their slaves, male as well as female, in blind uninquiring obedience; and where the whole motley fabric is kept together by fear and blood. You look forward to a better state of society, where the principle of benevolence shall supersede that of fear; where restless and anxious individual competition shall give place to mutual co-operation and joint possession; where individuals, in large numbers male and female, forming voluntary associations, shall become a mutual guarantee to each other for the supply of all useful wants . . . where perfect freedom of opinion and perfect equality will reign amongst the co-operators; and where the children of all will be equally educated and provided for by the whole . . . This scheme of social arrangements is the only one which will completely and for ever ensure the perfect equality and entire reciprocity of happiness between women and men.


(William Thompson to Anna Wheeler, 1825)





Political visions are fragile. They appear – and are lost again. Ideas formulated in one generation are frequently forgotten, or repressed, by the next; goals which seemed necessary and realistic to progressive thinkers of one era are shelved as visionary and utopian by their successors. Aspirations which find voice in certain periods of radical endeavour are stifled, or even wholly silenced, in others. The history of all progressive movements is littered with such half-remembered hopes, with dreams that have failed.


The socialist tradition, as it extends from the early nineteenth century to the present day, has been heavily marked by breaks, retreats, forgettings like these. Far from following a steady path of theoretical and strategical progress, socialist development has been characterized by ruptures so fundamental that they have often thrown into question not merely the means required to achieve common ends, but the ends themselves. The boundaries surrounding the socialist project have widened and narrowed as the ambitions shaping them have broadened or diminished.


No aspect of socialist tradition more clearly reveals this uneven, fractured history than its relationship to feminism.* Women have always played an important part in socialist organizations, but only at particular points have the independent aspirations of women – their aspirations to overturn their status as the ‘second sex’ – found a central place within socialist strategy. The Woman Question has moved in and out of socialist politics, leaving in its wake a host of unmet demands and unresolved questions – questions not only about present and potential relations between the sexes, but about the nature of the socialist enterprise itself.


Socialism emerged, in the early decades of the nineteenth century, as a humanist ideal of universal emancipation – the ideal of a communal society free of every inequality, including sexual inequality. ‘The degree of emancipation of women is the natural measure of general emancipation,’ Charles Fourier, one of the first French socialists, wrote;1 and it was this commitment to female freedom as part of the wider struggle for human liberation which characterized this entire generation of socialist activists – from the followers of Fourier, Saint Simon and Cabet in France, to the American Fourierites and Transcendentalists, to the movement inspired by the Welsh factory-owner, Robert Owen, whose dream of a New Moral World of class and sex equality captured the imaginations of thousands of British women and men for nearly a quarter century. This book is a study of the Owenite socialists, and their version of the early socialist-feminist ideal. It is an examination of how a vision – the vision of women’s emancipation as an integral feature of a general social emancipation – arose, became part of the ideological armoury of a popular social movement, and inspired attempts to construct a new sexual culture in a society riven with sex- and class-based conflicts. It is also an exploration of the failure of that vision, and the significance of that failure for feminist socialist politics today.
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The story of the Owenite movement has been persistently overshadowed by the larger-than-life figure of its founder. Robert Owen (1771–1858) was the son of a Welsh saddler.2 Born at a moment when the British industrial economy was rising on the tide of entrepreneurial enterprise, Owen rose with it, becoming (in his early twenties) manager of a Manchester cotton spinning company and eventually part-owner and manager of the huge New Lanark cotton mill near Glasgow. Such success stories were of course not uncommon at the opening of the mechanical age. But even among his fellow commercial pioneers Owen stood out as an exceptionally efficient and innovative capitalist – particularly when it came to managing what he described as the ‘human capital’ of the New Lanark workforce. Scottish workers (or so Owen claimed) were a notoriously feckless, undisciplined lot; but within a few years of Owen’s takeover of the mill, there had been established a programme of work incentives and welfare measures (including model housing, health facilities and free schooling for the entire factory population) which transformed New Lanark into a triumph of social engineering – and one of the most profitable enterprises in the country. By the end of the Napoleonic Wars this display of (in Harriet Martineau’s words) ‘remarkable ability . . . in the conduct of the machinery of living’3 had made Owen one of the most influential and respected industrialists in Europe, whose experiments in labour management attracted the attention of aspiring businessmen everywhere.


Yet it was precisely at this point that Owen took that startling detour which eventually set him on a wholly different path. The seeds of the change had already been sown in New Lanark, where success as a social administrator gradually bred in him (so he later recalled) the ambition not to be ‘a mere manager of cotton mills’ but ‘to change the condition of the people’:




I saw all the steps in practice by which the change could be made . . . that if [the population of the world] were treated, trained, educated, employed, and placed, in accordance with the most plain dictates of common sense, crimes would terminate, the miseries of humanity would cease, wealth and wisdom would be universal . . .





With this, he had ‘passed the rubicon’: ‘I should never cease my efforts to forward this change as long as life and health would admit.’4


Within a few years this resolution had transformed philanthropic Mr Owen of New Lanark into a fierce opponent of capitalism and full-time promoter of a new social order based on classless, co-operative communities. By 1824 he had given up commercial life entirely, travelling to America to try out his community schemes there and eventually returning to Britain to find himself at the head of a growing socialist movement. ‘I had taken a most active part and a prominent lead in preparing the public mind for an entire change of system . . . ,’5


From this point onwards the story of Owen becomes the story of Owenism. As early as 1820 his publications had begun to attract a few adherents, mostly in the London radical intelligentsia. During his absence in America this small band of acolytes swelled into a national network of co-operative trading and manufacturing associations, all organized along collectivist lines and all working to accumulate sufficient funds for the establishment of Communities of Mutual Association. This early ‘enthusiastic’ phase of co-operative activity was succeeded by the militant trade union struggles of 1833–34, which in turn culminated in the establishment and demise of the first great attempt at a ‘general union of the working classes’, the Grand National Consolidated Trades Union. The collapse of the Consolidated Union in the summer of 1834 was followed by a brief period in which all Owenite activity ground to a near-halt; but then the phoenix of a new organization – the Association of All Classes of All Nations (AACAN) – rose from the ashes of general unionism to inaugurate a final decade of intense propagandistic and organizational activity. At the height of its strength in 1839–42 the AACAN (which soon became known as the Rational Society, or simply as Socialism*) had members in all parts of the country, and an influence which extended far beyond its formal membership, particularly in working-class districts. There was, as one newspaper noted during a high-point of AACAN recruitment, ‘scarcely a town of any magnitude’ in Britain without its Socialist contingent, busy preparing itself and its audiences for the New World to come.6


This is not to suggest (as some contemporary reports did) that Owenism was in any sense representative of working-class opinion, even radical working-class opinion, in the 1830s and 40s. At the peak of its popularity, early Socialism still remained a minority creed, drawing the bulk of its supporters from what Engels described as the ‘most educated and solid elements’ of the labouring population,7 along with a substantial number of disaffected petit bourgeois intellectuals. These men and women were, and knew themselves to be, an iconoclastic vanguard whose views tended to be well in advance of even the most progressive-minded of their contemporaries. This was particularly true of their economic theories, their heterodox religious doctrines, and – above all – in their sexual politics, where the Owenite commitment to collectivized family life and female equality set them apart not only from their conservative opponents but also from most other radical movements of the period (including Chartism). It was, in the words of another sexual egalitarian, John Stuart Mill, ‘to the signal honour’ of the early Socialists ‘that they assign [to women] equal rights, in all respects, with those of the hitherto dominant sex’ at a time when most Britons were hostile or indifferent to women’s plight; and for this, he suggested, they ‘had entitled themselves to the grateful remembrance of future generations . . .’8


One hundred and fifty years later, however, it is precisely this aspect of Owenism – its theoretical and practical commitment to women’s liberation – which is least remembered, least acknowledged, not only by academic historians but within the collective memory of the Left itself. Few studies of the movement mention it; almost none devote any serious attention to it.9 Such forgettings are of course not uncommon in matters relating to women; the historical ear, at least until recently, has been tuned almost exclusively to the male voice. But the silence surrounding early socialist feminism reveals more than just the usual bland androcentricism of professional historians (including many radical historians). It is a symptomatic silence – one which reflects not ignorance or indifference but the character of the socialist tradition itself, as it has developed over the last century and a half.


To Robert Owen and his followers, particularly his feminist followers, socialism represented a struggle to achieve ‘perfect equality and perfect freedom’ at every level of social existence; a struggle which extended beyond the economic and political reforms necessary to create a classless society into the emotional and cultural transformations necessary to construct a sexual democracy. It was a style of radicalism which, as Engels noted critically, sought ‘to emancipate all humanity at once’ rather than ‘a particular class to begin with’,10 and furthered this aim through a wholesale assault on all relations of dominance and subordination, including the ‘tyrannical supremacy’ of men over women. ‘Whatever affects the condition of one sex, must, I conceive, affect the condition of the other,’ one Owenite woman wrote in 1839:




But a woman has been the slave of a slave . . . What is the result of [this]? . . . To create, by such arrangements, individual interest, till brothers and sisters, husbands and wives, look on each other with jealousy . . . to set up one half of the poor people against the other half, to subdue them and make them quiet . . .


