
The Bloomsbury Pro-
Choice Alliance (BPCA)
counters vigils held by 40
Days for Life and other
anti-abortion groups out-
side the British Pregnancy
Advisory Service (BPAS)
in Bedford Square, Lon-
don. Cathy Nugent spoke
to Kerry about BPCA.

How long has BPCA
been going? Who is in-
volved?
BPCAwas founded ear-

lier this year in response to
40 Days for Life’s Lent
campaign. Myself and a
few other locals, mostly
students, decided that
some sort of counter-pres-
ence was important, both
to show support for the
BPAS staff and patients,
and to show 40 Days for
Life that they aren’t wel-
come in the area. After co-
ordinating with the Clinic,
we agreed that any action
would take place outside
of clinic opening hours to
minimise the impact on
patients.

What is behind the in-

creasing organisation of
anti-choice groups?
It’s hard to know exactly

what’s spurring on the
sudden increase. Groups
such as 40 Days for Life
originate from the US, so
there’s obviously some
sort of trickle-down effect
as the situation continues
to escalate over there. It
may be that these groups
see that they have more al-
lies in the current Tory
government — such as
high-profile anti-choice
MPs Nadine Dorries and
Andrew Lansley.

How can we effectively
challenge them? Direct
action? What about legal
challenges?
I think the number one

way to combat these
groups is by raising aware-
ness. The UK is primarily a
pro-choice country, but so
many people are simply
unaware that clinic
protests are happening.
Abortion Rights have or-
ganised a campaign en-
couraging people to email
their MPs to register their

outrage about clinic
protests (bit.ly/antivig),
with mixed results so far
(my own MP hasn’t even
bothered to respond).
Direct action is a tricky

one. With BPCAwe’ve
taken the decision to re-
main peaceful and
civilised, which is difficult
at times but I think it’s im-
portant that some of the
players in the abortion de-
bate are seen as a bit more
moderate. Saying that, I do
think there’s room for
some of the more radical
political groups in the area
to be a bit more... feisty.
It seems to me that the

only way, realistically,
we’ll get groups like 40
Days for Life to just go
away is if the tide of public
opinion turns strongly
against them. Anything
else runs the risk of just
feeding their martyrdom
complexes.

What are the next steps
for pro-choice cam-
paigners?
There’s renewed interest

among pro-choice groups
to get the subject back into
the political arena — on
our terms. The Action on
Abortion demo on 29 Sep-
tember, organised by
Abortion Rights, is argu-
ing for full decriminalisa-
tion, and there’s lots of talk
about whether the two
doctors rule should be part
of the law at all.
Suggestions for ac-

tions are welcome!
� BPCA: bit.ly/b-pca.
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Women’s Fightback

By Esther Townsend

Last year, 2011, saw
“Slutwalk” burst on to the
feminist scene worldwide.
The UK saw Slutwalks in
Manchester, London, Ed-
inburgh, Bristol, Newcas-
tle, Birmingham and
Cardiff.
Slutwalking was a re-

sponse to police officer,
Michael Sanguinetti, who
told women at Toronto’s
York University to “avoid
dressing like sluts in order
not to be victimised”. Aside
from perpetuating an inac-
curate image of sexual as-
sault as something which is
most likely to happen when
you’re drunk and walking
home alone at night, San-
guinetti’s comments high-
lighted a broader culture,
which places responsibility
for rape on women.
In 2012 marches were

again held in Toronto, Mel-
bourne, Washington DC,
Berlin, New York City, Jo-
hannesburg and elsewhere.
Slutwalk London took place
on Saturday 22 September
and was again a positive,
inclusive and diverse event.
The turnout dropped from
5,000 to around 2,000 but,
as in 2011, this was not a
march padded out by left-
wing groups. The majority
of placards were home-
made and I spoke to many
women who were new to
Slutwalk — or feminist
marches of any kind.
Debate continues over the

concept of “slut pride” —
some find it empowering,
while others find the at-
tempts to “re-appropriate”
patriarchal language offen-
sive. Organisers in Vancou-
ver opted instead to hold

interactive community film
showings and discussions.
In London speakers from

the Slut Means Speak Up
campaign, Women Against
Rape, the English Collective
of Prostitutes, and the
YouTube feminist sensa-
tions Those Pesky Dames
reminded us of Slutwalk’s
core message. Women can
make a stand and say we’re
not ashamed of enjoying
consensual sex — but we
won’t stand for anything
else and won’t be made to
feel guilty for this! Rape is
not the product of sexual at-
traction, a person’s dress
sense or behaviour — it is a
form of violence; a way to
demonstrate power over
another person.