But . . . ‘changes of no ordinary kind are at hand’. I perceive now that through the circulation of truth we are progressing towards the mansion of happiness, which, when gained, will . . . give emancipation to every human being from one end of the earth to the other . . . my tears flow when I compare this scene of confusion and opposition to that tranquil state of existence . . .11





Strategically, the success of such hopes was seen to depend on the power of ‘benevolent reason’ and practical co-operation to overwhelm the force of ‘ignorant self-interest’ and economic competition. The natural harmony of human needs would be realized through the peaceful suppression and replacement of all disharmonious ideas and institutions (including marriage and the family). It was this enthusiastic faith in the revolutionary potential of propaganda and example which led Marx and Engels, almost at the point of the movement’s collapse, to condemn Owenism as ‘Utopian’. The ‘fantastic’ dreams of the early socialists were ‘foredoomed’ to failure, they argued in The Communist Manifesto (and later, in Engels’ case, in Socialism: Utopian and Scientific:) because they were based merely on an optimism of the will rather than a ‘scientific’ assessment of the historical balance of class forces. The role of class antagonisms and class militancy in the transition to socialism was ignored: ‘Historical action is to yield to their personal inventive action, historically created conditions of emancipation to fantastic ones, and the gradual, spontaneous organization of the proletariat to an organization of society specially contrived by these inventors.’12 Nonetheless, if the Owenites’ strategy was thus fatally flawed, their aspirations were still to be admired, particularly their proposals for socialized industry, decentralized government and – notably – ‘the abolition of the family’ and ‘bourgeois marriage’ which to Marx and Engels (as to the Owenites) represented little more than the legalized prostitution of women. Such doctrines provided ‘most valuable materials for the enlightenment of the working class’ they conceded.13


The concession was by no means a minor one. Yet over the years it has been largely forgotten, and what has remained in its stead is an increasingly rigid distinction between ‘primitive’ idealist Utopianism and the Scientific politics of proletarian communism – a distinction which acquired increased popularity after 1880 as organized (male) labour emerged as a key protagonist in the arena of national and international politics. The accelerating contest between capital and labour became the central axis on which all socialist strategies (non-Marxist as well as Marxist) turned, with every other struggle subordinated to that ‘world-historical’ battle.14 The Owenite call for a multi-faceted offensive against all forms of social hierarchy, including sexual hierarchy, disappeared – to be replaced with a dogmatic insistence on the primacy of class-based issues, a demand for sexual unity in the face of a common class enemy, and a vague promise of improved status for women ‘after the revolution’. This contraction of strategical imperatives was accompanied by a narrowing of theoretical alternatives as well. In place of the programme for a transformed personal and cultural existence which had been so central to pre-1850 socialism there gradually emerged, in all too many organizations, what William Morris condemned as a ‘utilitarian sham Socialism’ divested of any genuinely libertarian aims;15 or what his twentieth century disciple, E.P. Thompson, has characterized as




the whole problem of the subordination of the imaginative utopian faculties within the later Marxist tradition; its lack of a moral self-consciousness or even a vocabulary of desire, its inability to project any images of the future or even its tendency to fall back in lieu of these upon the utilitarian’s earthly paradise – the maximisation of economic growth.16





The consequences of this development for feminism and feminists are still being felt in socialist organizations today. As the utopian imagination faded, so also did the commitment to a new sexual order. As the older schemes for emancipating ‘all humanity at once’ were displaced by the economic struggles of a single class, so issues central to that earlier dream – marriage, reproduction, family life – were transformed from political questions into ‘merely private’ ones, while women who persisted in pressing such issues were frequently condemned as bourgeois ‘women’s rightsers’.17 Organized feminism was increasingly viewed not as an essential component of the socialist struggle, but as a disunifying, diversionary force, with no inherent connection to the socialist tradition.18 And thus the present disowns the past, severing connections and suppressing ambitions once so vital to those who forged them.


Of course not all feminists were socialists – either in the Owenites’ day or after. Owenite feminism emerged from a tradition of democratic sexual radicalism (the ‘Rights of Woman’) which travelled its own trajectory during the first half of the nineteenth century, eventually laying some of the ideological foundations for the Victorian women’s movement. This tradition was itself a highly complex, fragmented one whose history is as yet almost wholly unexplored. The few studies which do exist tend to be thin and descriptive, and crippled by the same assumption which dominates most present-day socialist thinking on feminism: that struggles involving women’s status and women’s freedom are somehow less revolutionary in their implications than those based on class. This assumption is conveyed partly through the orthodox representation of pre-suffrage feminism as a movement composed solely of respectable middle-class ladies seeking merely to gain for themselves prerogatives which their menfolk enjoyed, rather than challenging the entire system of sex-and class-based prerogative itself; partly through the exclusion or marginalization of socialist feminism from most textbook accounts (which usually begin with the ‘Rights of Woman’ debate of the 1790s and then leap over a half century into the Victorian movement, with the period of Owenite activism unmentioned).19 The image thus conveyed is of a politics far less challenging and subversive than its contemporaries believed it to be, and also far more homogeneous than current research reveals it to have been.20 Like socialism, feminism also has been an arena for competing aspirations and ideals; a terrain on which ideological conflicts were fought which are only beginning to be understood. This book is part of that beginning.
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The present must always condescend to the past, and from our vantage point there is much in the thinking of the pre-Marxian socialists which seems theoretically naive and strategically implausible. As a stage in the development of socialism, Owenism did indeed occupy (as Marx and Engels claimed) an era of political innocence, an Eden of socialist hope before the bitter apple of class warfare had fully matured. The miserable story of the movement’s collapse, in a welter of class-based conflicts and recriminations, is evidence enough that the Fall was inevitable.21 But to view Owenism solely in this light is to forget that it also expressed aspirations which did not disappear with the movement itself – aspirations which still must be met before some of us, at least, are prepared to declare that our battle is won.


But forgotten connections may be recalled and restored; visions revitalized. Today the movement of women is once again a crucial component in radical politics, particularly socialist politics. Our presence there, however, is a problematic, disturbing one, since we bring to the socialist struggle a sense of our own needs and demands – much more powerful and confident than a century ago – which simply cannot be contained within the restrictive boundaries of most left-wing thought and practice.22 We, and those who ally themselves with us, are the Utopians of today; and in the end the case for our cause – for feminist socialism – must become the case for Utopianism itself, for a style of socialist endeavour which aims to transform the whole order of social life and in so doing transforms relations between the sexes. This was the Owenites’ endeavour in which, hampered by their own difficulties and those of their times, they failed. We must not.





 


__________


* The term ‘feminism’, it should be noted, was a late nineteenth century creation. (According to the Oxford English Dictionary, ‘feminism’ in the sense of ‘the advocacy of the claims and rights of women’ was not employed in England before 1895.) So its use in this book is an anachronism, justifiable on the grounds that for at least a century prior to the entry of the actual word into popular political discourse there existed the ideology which it described – a distinct and identifiable body of ideas and aspirations commonly known as ‘the rights of women’, the ‘condition of women’ question, the ‘emancipation of women’ and so on.


* The term ‘Socialist’ was not widely used until the late 1830s, although it was first employed as early as 1827. In Britain, prior to 1850, it referred exclusively to the Owenites. In this book, I use the terms ‘Owenite’ and ‘Socialist’ (capitalized, since Socialist was then a formal, specific designation) interchangeably.
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Britain’s first Socialist was a maverick capitalist. In 1800 a young Welshman named Robert Owen was made the manager, later part-owner, of a large cotton mill in Scotland. Owen was an innovative and successful entrepreneur; the mill prospered under his direction and made him rich. Yet within two decades he had turned his back on capitalism and set out to create a classless utopia, a New Moral World in which ‘crime would terminate, the miseries of humanity would cease, and wealth and wisdom would be universal’. He soon attracted followers who over the next quarter century built a nationwide movement dedicated to propagandising and enacting his ideas. By the 1840s Socialism, as Owen’s movement had become known, was a recognised feature of the British political landscape.


Feminism featured in the movement from the start. In 1825, two of Owen’s leading supporters, an Irish landowner named William Thompson and his friend Anna Wheeler, published a book laying out the Owenite feminist strategy. In place of the ‘competitive system’ of industrial capitalism, Communities of Mutual Association would be established across Britain. Here all institutional and ideological impediments to sexual equality would be abolished, including oppressive marriage laws and privatised households. The nuclear family (which was held responsible not only for the subordination of women to men but also for the inculcation of competitive ideology) would be replaced by collectivised homes and childcare. Birth control would be introduced. With these changes, marriage would become a matter of ‘romantic affection’ only, to be entered on mutual agreement and dissolved by mutual choice. Women, married or single, would become men’s social equals. Or as one movement feminist told an Owenite Congress in 1841, ‘when all should labour for each, and each be expected to labour for the whole, then would woman be placed in a position in which she would not sell her liberties and her finest feelings . . .’


Eve and the New Jerusalem tells the story of the Owenites and their pioneering efforts to end women’s oppression. Published by Virago Press in 1983, the book was the first (and remains the only) full-length study of Britain’s first Socialist feminists. It was well received by reviewers and readers, and became the first female-authored book to win the Isaac Deutscher Memorial Prize.


At the time of its publication Eve was widely regarded as a political intervention, and certainly it is a book with a mission. Written in the heyday of the Women’s Liberation Movement, the questions the book asks, the issues it explores, arose out of the intellectual ferment generated by second-wave feminism. I was deeply involved in the WLM. I belonged to that wing of the movement that described itself as socialist feminist and as a young scholar-activist in the 1970s I dedicated myself to exploring the historical roots of my political commitments. Eve was the result.


‘Socialist feminist’: today the label sounds quaint, a faint echo of political-speak from a distant past. In the 1970s and 80s it was highly contentious. Late twentieth-century socialists were not, by and large, enthusiasts for Women’s Liberation. Hardline Marxists dismissed it as a movement of the already-privileged, a ‘bourgeois deviation’ from the proletarian struggle. Leftwing parties paid lip service to sexual equality while doing little to promote it. Most socialist organisations harboured feminists, but their influence was slight. Radical women like myself who felt passionately about female oppression needed to look elsewhere. Women’s Liberation became our home, the dynamic and often fraught milieu where we hammered out our vision of socialism: a ‘democratic libertarian’ socialism that would eliminate not just class exploitation but inequality and injustice in every sphere of life. Work, home, community, family, sexuality, parent-child relationships: all would change as we women, in unity with the rest of the world’s oppressed, shook off our subaltern status. And since most of us were young, in our twenties or thirties, we set out to live our lives in the shape of our ideals, forming ‘anti-patriarchal’ sexual relationships and communal households intended to prefigure the equalitarian society to come. We were ‘whole life revolutionaries’, inventing a better world to replace the old, and the future belonged to us.


Except that our aspirations were not so new. I discovered this in 1973 when I bought Sheila Rowbotham’s Women, Resistance and Revolution (1972) and read the chapter titled ‘Utopian Proposals’. There I met William Thompson and Anna Wheeler (and Mary Wollstonecraft, who became the subject of my second book). The encounter was opportune: I was studying for a PhD in political philosophy at a London university, researching a topic that bored me. I longed to work on something that really engaged me. Maybe this was it? I waylaid Sheila at a conference a few weeks later. What did she think? ‘Great idea – go for it!’ I had never studied history. My doctoral thesis was on the American philosopher John Dewey. I ditched it, switched universities and supervisors, and plunged into the Owenite story. I didn’t have a clue what I was doing but I was lucky: women’s history was just taking off, and I was soon surrounded by women busy charting unexplored waters.


Women’s history developed in Britain outside the universities. Although many of its early practitioners were, like me, graduate students, the forums in which we shared and debated our work were almost entirely non-academic. In 1975 I unveiled my preliminary findings on Owenite feminism to the London Feminist History Group. The LFHG had been founded two years earlier; its meetings were open, informal, charged with iconoclastic excitement. Later that year I began teaching adult education courses in women’s history under the aegis of the University of London Extra-Mural Department (now defunct, like most institutions dedicated to learning for its own sake), and the Workers Educational Association. The WEA had a tradition of left-wing history teaching: joining the ranks of its tutors, I was thrilled to find myself following in the footsteps of such luminaries as Richard Tawney, E P Thompson and Sheila Rowbotham. In the winter of 1976 I taught an early version of Eve over twenty-four weeks, chapter by chapter, to a WEA class of feminist activists, shivering together in the unheated basement of an Islington women’s centre. My friend Sally Alexander and I spent six years co-teaching evening classes in feminist history and theory. Men sometimes attended these classes and were made welcome, but most of our students were women. Many of these women had come to women’s history through the History Workshop movement, as had I and most other feminist historians in the UK.


History Workshop was the brainchild of Raphael Samuel, a left-wing intellectual who taught history at Ruskin College, a trade union college in Oxford. Raphael’s students were mostly working-class men with few educational qualifications. In the 1960s he began encouraging these students to research the histories of their own industries. Soon they were holding meetings to discuss their findings under the rubric of ‘people’s history’. Professional historians, mostly from the Left, began to come along. The meetings grew, more historians joined in, and in 1967 Ruskin held the first of its annual ‘History Workshops’. Attendance at this first event was modest, but within a few years the Workshops were attracting hundreds, eventually thousands, of people – students, academics, trade unionists, teachers, community activists – and spawning similar events elsewhere. By the mid 1970s History Workshops had sprung up across Britain, with sister workshops appearing in Germany, France, Italy and North America. The movement reached its peak in 1979 with a controversial workshop on ‘People’s History and Socialist Theory’ and then went into decline, although smaller workshops continued to be held across Britain until the mid 1990s.


My history education came mostly through History Workshop. I had set out to write about Owenism knowing almost nothing about British history. My last history class had been at high school, back in Canada, where my teacher had been a retired army man obsessed with the Red Peril. So my first History Workshop, on ‘Women in History’, was a revelation. This was in 1973. Four years earlier the annual Workshop had featured a testy exchange between Sheila Rowbotham and some Ruskin students over married women’s right to work, which had concluded with Sheila calling for more research into women’s history – a suggestion greeted with guffaws from many present. ‘People’s History’ meant the history of working men; women didn’t feature. By 1973 attitudes were changing; but the older view still clung on, bolstered by Marxisant assumptions about the revolutionary mission of the organised proletariat. For socialist feminists like myself this older perspective posed a serious challenge. Most of us regarded ourselves as Marxists; we believed that the working class had a decisive part to play in the transition to socialism. The earlier feminists we most admired were those, like Sylvia Pankhurst and Eleanor Marx, who had aligned themselves with the working-class struggle. I spent several years trying to fit Owenite feminism into this mould – and up to a point I was right to do this. Owenite Socialism had a substantial working-class following which included many women, and there were moments in the Owenite story when class and gender issues meshed. But more often they did not. Nor was Owenite feminism a proletarian phenomenon. The women and men who drove the feminist agenda within Owenism were drawn not from the rising industrial labour force but from that ambiguous social stratum occupied by ‘respectable’ working people of modest means: craft-workers, tradespeople, petty professionals (writers, journalists, teachers). Most – including the women – earned their own income; a few, like Anna Wheeler and William Thompson, and the Scottish freethinker Frances Wright, were renegades from the landed gentry. I spent long months worrying over these facts, struggling to squeeze them into a story about working-class feminism. Eventually I let my political convictions give way to the historical evidence: a step that soon led me in a far more revisionary direction than I had anticipated.


Like most leftists of my generation, I had first encountered Owenite Socialism (and its French counterparts, the much smaller groupings inspired by Henri de Saint Simon and Charles Fourier) in the pages of the Communist Manifesto. The description of the movement there was not flattering. Owenism, Marx and Engels wrote, was a ‘reactionary sect’ purveying a ‘social Gospel’ of world regeneration whose ‘Utopian’ character foredoomed it to failure, unlike the hard-headed ‘Scientific Socialism’ of Marx and Engels themselves. Where Scientific Socialists grounded their revolutionary optimism in historical materialism, the Owenites had mere utopic dreams to be realised through ‘inventive action’:




Historical action is to yield to their personal inventive action; historically created conditions of emancipation to fantastic ones; and the gradual, spontaneous class organisation of the proletariat to an organisation of society especially contrived by these inventors.





Today, Marx and Engel’s confidence in the emancipatory potential of the ‘spontaneous class organisation of the proletariat’ looks at least as utopian, in the pejorative sense, as any of the Owenites’ more extravagant hopes. But their derisive portrait of Owenite Socialism stuck and became left-wing orthodoxy. In fact both men also found much to praise in Owenism (including its opposition to the ‘bourgeois family’) and their own images of the Socialist future owed much to their Utopian predecessors. The young Marx’s charming picture of Communist man hunting in the morning, fishing in the afternoon, intellectualising in the evening (in his German Ideology) is now seen as a classic of utopic speculation. But the Socialist tradition as it evolved in the second half of the nineteenth century was increasingly hostile to such imaginings, looking instead to the inevitable victory of labour over capital to deliver humankind into a Socialism conceived mostly in narrow economic terms. By the early twentieth century the Socialist project (with some honourable exceptions) was looking more and more like the capitalist system it was meant to displace, reproducing many of its key values and priorities, and failing to challenge entrenched inequalities, including between men and women. The personal and cultural transformations so central to Owenism, and so vital to the cause of women’s liberation, had mostly been discarded. Feminism and Socialism had parted company (again, with some notable exceptions), not to intersect again until the rise of women’s liberation.


In this book I strongly reject the image of Owenite Socialism as a cranky quasi-religious sect, championing it rather as a precursor to the libertarian Socialism of my political generation. Reaching this point in my argument had not been easy. I had not set out to critique post-Owenite socialisms, nor had my researches left me dewy-eyed about Owenism. The movement had had many failings. While far from the fantasy-ridden sect portrayed in the Communist Manifesto, it had harboured plenty of eccentrics and many of its schemes, especially its community-building efforts, had been deeply flawed. Its lively feminist presence notwithstanding, the movement had been heavily male-dominated, and its sexual equalitarianism was often stronger in precept than in practice. Nonetheless, as a style of radicalism which, in Engels’s critical formulation, sought to ‘emancipate all humanity at once’ rather than a ‘particular class to begin with’ – and set out to achieve this through a wholesale attack on all relations of dominance and subordination, including the power of men over women – Owenism deserves its place in feminist history. Socialist feminists of my generation generally assumed our politics were new. As one leading WLM activist put it in her review of Eve: ‘When socialist feminism emerged within second-wave feminism, it was seen as a novelty, a peculiar hybrid . . . What Taylor’s book has done is to restore to us a vital part of our political heritage’. The introduction to Eve ends with the ringing declaration that ‘we’ – my Socialist feminist readers – ‘are the Utopians of today’:




in the end the case for our cause – for feminist socialism – must become the case for Utopianism itself, for a style of socialist endeavour which aims to transform the whole order of social life and in doing so transforms relations between the sexes. This was the Owenites’ endeavour in which, hampered by their own difficulties and those of their times, they failed. We must not.