FOCUS
The focus this year was
fighting against the ap-
palling way the police,
Crown Prosecution Serv-
ice and the courts treat
women who report rapes,
and the low 6% convic-
tion rate (90% of rapes go
unreported).
Placards and speeches

took into account the multi-
plicity of factors which can
affect women’s experiences
around sexual assault; one
placard highlighted how
migrant women reporting
rape face exploitation of
their immigration status
and racism.
Women’s Fightback

marched with the Blooms-
bury Pro-Choice Alliance
and others in a pro-choice
bloc in recognition that
“slut shaming” and under-
mining women who are
sexually assaulted are part
of the broader attack on
women’s right to control

our own bodies. This
ranges from the anti-choice
“vigils” many women ac-
cessing sexual health serv-
ices now face, to the cuts
and closure of reproductive
rights and rape support
services, to government at-
tacks on sex and relation-
ships education.
Slutwalk remains a

unique opportunity for
feminists in Britain — in
contrast to movements such
as Reclaim the Night. Men,
trans people and sex work-
ers are actively invited and
play a central role in the
campaign. This year I saw a
broadening of the issues
and diversification of the
movement, which can only
be a good thing.
The spark for Slutwalk is

not gone: rape is trivialised
or made into a subject for
“jokes”, and women still
face blame and mistreat-
ment by the police, courts
and wider society. Recently,
the response to the Julian
Assange case has shown
that even parts of the radi-
cal left are willing to justify
sexual assault if it fits with
their pseudo anti-imperial-
ist worldview.
We need to fight against

these attitudes in society
and within our movements.
Let’s keep debating tactics,
the use of language, and
how to make events and
campaigns accessible and
inclusive to all — that’s part
of a healthy movement —
but let’s make sure we keep
fighting!
Because whatever we

wear, wherever we go;
yes means yes and no
means no!
� The left and rape apol-

ogism: alturl.com/h3rvw

Slutwalk: yes means
yes and no means no

ByRosie Weston

Women’s refuge workers
in London are fighting a
£6,000 pay cut.
In the refuges where I

work as a health visitor
most of the women work-
ers are themselves sur-
vivors of abuse, and have
worked for years in the
refuge setting, with exten-

sive training and experi-
ence.
Recently, the refuge serv-

ice was put out to tender by
the local council and the
contract awarded to Hestia,
a housing charity founded
in 1970, whose stated aim
was to provide a service for
London’s vulnerable home-
less population.
In this case, at the first

meeting with the refuge

staff after transfer (seven
women working across five
refuges), Hestia announced
that they would have to ac-
cept a £6,000 a year pay cut,
reduction in holiday pay,
increased working hours,
and reduced sick pay, and
that these changes would
take place in a month.
One of the workers com-

mented that for an organi-
sation committed to

preventing homelessness
they were going a good
way to making her home-
less.
The seven women are

united in refusing to accept
the new conditions. They
refused individual meet-
ings and insisted on joint
consultation. They are
being supported by Unite,
and Hestia have been
forced to extend the period

of consultation.
The tendering-out

process sections workers
off into tiny groups. With-
out a generalised response
across Hestia’s housing
services it is difficult to
fight.
In every refuge where

Hestia have won the con-
tract it has attacked the
terms and conditions of the
workers in the most heavy-

handed way. It is known
for paying below the rates
offered by other specialist
domestic violence organisa-
tions such as Refuge and
Women’s Aid.
But women who have

survived domestic abuse
themselves and devel-
oped a strong refusal to
be bullied are now resist-
ing.