When I wrote this paragraph, I offered my editors at Virago a choice between ‘we must not’ or ‘we will not’ as its final flourish. This led to a discussion about the future of feminism which concluded with us opting for exhortation over prediction. ‘Let’s not give any hostages to fortune,’ one editor counselled.


Wise words. At a symposium on ‘feminist utopianism’ two decades later, I pronounced the Socialist feminism of my generation dead and gone. The demise of the women’s movement; the decline of the Left; the relentless rise and rise of neoliberalism: all these had spelled an end to our brand of utopianism. For young people coming into politics after 1989, Socialism was a discredited ideology. As for feminism, it was outdated, uncool, superfluous. After all, women were doing okay, weren’t they? If they weren’t – in this pseudo-meritocratic world – it was probably their own fault. None of my women students, I told my audience, would admit to being feminists, much less Socialist feminists.


And yet now we find ourselves in a different place again. Global capitalism is in crisis. Poverty and inequality are soaring. The world’s rich are gluttonising while ordinary people, even in the so-called advanced nations, are suffering. And women? Nearly half a century after Women’s Liberation, women in western nations are finding themselves at the sharp end of neoliberal ‘austerity’ programmes, discriminatory social policies, hyper-exploitative employment practices. Female bodies are marketed on an unprecedented scale. The internet reeks with misogyny. The small gains made by women in the late twentieth century are being rolled back, and violence against women is everywhere increasing.


And so – unsurprisingly – protest is building among women again. Feminist organisations are popping up everywhere. Campaigns (against sexual violence, for equal pay and political representation, against a rollback of abortion rights) are growing; the internet is alive with angry female voices. Some of these organisations are left-wing; most are not. But the Left too is advancing once again, as Western governments foist the costs of capitalist crisis onto everyone – working people, welfare recipients, the poor – except those actually responsible for the crisis. Popular opposition mounts: with what result, no-one can yet say. These are hard times, molten with possibilities. Owenism was the product of a similarly fraught age. If I were to tell the Owenites’ story now, would it be with post-capitalist scenarios in mind? ‘This book,’ C. L. R. James wrote in the preface to his The Black Jacobins of 1938, ‘is the history of a revolution, and written under different circumstances it would have been a different but not a necessarily better book.”* Whether or not Eve would have been a better book if written today, it undoubtedly would have reflected the changing times. What utopias will twenty-first century feminists struggle to realise? Will they involve a wholesale transformation of society along Socialist lines, such as the Owenites envisaged, or a reformed capitalism, capitalism-plus-gender-equality, as many present-day western feminists are now demanding? Is either of these possible, in a world so riven by inequality and injustice? There are many today who – even in the teeth of the current crisis-ridden state of global capitalism – are prepared to denounce all hopes of a democratic-socialist future as utopian in the negative sense, an ‘anti-capitalist, anti-prosperity, anti-progress fantasy’ as neoliberal pundits would have it. But as I wrote in the conclusion to Eve, three-plus decades ago, what seems a mere utopic fantasy to some may for others become the driving vision of a transformational politics: ‘From the Owenites onward, then,’ the book ends, ‘it would seem that what has counted as utopian answers has depended on who has been raising the questions.’





 


__________


* CLR James, The Black Jacobins (1938), preface, x.





I



THE RIGHTS OF WOMAN: A RADICAL INHERITANCE


[image: illustration]


‘These may be termed Utopian dreams . . .’
(Mary Wollstonecraft, A Vindication of the Rights of Woman)


The ideological roots of Socialist feminism lay in the popular democratic tradition of the late eighteenth century, and in particular in the radical egalitarianism of the 1790s. Occasional voices had been raised on behalf of women’s rights throughout the century, but it was only in that final, turbulent decade of revolution and counter-revolution that these cohered into a distinct political position. The woman responsible for this development was the feminist democrat, Mary Wollstonecraft, whose Vindication of the Rights of Woman, published in 1792, first pushed the demand for female emancipation directly into the mainstream of British political life. There it created a whirlpool of excitement and controversy which lasted for decades, and was still swirling around the early Owenites when they began to produce their own feminist writings, a quarter century later.


THE EGALITARIAN VISION


Hearing Mary Wollstonecraft through the pages of her A Vindication today, we usually imagine her speaking alone – an isolated shout of defiance with scarcely an echo of support around her. But a closer scrutiny of the intellectual and political milieu in which she moved reveals that this was far from the case. Throughout the late eighteenth century a steady stream of writing on women’s position had flowed from the pens of the progressive literati: teachers in Dissenting academies, parliamentary reformers, radical novelists, journalists, poets. Coteries of such dissident intellectuals were to be found in most large towns across Britain in the 1780s and 1790s, forming a network of petit bourgeois radicalism which extended into virtually all the political causes of the day. Mary’s own London circle at this time encompassed the elite of this enlightened intelligentsia, many of whom shared her feminist views. Both her husband, William Godwin, and her close friend, Thomas Holcroft, attempted to enlist public support for Mary’s ideas, as did another friend and political associate, Thomas Paine. Mary’s female acquaintances included well-known ‘bluestockings’ like Anna Barbauld and Mary Hays, who also wrote essays on the position of women. ‘Have you read that wonderful book, The Rights of Woman?’ the radical poetess, Anna Seward, wrote to a friend shortly after its publication.1


Sceptics in religion, democrats in politics, reformers, visionaries, romantics – these men and women represented a style of social dissidence bold in its assumptions, universalist in its claims. ‘Had we a place to stand upon, we might raise the world,’ Paine quoted Archimedes at the opening of the second part of his Rights of Man;2 and for himself and most of his. ‘Jacobin’* associates, including Mary Wollstonecraft, revolutionary France seemed to be that place. ‘The french revolution,’ Mary wrote enthusiastically in 1793, ‘is a strong proof how far things will govern men, when simple principles begin to act with one powerful spring against the complicated wheels of ignorance.’3 The ‘simple principles’ which she had in mind were those which had inspired an entire generation of French and English radicals: the natural right of every individual to political and social self-determination; the evils of autocratic government, hereditary privilege, and unearned wealth; the perfectibility of human nature and human institutions; and – above all else – egalité as the foundation for a new morality within human relations. ‘Virtue can only flourish among equals . . .’4 ‘My opinion, indeed, respecting the rights and duties of woman seem to flow naturally from these simple principles,’ she explained at the beginning of the Vindication.5


The principles were, of course, far older than Mary’s version of them; nor had she been the first to extend them to women. From the seventeenth century on, liberal advocates of constitutional government had argued that the power of men within families, like that of kings within nations, should be exercised only with the consent of the ruled.6 The very idea of citizenship – of the self-determining individual as the legitimate source of political and social authority – undermined the ground on which masculine despotism, like absolute monarchy, had once stood firm. The Vindication opens with a letter to the French minister Talleyrand protesting the decision of the Convention in Paris to deny political rights to the revolutionary citoyennes: ‘Consider, sir . . . if the abstract rights of man will bear discussion and explanation, those of women, by a parity of reasoning, will not shrink from the same test, though a different opinion prevails in this country . . .’




Consider . . . whether, when men contend for their freedom, and to be allowed to judge for themselves respecting their own happiness, be it not inconsistent and unjust to subjugate women, even though you firmly believe that you are acting in the manner best calculated to promote their happiness? Who made man the exclusive judge, if woman partake with him of the gift of reason?


In this style argue tyrants of every denomination, from the weak king to the weak father of a family; they are all eager to crush reason, yet always assert that they usurp its throne only to be useful. Do you not act a similar part when you force all women, by denying them civil and political rights, to remain immured in their families groping in the dark? for surely, sir, you will not assert that a duty can be binding which is not founded on reason? . . . unless women comprehend their duty, unless their morals be fixed on the same immutable principle as those of man, no authority can make them discharge it in a virtuous manner. They may be convenient slaves, but slavery will have its constant effect, degrading the master and the abject dependant . . 7





‘Let there then be no coercion established in society,’ she concluded further on, ‘and the common law of gravity prevailing, the sexes will fall into their proper places . . .’ – truly a classic affirmation of laissez-faire philosophy.8


Underlying this libertarian optimism was a critique of conventional womanhood which emphasized its wholly ‘artificial’ character. In present-day society, Wollstonecraft admitted, women were inferior, but this inferiority was not, as was usually claimed, a result of mental or physical deficiencies, but the product of a male-defined social order which consigned women to a stultifying, crippling way of life. Doomed from infancy onward to be treated as personal slaves, women acquired slave-like characteristics, including servility, cunning, and the ‘infantile imbecility’ which in women was praised as ‘sensibility’. ‘It is time to effect a revolution in female manners – time to restore to them their lost dignity – and make them, as a part of the human species, labour by reforming themselves to reform the world.’9


This portrait of debased and degraded femininity was based, at least in part, on Mary’s own experiences of petit bourgeois womanhood. As the daughter of a failed gentleman-farmer (himself the son of a textile manufacturer), Mary was born into a class whose public and private aspirations had been transformed by the rise of the industrial economy. Whereas in preceding centuries women of her background – wives and daughters of farmers, tradesmen, small merchants, manufacturers – had generally been employed as subsidiary partners in the family-based enterprises of their husbands or fathers, by the late eighteenth century all this had changed. A revolution in the scale and character of commercial operations had led to the replacement of family labour (particularly female family labour) by waged employees, while at the same time the expansion of personal wealth had encouraged nouveau-riche men to view their homes, and the women within them, as display cases for their affluence.10 Women who had once made an essential contribution to family economies became idle, decorative accessories to their husbands, expected to do nothing but supervise servants and fill male leisure hours with gentle chatter and sexual pleasure: ‘the toys of man,’ in Wollstonecraft’s bitter phrase, who ‘must jingle in his ears whenever, dismissing reason, he chooses to be amused.’11 Thus robbed of all serious social or economic functions, such women deteriorated, Mary claimed, into ‘mere parasites’ who lacked any sense of themselves as rational, self-determining beings. ‘Confined . . . in cages like the feathered race, they have nothing to do but to plume themselves, and stalk with mock majesty from perch to perch. It is true they are provided with food and raiment, for which they neither toil nor spin; but health, liberty and virtue are given in exchange.’12 In a revealing analogy, she compared these degraded women of the ‘middle ranks’ with those arch-parasites, the British aristocracy, and contrasted both to bourgeois men, in whom ‘business, extensive plans, excursive flights of ambition’ had bred a fine sense of ‘practical virtue’:




Abilities and virtues are absolutely necessary to raise men from the middle rank into notice, and the natural consequence is notorious – the middle rank contains most virtue and abilities. Men have thus, in one station at least, an opportunity of exerting themselves with dignity, and of rising by the exertions which will really improve a rational creature; but the whole female sex are . . . in the same condition as the rich, for they are born . . . with certain sexual privileges; and whilst they are gratuitously granted them, few will ever think of works of supererogation to obtain the esteem of a small number of superior people.13





If the model for genteel femininity was the life of the idle rich, the model for feminine freedom, it seems, was the life of the self-made businessman.


The Vindication is usually described as the founding text of modern bourgeois feminism, and quotations like these go far to corroborate that assessment. And yet the interpretation is not adequate. Both in terms of content and context, Wollstonecraft’s contribution to feminist thought occupied a more radical ground than this. At a political level, her writings represented a high point of democratic radicalism in its revolutionary phase: an extended manifesto linking the emancipation of women to the social and political liberation of ‘the people’ as a whole. Tinkering with minor reforms didn’t really interest Mary very much; like her mentor, Rousseau, she stood for the overthrow of the ‘pestiferous purple’ and all those who sheltered under it, believing that only then could the new world, ‘the more perfect Age’, begin to emerge. ‘A new spirit has gone forth, to organize the body politic . . . Reason has, at last, shown her captivating face and it will be impossible for the dark hand of despotism again to obscure the radiance . . .’14


Like Rousseau also, Mary envisioned this new age as a time of perfect harmony between the aspirations of the individual and the collective needs of humanity as a whole – a harmony to be achieved through rational education and genuine social equality. The scope of the project took her right to the limit of the bourgeois-democratic outlook and occasionally a little way past it. At several points in her writings on economic developments, for example, she inveighed against the new ‘aristocracy of commerce’ emerging across Western Europe and America through whose industrial enterprises ‘whole knots of men are turned into machines’ and human needs sacrificed to the drive for profit.15 ‘England and America owe their liberty to commerce which created a new species of power to undermine the feudal system,’ she writes prophetically in 1796. ‘But let them beware of the consequences; the tyranny of wealth is still more galling than that of rank.’16 That was a barrier to liberté which not even enlightened reason, it seemed, would be able to topple. Mary herself could do little more than gesture towards these new class divisions, but her willingness to do so signalled a heightened sophistication of social analysis which could be seen in her later writings on women as well. In her unfinished novel, Maria or the Wrongs of Woman (1798), she described the trials of a working-class girl whose seducer was not the usual dastardly blue-blood of Gothic fiction, but the Methodist owner of the slop-shop where she was employed. This girl, Jemima, was portrayed neither as passive victim nor saucy slut (the stock characterizations of proletarian women found in most middle-class writings of the period), but as a proud, intelligent girl whose sufferings, when set alongside those of the wealthy heroine, showed, in the author’s words, ‘the wrongs of different classes of women, equally oppressive, though, from the difference of education, necessarily various.’17


The same impulse which carried Mary to this point also led her to draw a comparison between the political subalternity of women and that of the male working class: an important augury of arguments to come.18 Mary was the sort of democrat who was constantly running up against the limits of a merely bourgeois-democratic perspective, continually veering between the narrow class assumptions on which so much of the radical tradition was based and her own, far more subversive, sense of alternative social possibilities. At one point she even sketched out a proposal for a communalist society of small peasant-producers which could be established, she suggested ingenuously, simply by expropriating all the large estates in Britain and redistributing the land across the entire population.19 Poverty would disappear, centralized government would no longer be required, and all forms of social hierarchy would vanish. A new age of absolute equality would dawn. ‘These may be termed Utopian dreams . . .’


Utopian the idea may have been, but it was also highly characteristic – of both the woman and her time. The dialogue between reformist premises and utopian aspirations which can be heard so clearly in Mary’s work was in fact, as Franco Venturi has shown, one key feature of late eighteenth century progressivism as a whole, ‘polarizing the minds and spirits’ of radical intellectuals all across Europe.20 In Britain, the Utopian side of this dialogue was most fully articulated not by Mary herself, but by two of her male contemporaries: Thomas Spence, a working-class pamphleteer, and Mary’s own husband, William Godwin. Both were leading Jacobins who between them drew some of the crucial blueprints on which later Owenite schemes were based.


Godwin, a soi-disant philosopher and literary hack, was the most influential male theorist of British Jacobinism after Paine. In 1793 (four years before his wedding to Mary) he published his famous Enquiry into Political Justice, a formidable tome which managed to distill into one heady brew all the most grandiose aspirations of the Enlightenment – and then project them forward into a plan for a world communist order. Equality and the liberty of the individual were Godwin’s central preoccupations: the only way the two could be achieved (and rendered compatible), he argued, was through the elimination of private property (which bred inequality) and the annihilation of government (which even in its benevolent aspects was a direct constraint on individual freedom). Both must be replaced by a world-wide system of small communities, economically maintained by small-scale, producer-run farms and workshops, and governed by local democratic councils.21 Similar schemes were put forward by Spence, who throughout the 1790s bombarded the British population (particularly its ‘Labouring Part’) with little tracts and newspapers urging it to abandon acquisitive ways and establish an agrarian communist Utopia (for which he modestly suggested the name ‘Spensonia’). ‘O hearken, ye besotted sons of men. By this one bold resolve your chains are eternally broken, and your enemies annihilated . . . and the whole earth shall at last be happy and live like brethren.’22


Both Godwin and Spence’s proposals were genuinely innovative in many respects – but they also derived many of their emphases (and much of their force) from the oldest tradition of western utopianism – Christianity, and in particular Christian communitarianism. The vision of a perfect, and perfectly harmonious, community of equals had been a persistent sub-theme within Christian thought for centuries, from Thomas More’s Utopia to the communist Digger communities of the mid-seventeenth century, through to eighteenth century utopian sects like the Shakers.23 In every case, the aim of such groups or individuals had been to concretize a vision of social perfectibility which had at its centre the promise not only of spiritual regeneration but also of earthly self-fulfilment. Crucially (as we shall see in a later chapter), this was a promise extended to women as well as men. Women’s status relative to men, particularly within marriage, had been a persistent preoccupation of virtually all utopian visionaries prior to Spence and Godwin – and it reappeared very clearly in their writings as well. In Spensonia, Spence claimed, all women, married or single, would participate in the communal land economy on the same basis as men, and enjoy the same political rights (although the domestic responsibilities of married women would prevent them from actually sitting on government councils). Divorce would be allowed, and a woman’s marital status would in all respects (except apparently the domestic workload) be equal to that of her husband.24 Godwin’s plans were less sharply defined than this, but his general intentions were clear: under ideal conditions, he argued in one of the most famous and controversial chapters of Political Justice, formal marriage could be abandoned in favour of sexual liaisons based solely on mutual desire and affection.25 The co-residential family unit could be eliminated and a new style of domestic existence, based on communal arrangements, instituted in its stead. ‘Tantisocracy’, as this plan became known, deeply influenced Owen’s later thinking on sexual relations.26 It was also the inspiration of an entire generation of young Romantics, including a little band of poets (Coleridge, Southey, and Lovell) who in 1794 set off to initiate the Pantisocratic future on the banks of the Susquehanna River in America. All three young enthusiasts were disciples of Wollstonecraft as well as her husband, and plans for the New Life included an equal role for women in education and government, and an end to female responsibility for housework. ‘Let the married Women do only what is convenient and customary for pregnant Women or nurses –’ Coleridge wrote cheerily, ‘Let the husbands do all the rest – and what will that all be –? Washing with a Machine and cleaning the House. One Hour’s addition to our daily labour – and Pantisocracy in its most perfect sense is practicable.’27


Hopes like these, inspired by the same ideals as the Vindication, yet carrying its utopian message far beyond the point where Wollstonecraft had been willing to go, provided imaginative foundations on which Owenite feminism could later develop. But there was a second way in which the Vindication contributed to the radicalization of feminism in the post-Revolution period. As with any political document, the meaning of Wollstonecraft’s book lay not only within its own pages, but in its fate as a text in the hands of the reading public. And in the case of the Vindication, that fate was inextricably tangled up with the bitter political struggles of the day.