Defending choice

Refuge workers fight for rights



By Cath Fletcher

It’s just over 50 years since
the Pill became generally
available on the NHS.
The ability to control con-

ception reliably was one of
the most significant material
changes in women’s lives in
modern history. The last five
decades have seen dramatic
changes in attitudes towards
sex and sexuality and to
women’s role in society more
broadly. But have they
brought the “sexual revolu-
tion” promised?
Socialist feminists under-

stand women’s oppression
in relationship to both class
and gender.
In capitalist societies, the

work of reproducing the
labour force — bringing up
children, caring for extended
families — has primarily
been done by women. That
remains the case, even
though women’s participa-
tion in waged work has in-
creased substantially in
recent decades.
Capitalist societies have

developed and refined ideo-
logical frameworks to justify
particular roles for women.
The extensive unpaid

work done by women to
bring up children, for exam-
ple, is portrayed as our “nat-
ural” role, an extension of
our really rather more lim-
ited natural role in giving
birth.
The most obvious impact

of the Pill is that women are
having fewer children — or
none at all.
Only one in nine women

born in 1938 never had chil-
dren; for women born in
1965 that figure is one in five.
The shift is most apparent
among highly-educated
women: some studies put
the number of graduate
women without children at
one in three. This immedi-
ately flags up the issue of
class: it’s those women with
the highest earning power
and biggest choice of careers
who are opting not to have
children. The “total fertility
rate” fell from 2.9 children
per woman in the mid-60s to
just 1.64 in 2000, though it’s
risen a bit since then, to 1.97
in 2008.

SLUMPED
Alongside the fall in child-
bearing, marriage rates
have slumped.
More than 90% of men

born in 1930 had married by
the age of 40 whereas only
63% of men born in 1970 had
married by the same age.
For women born in 1930,

94% had married by the age
of 40 compared with 71% of
those born in 1970. The per-
centage of the population co-
habiting rose from 9.6% in
1990 to 17.3% in 2000.
In England andWales 46%

of babies were born outside
marriage in 2009, up from
38% in 1999. Seventy-four

per cent of babies born to 20-
24 year-old women, and 95%
of babies born to under-20s
were born outside marriage.
These are overwhelmingly
the children of working-class
women, who are more likely
to have children than their
middle-class counterparts,
and who do so earlier.
Patterns of marriage have

also shifted, and the shift has
reinforced social inequality.
According to a 2011 OECD
report, “more people are
marrying in the same earn-
ings class”.
There is little research on

the relationship between
class and attitudes towards
sex, relationships and mar-
riage in the UK, but a big re-
cent survey in the US
identified significant differ-
ences. Middle-class people
who lived together were
more likely to see this as a
step towards marriage, but
“less-educated women dis-
proportionately expressed
doubts about marriage as a
‘trap’, fearing it would be
hard to exit if things went
wrong or that it would lead
to additional domestic re-
sponsibilities but few bene-
fits.
“Working-class cohabitors

were more apt to view mar-
riage as ‘just a piece of
paper’.”
Rather paradoxically, the

survey also showed that col-
lege-educated people were
both more likely to be mar-

ried and more willing to
break away from traditional
ideas about what constitutes
a “family” (for example, in
relation to same-sex relation-
ships).
Though it might sound

unromantic to describe mar-
riage as a property relation-
ship, property rights lie at
the heart of marriage and are
key to understanding its role
in capitalist society.
Historically, for the prop-

erty-owning classes,
arranged marriages were all
about making money.

MONEY
Though in most western
societies today marriage is
perceived to be primarily
about love and romance
(and despite Tory wishes
to reintroduce them no
longer attracts tax incen-
tives), it still has an impor-
tant economic dimension.
Marriage is advantageous

for the lower-earning partner
in a relationship — usually
the woman — because di-
vorce law assumes that
wealth acquired during the
marriage is the equal prop-
erty of both partners. Getting
married is a particularly ra-
tional choice for bourgeois
women who intend to leave
lucrative careers in order to
bring up a family: it guaran-
tees a level of financial pro-
tection. This perhaps
explains why the American
college-educated women

were more likely to tie the
knot.
But if for many middle-

class women marriage is a
lifestyle choice, some work-
ing-class women find them-
selves forced into a
marriage-type relationship
whether they like it or not.
The benefits system forces