FEMINISM AND COUNTER-REVOLUTION


The Vindication was published in 1792, the same year that the French Republic was proclaimed; the second part of Paine’s Rights of Man reached the bookstalls; and the first working-class reform organizations in Britain were founded. It had been in print for less than a year when the French Jacobins killed a King and took power in the National Convention. In the months when it was being reviewed, the British government was preparing for a war on two fronts: with its revolutionary neighbour over the Channel, and with its own home-grown radical opposition, which by 1793 had swelled to include working people in towns and cities all over the country. ‘A very general spirit of combination exists amongst all sorts of labourers and artisans, who are in a state of disaffection . . .’ ran a typical report from one frightened magistrate at the time.28 Faced with what was generally believed to be an internal revolutionary threat, landed aristocracy and industrial bourgeoisie buried their own differences long enough to unleash a series of Acts drastically restricting rights of assembly, publication, and free speech; they also encouraged a nationwide heresy hunt in which known Jacobins and their sympathizers were hounded and victimized. Over two thousand anti-Jacobin vigilante squads were formed, backed by factory-owners, landlords, local magistracy and churchmen.29 ‘I cannot give you an idea of the violence with which every friend of liberty is persecuted in this country,’ the reformer Priestley wrote to a friend in 1793, two years after his own home had been burned down by ‘Church and King’ mobs.30


Faced with repression on one side and the new plebian militancy on the other, bourgeois revolutionism buckled. The boldest were either silenced or scattered; radical Dissenting academies were closed or neutralized; persecuted Jacobins, like Priestley, began to emigrate; Paine was forced to flee to France under the threat of imprisonment if he returned to England. Many others who had once willingly pushed open new doors to liberté, now, witnessing the growth of a working-class democratic movement, tried to bang them shut again. A sharp polarization of political attitudes occurred, in which uncompromising democrats were abandoned by their former friends, as egalitarian ideals once safely mooted within the classrooms and salons of genteel iconoclasts suddenly revealed themselves as dangerously subversive. Within a decade Price, Priestley, Wollstonecraft and Paine were all dead or in exile; Godwin had been consigned to intellectual oblivion; and a new style of middle-class reformer had emerged, his back firmly turned on the revolutionary optimism of the preceding era. ‘A single mistake in extending equality too far may overthrow the social order and dissolve the bonds of society,’ Jeremy Bentham warned in 1802:




Equality might require such a distribution of property as would be incompatible with security . . . Equality ought not to be favoured, except when it does not injuriously affect security, nor disappoint expectations aroused by the law itself, nor disturb a distribution already settled and determined . . .31





That was a very long way from the barricades of egalité.


The political identity of the Rights of Women was established in these years of counter-revolutionary panic. Having first come into the public eye as the author of an impassioned defence of the French Revolution, Wollstonecraft already had a reputation as an insurrectionist, the English equivalent of ‘the revolutionary harpies of France, sprung from night and hell . . .’32 ‘The female advocates of Democracy in this country, though they have had no opportunity of imitating the French ladies, in their atrocious acts of cruelty; have yet assumed a stern severity in the contemplation of those savage excesses . . .’ ran one anti-Wollstonecraft tract titled The Unsex’d Females.33 The publication of the Vindication in the same year as Paine’s book only served to strengthen the existing connection. Viewed through the smoke of the Bastille, Wollstonecraft loomed like a blood-stained Amazon, the high priestess of ‘loose-tongued Liberty’, whose much-publicized love affairs also helped to convince the public that she wanted to extend libertarian principles into the bedroom as well as into government – a doctrine which ‘if received, must overturn the basis of every civilized state’.34 Respectable bluestockings, even her friend Anna Barbauld, hastened to repudiate such notions; some spoke in praise of Burke and damned the Vindication.35 Feminism was pushed outside the pale of genteel opinion, which closed and hardened against it. By 1798 even a liberal-minded women’s journal was ‘relieved to report’ that




the champions of female equality, who were as inimical to the happiness and interest of the sex, as those who preached up the doctrine of liberty and equality to the men, are no longer regarded as sincere and politic friends . . .36





Of course some middle-class feminists remained, just as the democratic movement as a whole retained a thin, but influential layer of well-to-do Jacobins. In most towns there could be found a few like-minded men and women – young professionals, Unitarian intellectuals and the like – who continued to meet to exchange ideas and work for parliamentary reform alongside the artisans who made up the real backbone of British Jacobinism. One of the organizers of the radical London Corresponding Society took a political tour of these towns in the mid-1790s, and there met several women democrats of this sort, including the wife of a Chatham doctor who praised Mary’s book and gave him a little lesson in feminist politics: ‘A female legislature, Sir, would never have passed those horrid Convention Bills, or abrogated the dear prerogative of speech’:




There was nothing, she thought, to which women were not competent; and she strongly censured our sex, for first depriving them of every source of intelligence, and then reproaching them for their levity and indiscretion! She had truth and reason on her side; I, therefore, heartily concurred in the justice of her remarks.37





But if Jacobin democrats were happy to applaud such sentiments, few of this lady’s well-bred neighbours would. The effect of such hostility was to tighten the connection between feminism and the ‘ultra-reformers’, the most intransigent wing of the democratic movement, from which many Owenites later emerged. And it was women like this Chatham feminist who later became one important source of support for Owenite feminist ideas.


Counter-revolutionary panic had led to a political polarization in which feminists found themselves increasingly identified with the ‘left’ (as it was already becoming known) of the political spectrum. But panic alone – even one as intense and widespread as that generated by the French Revolution – cannot fully explain the major shift in ideological stance which occurred in these years. Anxiety must find expression in a language capable of situating and resolving it before it becomes translated into a new world-view. In the years after the Revolution the language in which a large section of the British upper and middle classes found that reassurance was religious enthusiasm. ‘The awakening of the labouring classes, after the first shocks of the French Revolution, made the upper classes tremble,’ Lady Shelley wrote in her diary at the time. ‘Every man felt the necessity for putting his house in order . . .’38 For many, this spiritual re-ordering led straight into the revivalist Church. Forming a growing band of Evangelicals, they called for a revolution in ‘manners and morals’ which would simultaneously improve the dissipated upper orders and subdue the lower. Jacobinism, a ‘moral malady’, could only be cured by a stiff dose of ‘Vital religion’ – a ‘practical Christianity’ in which godliness, clean living and patriotism were inseparably joined, any neglect of one automatically implying negligence of the others. Or as one convert to the crusade put it:




The true Christian will never be a leveller; will never listen to French politics, or to French philosophy. He who worships God in spirit and in truth will love the government and laws which protect him without asking by whom they are administered. But let it not be imagined that such characters will abound among the lower classes while the higher by their Sunday parties, excursions, and amusements, and vanities; by their neglect of public worship and their families show that they feel not themselves what perhaps they talk of, or recommend for the poor.39





Classes which had been pulled apart by social and political tensions were to draw together again in the arms of Christ and the British constitution. Irresponsible high life and insubordinate low would both be swept away, and in their stead would emerge the model Christian – industrious, sober, pious, narrow. All ranks having been thus reformed, rank itself would be ensured. ‘Moderating the insolence of power, Christianity renders the inequalities of the social state less galling to the lower orders, whom she also instructs, in their turn, to be diligent, humble, patient . . .’40 and so on. Where the Holy Word alone proved inadequate to the task, however, God’s shepherds were also prepared to use sturdier rods on the plebian flock. The Society for the Suppression of Vice was an Evangelical body instituted by the leading Saint, William Wilberforce, which busied itself spying on, harassing, and prosecuting vendors of radical literature, as well as pestering blasphemers of a less political bent – Sabbath-breakers and so on. Leading Evangelicals placed themselves at the service of the anti-Jacobin campaign, producing thousands of tracts in which democratic views were pronounced not only seditious, but blasphemous. ‘ “What is the new Rights of Man?” one village yokel inquired of another in Hannah More’s most popular tract, Village Politics, ‘Jack: “Battle, murder, and sudden death.” Tom: “What is it to be an enlightened people?” Jack: “To put out the light of the gospel, confound right and wrong, and grope about in pitch darkness.” ’41


In addition to their role as a vanguard of political conservatism, these revivalists also played a key part in the formation of Victorian sexual attitudes. The intense sentimentalization of the home which reached its peak in the mid-century had its beginnings in their promotion of a ‘domestic religion’ centred around the ‘moral influence’ of the wife and mother. All attempts to extend women’s role outside the family were condemned as a threat not only to the balance of sexual power inside the household, but also to the balance of moral forces within the nation as a whole. The language was apocalyptic. ‘If our women lose their domestic virtues, all the charities will be dissolved, for which our country is a name so dear,’ a friend wrote to Hannah More after reading her views on Female Duty; ‘The men will be profligate, the public will be betrayed, and whatever has blessed or distinguished the English nation on the Continent will disappear.’42


To sexual conservatives like these, feminist ideas represented not only a threat to masculine pride and feminine purity, but an insult to God Himself. Like the lower orders, women were closest to their Maker when they were servicing their natural superiors. Any notions to the contrary, derived from ‘deistical philosophers’, were given short shrift: ‘Whether marriage establishes between the husband and wife a perfect equality of rights, or conveys to the former a certain degree of superiority over the latter is a point not left among Christians to be decided by speculative arguments,’ intoned the Reverend Thomas Gisborne, one of Wilberforce’s men:




The intimation of the divine will, communicated to the first woman immediately after the fall . . . is corroborated by various injunctions delivered in the New Testament.. . .’ Wives submit yourselves unto your husbands as unto the Lord . . .’43





All these moralists loathed Wollstonecraft, ‘that hyena in petticoats’ as Walpole referred to her in a letter to Hannah More. More herself was prepared to condemn Mary’s book without reading it: ‘There is something fantastic and absurd in the very title,’ she wrote back to him, adding that in her view ‘there is no animal so much indebted to subordination for its good behaviour as woman.’44 As in most Evangelical writings, ‘good behaviour’ here meant sexual propriety. One of the most common accusations levelled against Wollstonecraft by these saintly critics was sexual promiscuity; the other, related one, was religious infidelity. ‘A woman who has broken through all religious restraints, will commonly be found ripe for every species of licentious indecorum,’ one reverend gentleman explained.45 Freethinking, free living, free loving, unwomanly habits of all sorts: for another century the name of Wollstonecraft would call up these associations, linked together in the public mind by the religious conservatives of her day.


For feminism, the evangelicals completed what the counterrevolutionary panic of the 1790s had begun. Not that the new religious view of womanhood was without its contradictions; indeed, as we shall see in a later chapter, the claims raised on behalf of a ‘regenerating’ female mission could, and sometimes did, become the basis of a feminist offensive.46 But in general the effect was to detach sexual egalitarianism from the new canons of middle-class respectability, thereby alienating many uncompromising egalitarians from moral and social conventions. This had a decisive effect on the ideological formation of Socialist feminist politics. By identifying women’s rights with sexual libertarianism, infidelism and social revolution, the new conservatives actually helped to fuse these aspects of radical thought together in the minds of their feminist opponents. By insisting that sexual equality would inevitably lead to ‘the overthrow of all existing social institutions’, including the church, marriage and family life, they assisted in the creation of a brand of feminism which had precisely those goals. And by equating the protest of women with the ‘levelling’ aspirations of the radical working class, they helped to forge that alliance between sex and class goals which emerged, a quarter-century later, in the Owenite movement.


FROM JACOBIN UTOPIANISM TO UTOPIAN SOCIALISM


If, as I have argued, there existed an unresolved tension between utopianism and reformism within pre-Socialist radicalism, then the revolutionary years of the 1790s saw the utopian side of this dialogue in the ascendant. A spirit of fierce, world-regenerating optimism permeated all the Jacobin literature. Most of the prominent intellectuals who expressed this spirit were drawn from that particular sector of the educated lower middle class to which Wollstonecraft belonged. Yet in their struggles to fashion a new order in the teeth of the old, these men and women reached out past their class origins to articulate a language of universal human liberation: the language in which Wollstonecraft’s feminism first found its voice.


But the Jacobin moment was short-lived. By the turn of the century, with the weight of counter-revolution settled on the country, bourgeois ideals had narrowed and hardened. Religious revivalism, with its sanctification of patriarchal and class authority, continued to tighten its grip over the middle class, while even among non-religious liberals, Jacobinical principles of natural rights and universal equality gave way to a businesslike reformism aimed at consolidating the power of middle-class men and suppressing the claims of all those outside their ranks, notably the working class and women. Thus, for example, in the 1790s many leading democrats – including Wollstonecraft – had supported female and working-class enfranchisement,47 on the grounds that a sovereign People could only exercise their sovereignty through direct representation in the State. But by 1824 James Mill, one of the key figures in middle-class liberalism, was able to dismiss the claims of women and working-class men to the vote, on the grounds that their interests could be effectively represented by others who were better able to wield political power on their behalf: husbands and fathers, in the case of women, and ‘the most wise and virtuous part of the community, the middle rank’, in the case of the working class. His position was supported by most other middle-class reformers who dismissed older egalitarian ideals out of hand; and in fact the 1832 Reform Bill which they engineered deliberately excluded working men and all women from the expanded franchise.48


The result was to detach the egalitarian-utopian impulse from its ideological origins, and send it along other routes: routes which soon ran directly counter to mainstream liberalism. In the years following Wollstonecraft’s death in 1797, those who still clung to a vision of universal emancipation became increasingly aware of the impossibility of realizing that vision in a society where, in Shelley’s words, ‘the harmony and happiness of man/Yields to the wealth of nations’, and ‘gold is a living god . . .’49 The seeds planted by left-wing Jacobinism steadily grew, as the half-formed fears of an ‘aristocracy of Commerce’ voiced by Woll-stonecraft in 1795 hardened into open criticism of commercialism and self-interested individualism. Thus, whereas in the 1790s the young Robert Owen had been busy running the New Lanark mills and propounding advanced views on capitalist management techniques, by 1820 he was a committed communist, arguing for the abolition of capitalist enterprise and the establishment of social communities similar to those proposed by Godwin and Spence.50 Other radicals, particularly feminist radicals, followed a similar trajectory. William Thompson and Anna Wheeler were both revolutionary democrats and feminists of a Wollstonecraftian hue who were converted to Owenism in the 1820s. In 1825, Thompson, in association with Wheeler, published a book, Appeal of One-Half the Human Race, which first spelled out the rudiments of a Socialist feminist position.51 The book was written primarily to refute James Mill’s arguments against female enfranchisement; but having done this, it then went on to provide a much broader critique of the bourgeois liberal assumptions on which Mill’s case had been based. The competitive individualism which Mill espoused (and which reflected current social realities) was utterly incompatible with genuine democratic ambitions, it claimed – and particularly with Thompson and Wheeler’s own ambition for equality between the sexes. ‘The present arrangements of society, founded on individual competition . . . are absolutely irreconcilable with the equality . . . of women with men’, for how could women achieve equality with men as long as child-bearing and family responsibilities prevented them from acquiring equal wealth? ‘Even were all unequal legal and unequal moral restraints removed . . . in point of independence arising from wealth they [women] must, under the present system of social arrangements, remain inferior’.52 Only the new mode of social organization proposed by Owen, based oh ‘mutual co-operation and joint possession’, could provide the material preconditions for women’s emancipation.53


Thus the utopian element which had always been present in radical-democratic thought broke away and took on a political life of its own, gathering up with it all those aspirations towards ‘human things . . . perfected’54 which the mainstream current of reformist thought had abandoned, including the aspiration for female freedom. The link between women’s emancipation and a general social emancipation which had begun to be forged in the era of democratic revolution now took on a new shape, as a concrete strategy for the creation of a ‘Social System’ which had the liberation of women as one of its central objects.





 


__________


* The term ‘Jacobin’ was used in Britain to refer to anyone who supported the democratic principles of the French Revolution. Most British Jacobins, however, were not supporters of the Jacobin party in France itself (both Paine and Wollstonecraft gave their allegiance to the Jacobins’ Girondist opposition).





II



WOMEN AND THE NEW SCIENCE OF SOCIETY


[image: illustration]


THE NEW SCIENCE OF SOCIETY


‘Utopianism’, the label which Marx and Engels attached to the Owenite strategy,1 and which has stuck to it ever since, was one which the early Socialists themselves firmly rejected. As far as Owen and his disciples were concerned, their schemes were anything but visionary; indeed, the key feature which distinguished their plans from all the other world-reforming projects which had preceded them, they claimed, was the ‘wholly scientific’ foundation on which theirs were based. Or as Anna Wheeler wrote in 1833, ‘I hold it as one of the things the most impossible, that not having examined the social laws, institutions, and customs which have governed past, and continue to regulate present society . . . we can be but very lukewarm advocates of a better system.’2 And it was from this commitment to the systematic examination of social possibilities that Owenite theory developed. ‘We have hitherto . . . conducted our affairs by chance. This has heaped error upon error, until it has literally overwhelmed us with confusion . . .’ the Edinburgh Owenite, John Gray, wrote, ‘It is quite time that this state of things had an end . . .’3 For chance and error the Owenites would substitute system and science – the New Science of Society, or Social Science: ‘the science which determines . . . happiness or misery . . . by circumstances over which each individual has hitherto had little controul [sic] . . .’4


This new Science was, first and foremost, a science of human nature, or what Owen himself described as ‘the science of the influence of circumstances over the whole conduct, character, and proceedings of the human race’. ‘The character of man,’ he explained in a famous passage,




is, without a single exception, always formed for him . . . by his predecessors; who give him . . . his ideas and habits, which are the powers that govern and direct his conduct. Man, therefore, never did, nor is it possible he ever can, form his own character.5





The theory of social determination of character had been a key theme of progressive thought for decades before Owen announced his discovery of it,6 but it was in his own writings and those of his followers that its political implications were most forcibly hammered out. For if all individual thought and behaviour was governed by determinate social and ideological conditions, then ‘any general character, from the best to the worst, from the most ignorant to the most enlightened, may be given to any community, even to the world at large, by the application of proper means . . .’7 ‘I am not at all surprised at the worthy magistrate calling my scheme Utopian,’ Owen wrote in reply to one critic, ‘if he imagines that I contemplate a change of the character of man in such a society as that we live in . . . We can only change human nature by changing the circumstances in which man lives, and this change we will make so complete, that man will become a totally different being.’8