(mainly) women to become
financially reliant onmen the
minute they begin a live-in
sexual relationship. Better-
off unmarried people can
make their own choices
about the extent to which
they share their finances
with live-in lovers, but for
large numbers of working-
class people there is no such
option.
About 17% of working-age

households (3.3 million in
total) receive means-tested
tax credits — and that does-
n’t include the percentage of
households reliant on Job-
seeker’s Allowance.
Feminists have long ar-

gued for the abolition of the
cohabitation rule, but Tory
policies are about to make
the situation even worse.
Whereas currently benefits
can be paid to both partners,
the new Universal Credit
will go into the bank account
of only one family member
— likely to be the main
wage-earner, so likely to be a
man — exacerbating an al-
ready pernicious system.
The state thus enforces one

particular model of relation-

ship, the two-parent nuclear
family, whether or not that
family model would be the
choice of the individuals in-
volved. In doing so it con-
tributes to a general
ideological climate that says
this is the best, most “nat-
ural” form for human rela-
tionships.
A huge commercial “wed-

ding industry”, perpetuated
by the media, backs up this
ideology. It is central to pop-
ular culture: think of the
number of soap opera story-
lines or popular movies that
tell stories of romance and
marriage, with the message
that a woman needs to find
Mr Right and ensure he stays
faithful to her. Couples are
urged to spend a fortune on
wedding ceremonies, with
industry-run surveys of the
“average wedding cost” put-
ting this at £15,000.
The acceptance of gay

marriage by many conserva-
tives makes the point that
marriage is a conservative
institution in its enshrine-
ment of a one-to-one sexual
relationship, with the inten-
tion of permanency.
The reason why marriage

is so important to capitalism
is that it’s a central mecha-
nism through which capital-
ism privatises its
reproductive labour. The job
of raising children is done
“for free” within the family,
rather than the costs being
borne by society collectively.
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Fifty years of the Pill: capitalism a

By Kate Harris

Below I explore the “sex
wars” debate and critique
sex-positivity in a non-hos-
tile way from a socialist
feminist perspective, offer-
ing an alternative at the
end.
It is an introductory piece

on a wide-ranging topic. I
have tried to avoid over-gen-
eralising but was con-
strained by space.

SEX-NEGATIVE
“Sex-negative” or “anti-
sex” feminists would likely
not refer to themselves in
this way; rather this is how
some sex-positive femi-
nists think about a stew of
radical and liberal femi-
nists with certain views on
sex.
For example, anti-porn

radical feminist Andrea
Dworkin, and Harriet Har-
man could both be included
in this.
“Anti-sex” feminism can

range from political lesbian-
ism (that is, choosing to have
sex only with women in
order to reject patriarchal re-
lationships) to abolitionism
and belief in prohibition of
sex work and anti-porn
stances.

It is associated with sec-
ond-wave feminism — but,
in reality, second-wave femi-
nists varied hugely and in-
cluded sex positive
feminists, as we will see.

SEX-POSITIVE
Although many of the
ideas in sex-positive femi-
nism have been around for
a very long time, as a
movement, sex-positive
feminism is largely thought
of as a resistance to those
“sex-negative” stances.
Most young feminists I

come across are strongly sex-
positive, and include a mix
of straight and cissexual
women as well as LGBTQ
women.
Sex-positive feminism

takes a more accepting ap-
proach to a wide range of is-
sues relating to sex and
sexuality. There are lots of
schools of thought, including
socialist feminists and liberal
feminists.
One of the non-conven-

tional sexual practices sex-
positivity addresses and
defends is BDSM (bondage,
domination, submission,
masochism) through “kink-
positivity”. Sex-positive fem-
inism is also usually against
censorship. Sex-positive fem-

inists are often more trans
friendly than anti-sex femi-
nists, particularly in recent
years.

“SEX WARS”
The debates within second
wave feminism about sex
and sexuality, which raged
especially hard in the
1970s and 80s, usually in-
volve radical, anti-porn,
anti-prostitution feminists
versus liberal, sex-positive
feminists.
As well as these categories

being overly simplistic, the
role of socialist feminists is
often sadly overlooked. Our
comrades were making gen-
erally sensible arguments
about the decriminalisation
and unionisation of sex
work, and the devastating
ways in which capitalist
labour division impact on
women.