The ‘circumstances’ which were blamed for mankind’s current condition were all those which promoted ‘the principle of individual interests’ over the ‘principles of union and mutual co-operation’.9 Early on in his career Owen named the three primary sources of social disunity as religion, marriage, and private property: religion because it perpetuated ‘ignorant superstitions’ about the innate imperfections of the human character and fomented a ‘sectarian spirit’ within its adherents; marriage because it converted women into male property and established ‘single-family interests’ which eroded neighbourly feelings; and private property because it made individual wealth the basis of social power and transformed all human relationships into competitive contests for individual gain.10 At the root of all three was self-love, the clamouring ego, Rousseau’s amour de soi which, if encouraged at the expense of amour commun, rendered all of human existence a wasteland of lonely avarice and self-seeking individualism. The theme had long been a powerful one among social dissidents, but it was in early Socialism that it achieved its clearest and most forceful expression. ‘The present system of competition,’ as one Birmingham Owenite wrote,




is founded upon the predominance of the selfish and animal principles of our nature; each is left to take care of himself, and if he cannot do that the world has no place for him. There is no co-operation for the good of all; each class, each family, each individual, has interests at variance with those of his neighbours . . . every sound moral feeling is vitiated, every dissocial impulse called into habitual activity . . .11





Each class, each family, each individual: it was this emphasis on the universal fragmentation and alienation engendered by modern commercial society which characterized Owenite sociology. Although there were certain elements in the Owenite analysis which anticipated Marxism – notably a nascent theory of class exploitation12 – in general the sweep of the Owenite critique was much wider than that of Marxism, encompassing all forms of social oppression, whether experienced in the workplace, the marketplace, the school or the home.13 Capitalism – the ‘competitive system’ – was viewed not merely as a class-based economic order, but as an arena of multiple divisions and antagonisms, each of them lived in the hearts and minds of women and men, as well as in their material circumstances. It was a system saturated with injustice, riddled with inequalities, in which each injustice and inequality served not only to disable those in the subordinate role, but also to unbind the social fabric as a whole. But as all were infected, so all must be cured; every antagonism must be neutralized, every inequality eliminated. Only then would self-love give way to ‘social sentiment’ and, in Anna Wheeler’s words, ‘it will become evident to our enlarged perceptions, that happiness for social beings is a thing reflected from one to the other, from all to one.’14 Only then would the freedom of the individual represent the emancipation of humanity as a whole.


The echoes of the old revolutionary democratic ideal are easy to hear: egalité universalized across sex and class, stiffened by a critique of the material and ideological sources of social hierarchy. The dream of universal freedom leaped the boundaries of individual interest to become, as in the earlier communitarian sects, a ‘levelling’ vision, for ‘how can men love one another when their interests are at variance?’15 Only the harmonizing of all human needs, through communal ownership and the transformation of the human character, would ensure a new mode of loving, co-operative existence. To Marx and Engels, such a strategy was manifestly utopian since, in the words of the Communist Manifesto, it appealed ‘to society at large’ instead of the revolutionary interests of the working class in particular16; but to the Owenities, it was a clear expression of their faith in the underlying generosity of the human spirit, however corrupting its current ‘circumstances’, and also a direct reflection of their commitment to the abolition of all oppressions – whether of sex, colour or class. Love, not power, was the emotional platform on which all human relations, particularly sexual relations, would be reconstructed. ‘Arouse, awake!’ the Appeal exhorted its female readers, ‘Demand . . . with confidence and dignity your portion of the common rights of all . . . and make the most certain step towards the regeneration of degraded humanity, by opening a free course for justice and benevolence, by no colour, by no sex, to be restrained . . .’17


The presentation of such ideas in a widely accessible format was a major preoccupation of Owenite feminists. Most early Socialists were publicists and propagandists rather than theorists, and the bulk of their writings were aimed at popularizing the New Science of Society, not refining it. Between 1825 and 1845 many dozens of newspaper articles, tracts, and published lectures appeared, written by Owenites or Owenite sympathizers, on the position of women, and most of these were propaganda pieces whose force derived not from their analytical weight or originality, but from the urgent political purpose behind them. Yet the movement also produced several texts which deserve to be considered intellectual founding documents of Socialist feminism. One of these was Owen’s extraordinary Lectures on the Marriages of the Priesthood in the Old Immoral World (1835), discussed at length in a later chapter; another was Appeal of One-Half the Human Race (hereafter the Appeal).*


The Appeal, it has already been noted, was written in response to James Mill’s remarks on female enfranchisement, and the larger part of it was therefore taken up with a detailed refutation of Mill’s claim that the political interests of women were ‘contained’ in those of their fathers and husbands. How could the interests of the female sex be said to be coincident with those of the male, Thompson demanded, when in every facet of social and economic life, particularly in domestic life, ‘men have . . . invested themselves with despotic power’ which they exercise with complete disregard for the needs of the women under their command? Fathers bartered their daughters in marriage; husbands subjected their wives to arbitrary and often humiliating authority; educators ridiculed women’s mental abilities while employers either refused them work or purchased their labour for a pittance; and in the political arena women’s lack of independent representation deprived them of any legal redress for these grievances. The conclusion was obvious:




All women, and particularly women living with men in marriage . . . having been reduced to a state of helplessness, slavery, and of consequent unequal enjoyments, pains, and privations . . . are more in need of political rights than any other portion of human beings . . .18





The tone of this passage, with its emphasis on ‘enjoyments, pains and privations’ was typical of the Appeal as a whole. Thompson and Anna Wheeler, like Mill, were enthusiastic advocates of the Benthamite principle that the sole measure of the value (‘utility’) of any social arrangement was the quantity of happiness (‘pleasure’) it produced. But whereas to Bentham, Mill and other orthodox Utilitarians, happiness was simply the free pursuit of individual self-interest, to Owenite intellectuals like Thompson and Wheeler it was a social good, achieved not in ‘selfish competition’ with others but in ‘general co-operation’ with them.19 In existing society, the Appeal acknowledged, the search for happiness was indeed a self-seeking, divisive affair, particularly within sexual relations where male pleasure almost invariably entailed female pain. But under the ‘system of Mutual Association’ proposed by Owen, ‘the equalization of knowledge, rights and wealth between the sexes’ would produce ‘an entire reciprocity of happiness’ between them, and inaugurate a new era of sexual joy and freedom. ‘O woman, from your auspicious hands may the new destiny of your species proceed! . . . for as your bondage has chained down man to the ignorance and vices of despotism, so will your liberation reward him with knowledge, with freedom, and with happiness . . .’20


THE MAKING OF WOMANHOOD


Why is it, William Thompson demanded in an article published in the London Co-operative Magazine in 1826, that the female of the human species was everywhere dominated by the male, whereas in many other animal species a more equitable arrangement prevailed? The answer, he believed, was to be found partly in women’s physical weakness and ‘the prolonged helplessness of the young of the human race’, but to this natural inferiority were then added ‘fictitious failings’ which were ‘the mere results of the vicious circumstances surrounding women’.21 In a society organized around human needs, women’s innate physical disabilities would be offset by ‘social arrangements’ devised to give them the maximum support; but in a society organized around individual wealth, such liabilities forced women into a slavish dependence on men, thereby breeding in them a sense of inferiority and helplessness which ‘sinks to the lowest possible degree that nature will admit the intellectual and moral nature of woman . . .’.22 Femininity, in other words, was not a natural fact but a social creation; or as Anna Wheeler wrote in reply to a woman who had argued that it was impossible for sexes so inherently dissimilar to share a common system of government:




If the differences in the nature of man and woman be so widely marked . . . (a belief that men have always found it convenient to establish) then there is some harmony in universal nature lost . . . Yet I believe that the obvious difference which now exists between the habits and feelings of both sexes, to arise from the unnatural position of both.23





The idea that women’s apparent inferiority was a product of ‘vicious circumstances’ rather than innate deficiences had been a key theme in feminist writings from the early eighteenth century on, but it was in Owenite feminism that the argument was most fully developed – partly due to the strategic importance which the Owenites attached to the question of ‘character formation’ in general, but also in response to their religious opposition, for whom the innate imperfections of humanity – and particularly the female half of humanity – were a favourite theme. ‘We must get entirely clear of all the notions . . . of original sin . . . to leave room for the expansion of the human heart,’ Mary Wollstonecraft had written in 1794,24 and several decades later this still remained an essential task, especially for women. For after all, as one Evangelical lady reminded her sisters in 1843, who was the Original Sinner? ‘One painful pre-eminence we cannot deny to be ours, for “the woman was the first in the transgression”, and to this hour the doom pronounced upon her at the fall is found in operation all over the world.’ ‘We suppose,’ this writer went on to muse,




that the serpent saw in her the indications of comparative weakness . . . she showed herself pre-eminently a fool . . . with this sad proof of her extreme instability before us, we had better refrain from speculating on the subject of her supposed inequality [sic] with men . . .25



OEBPS/images/common1.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0002-02.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0002-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0002-04.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0002-03.jpg





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
‘A rivetingly interesting book’ Fiona McCarthy, The Times

EVE AND THE
NEW JERUSALEM

Socialism and Feminism in the Nineteenth Century

BARBARA TAYLOR

.‘ = ST =
i ‘. v e

‘lucid and spirited’ Marina Warner, Sunday Times





OEBPS/images/common.jpg





OEBPS/images/pub.jpg





OEBPS/images/tit.jpg