ORGASM
“Orgasm is the body’s nat-
ural call to feminist poli-
tics.” This Naomi Wolf
quote above is one of the
reasons I find the sex-pos-
itive movement sometimes
problematic.
The idea of sex as some-

thing liberating makes little
sense to me. It might be en-

joyable and fun, but also can
be pretty boring, not that
pleasant or just a bit crap. As
my friend says, “There is
nothing liberating about
lying in bed wondering
about your tutorial readings
while some guy flops around
on top of you like a half-
frozen haddock.”
Further, women on the

asexual spectrum are just not
(that) interested in sex. They
are not ignoring “the body’s
natural call to feminist poli-
tics”. Andwomenwho don’t
have much sex are just as
good feminists, and no less
measurably “liberated” than
those who do.
Sex-positive, anti-slut-

shaming attitudes, on the
other hand, can be liberating.
Women refusing to feel
shame about being sexually
active in ways they enjoy —
and refusing to shame other
women — that is liberation.
In my view there are limits

to the agency arguments es-
poused by sex-positive femi-
nists. I agree with the view
that consensual sex between
adults is not a topic to be
judged by others, but to
what extent can agency be
separated from social con-
struction? Is all consensual
sex okay? Should we accept
“slave camps” in the US as

fine — or berate those white
people pretending to be
slave owners in roleplay?
Sex doesn’t exist in a vac-
uum, totally separated from
the rest of our lives.
Furthermore, there are two

unsettling factors about the
way the sex-positive versus
sex-negative debate is
“framed”. First, the discus-
sion around which sexual
practices are or are not ac-
ceptable often focuses on
women, letting men off the
hook. Second, the debate is
on the terms of radical femi-
nists such as Dworkin and
Mackinnon, who saw male
sexual domination as the
main oppressing factor in
women’s lives. It fails to take
into account the economic
factors that oppress women
or consider the possibility
that sex workmight be work.

SEX NEUTRALITY
A feminism that is consis-
tent with the reality of
women’s lives, I think, has
to be a sex-neutral femi-
nism that takes on all the
good bits of sex positivity.
It recognises the effects of

capitalism as well as the ef-
fects of the sex industry and
societal attitudes towards
sex.

The sex-neutral socialist
feminism I conceive of is
strongly in favour of the
unionisation of sex work as
well as knowing that not all
sex work is liberating. It chal-
lenges the bourgeois, male-
dominated courts and
Parliament rather than only
seeking to use them to pro-
hibit what feminists may or
may not think is oppressive.
It is against police interfer-
ence in lap dancing clubs.
My sex-neutral socialist

feminism, and I hope that
of others too, opposes
sexual oppression at the
same time as opposing
capitalism and its devas-
tating effects on women.

FURTHER READING
The case for socialist femi-

nism — AWL publication
Women’s oppression, femi-

nism and the Left — AWL
publication
‘The Ethical Prude: Imag-

inging an Authentic Sex-
Negative Feminism’ on
http://radtransfem.
wordpress.com/

Porn by Andrea Dworkin;
Feminism Unmodified by
Catharine MacKinnon; Cunt
by Inga Muscio; The Ethical
Slut by Dossie Easton and
Janet Hardy

Towards a sex neutral feminism?
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People whowant to organise
their families differently
quickly run into resistance—
unless they’re wealthy
enough to avoid any contact
with the state.
The biggest shift in

women’s lives in the past 50
years has been in our partic-
ipation in the labour market.
In 1971, 47% of working-

age women were not in paid
work, compared to 35% of
women in 2010. The corre-
sponding figures for men are
9% and 25%. There is still a
gender pay gap, of about
15% for full-time wages,
more for part-time.
Some of the decline in the

pay gap is a product of
falling wages for lower-paid
men, as well as increasing
numbers of women doing
higher-paid work. Access to
reliable contraception has
been central to women’s abil-
ity to remain in wagedwork.

CARE
But the high cost of child-
care is a big disincentive
for women to work.
Areport by insurance firm

Aviva in 2011, based on a
study of 6,000 families, esti-
mated that 32,000 women
had left the workforce over
the past year.
Allowing for the cost of

travel to work and childcare,
the report suggested that
“the average woman with
two children (one-year and
seven-years-old) would be
out of pocket by £98 per
month if she worked part-
time, and better off by just
£120 per month if she
worked full-time.”
The assumption that it’s

the woman who’s bet-
ter/worse off is of course
problematic, but given that
statistically she’s likely to be
the lower-paid partner this is
the reality for many couples.
These overall figures,

however, mask significant
class differences. Having
children has far less impact

on graduate women’s pay
than on the pay of lower-
qualified women. Figures
from a 2009 Equality and
Human Rights Commission
report suggest that a gradu-
ate woman with two chil-
dren can expect to be paid
4% less than her child-free fe-
male equivalent, whereas for
women with no qualifica-
tions and two children the
impact on pay is 58%.
In other words, it is work-

ing-class women who are
most likely to be pushed out
of the waged workforce and
into financial reliance on a
partner and/or benefits.
Notwithstanding the sub-

stantial effort on the part of
government to enforce a par-
ticular model of sexual rela-
tionship, the trend seems to
be away from it.
The NATSAL survey is

carried out every 10 years
and is a major source of in-
formation about sexual be-
haviour in the UK. A new
survey is being completed
now, so the figures available
are somewhat dated. Even
so, they give an idea of the
trends.

IDEAL
The ideal of monogamous
marriage is a reality for
very few people.
The mean number of sex-

ual partners in a lifetime is
12.7 for men and 6.5 for
women; the median is 6 for
men and 4 for women. These
figures rose between 1990
and 2000 — and the rise was
proportionally bigger for
women.
Almost 35% of men and

20% of women have more
than 10 sexual partners in a
lifetime; the number of
women declaring 10+ part-
ners doubled between 1990
and 2000 while the change
for men was much smaller.
Obviously there are dis-

crepancies in these figures:
some of this is a product of
over-reporting by men and
under-reporting by women;
some may be an effect of the
sex industry (a small propor-
tion of women with large
numbers of partners not
properly reflected in the sur-
vey); some is an effect of the
fact that women tend to form
long-term relationships at an
earlier age, and with some-
what older men.
But even if the increased

figures are mainly a product
of willingness to be honest in
the survey, that suggests a
significant change in atti-
tudes about women and sex.
(Unfortunately, the NATSAL
stats aren’t broken down by
social class.)
The number of people re-

porting concurrent relation-
ships with more than one
partner also rose markedly:
for men this figure was up
from 11.4% in 1990 to 15% in
2000; for women the percent-
age rose from 5.4% to 9%.
Increasing numbers also

reported that they had had a
same-sex partner: 4.9% of
women (1.8% in 1990) and
5.4% of men (3.6% in 1990).
In the past five years, 2.6% of

both men and women had
had a same-sex partner.
There was also increased

reporting of practising anal
sex by both men and
women.
Again, even if the in-

creased figures are mainly a
product of greater honesty,
that itself reflects shifting at-
titudes. But, of course, many
of these are precisely the re-
lationships that officially
can’t exist in the legal frame-
work of the benefits system,
which recognises only one
partner at a time.
There is also evidence of

generational change.
For example, attitudes to-

wards same-sex relation-
ships vary with age. Younger
people are far more likely to
support gay marriage (71%
of 18–34-year-olds, com-
pared to 31% of over-65s).
These shifts in attitude

predated legislative changes:
civil partnerships were intro-
duced in 2004, and discrimi-
nation on grounds of sexual
orientation became illegal in
2007.
More recent surveys show

a rise in same-sex parenting:
the Labour Force Survey
(2011) estimated that there
were 8,000 families in the UK
including a same-sex couple
and children, and this figure
does not include lone par-
ents who are lesbian, gay or
bisexual. The estimates are
not reliable because of the
sample size (and seem on the
low side), but it is notable
that in 2001 they were so
small as not to be reported at
all.

SAME-SEX
Same-sex couples’ parent-
ing arrangements are in-
teresting because they
show the variety of family
types that people choose
when the link between bi-
ological parenthood and
sexual relationships is bro-
ken.
Some children are brought

up by their biological par-
ents, even though these indi-
viduals are not in a sexual
relationship with one an-
other. Others are brought up
by one biological parent and
his/her sexual partner.
Some couples have an

arrangement with the bio-
logical parent of their child
similar to the typical
arrangements of divorced
heterosexual parents. These
families show that it is per-
fectly possible to raise chil-
dren outside the norms of a
traditional marriage-type re-
lationship.
But, once again, class di-

vides are very apparent, for
example, in access to IVF
treatment and legal advice-
for same-sex couples wish-
ing to have a child.
Discrimination, though now
illegal, is still experienced by
same-sex couples trying to
adopt children or get access
to IVF services on the NHS.
The greater openness

about unconventional sexual
relationships evident in the
NATSAL survey has had
some reflections in culture

more widely.
The TV series “Sex and the

City” was one prominent ex-
ample; there are Anne Sum-
mers shops on many high
streets and their high-end
equivalents are patronised
and endorsed by celebrity
purchasers.
The internet has made it

substantially easier for sex-
ual sub-cultures to flourish.
All this has prompted signif-
icant moral panic about the
“pornification” of culture
and “sexualisation” of girls.
But the real agenda of those
complaining is revealed by
their opposition to the kind
of sex education in schools
that would better equip
young people to interpret
and respond to that culture.
We should be careful not

to overestimate the impact of
these cultural changes. The
dominant narratives of TV
and film drama remain those
of romantic relationships
ideally leading to marriage.
True, more of these relation-
ships are same-sex than they
used to be, and that’s a big
step forward. But positive
portrayals of alternative rela-
tionships and family struc-
tures are rare.
There is a class divide in

relation to sexual cultures
too. Though I don’t agree
with all their critique, as
some feminists pointed out
in relation to “Slutwalk”,
highly-educated women can
dress up as “sluts” at the
weekend then go back to a
different identity when
they’re finished. Their sexual
behaviour does not define
them; they have words such
as “heteronormativity” and
“polyamory” to play with.
For a working-class single
mother whose children have
different fathers, “slut” is not
something you play at being:
it’s what you’re labelled for
transgressing the expected
rules.

INEQUALITY
There is no doubt that the
past 50 years have seen
substantial shifts both in
attitudes towards sex and
sexuality and in the mate-
rial position of women.
The two are related: as

women enjoy greater finan-
cial independence they are
more able to assert their own
interests in their private
lives. But the fact remains
that for many women— and
most sharply for working-
class women— that financial
independence disappears as
soon as they decide to have
children.
For a substantial part of

their life, they become finan-
cially reliant on a partner.
There is a great deal of pres-
sure — whether subtly
throughmedia manipulation
or overtly through a coercive
benefits system— to comply
with the shape of family
that’s most convenient for
capitalism.
Though 50 years on from

the Pill much has changed
in women’s lives, the bene-
fits have been far from
equally shared.

and the politics of sex
Becky Crocker reviews
Fifty Shades of Grey by
E L James

For depicting a domi-
nant/submissive rela-
tionship and BDSM sex,
some critics say the Fifty
Shades of Grey Trilogy is
anti-feminist.
Clare Phillipson of do-

mestic violence charity
Wearside Women In Need
recently said it could incite
violence against women: “I
do not think I can put into
words how vile I think this
book is and how danger-
ous I think the idea is that
you get a sophisticated but
naive, young woman
(heroine Anastasia Steele)
and a much richer, abusive
older man (Christian Grey)
who beats her up and does
some dreadful things to
her sexually.”
So, are they right?
Fifty Shades is almost cer-

tainly not anti-feminist to
the extent of promoting
misogynist violence. There
has never been proof of
some feminists’ claims that
violent porn promotes vio-
lence against women, so
why would these books’
BDSM scenes? Violence
against women is rooted in
women’s inequality within
the structures of class soci-
ety.
Depicting submission

fantasies is not necessarily
anti-feminist either; sexual
fantasies do not equate to
political aspirations. Some
feminists say fantasies
allow space to explore is-
sues of power; even “rape”
fantasies retain consent in
the sense that we’re ulti-
mately in control.
At the first Feminist

Fightback conference in
2006, radical feminists
abused women who ex-
pressed rape fantasies:
shaming women in a way
that mirrors the moralistic,
slut-shaming right. In my
view, feminism should
promote, rather than re-
strict, women’s sexual free-
dom.

Fifty Shades is not “femi-
nist” for reasons I will
come to later. But it is “lib-
erationist” on a basic level
which feminists should
value: it is about a young
woman discovering and
enjoying sex. Critics sneer
at Anastasia Steele’s inter-
nal monologue, full of
things like, “Oh my… He
wants me… and I want
him”; her “inner goddess”
is always doing “back-
flips”, “somersaults” or
“pirouettes”. But I actually
found the style enjoyable
and the sexual discovery
affirming to read.

The shamelessness of
women reading this
fastest-ever-selling adult
novel on public transport,
and the intrigue — border-
ing on alarm — this caused
social commentators, also
marks this “phenomenon”
as something to be em-
braced, in my view.
But all the “pro-sex” lib-

erationism is in contrast
with the book’s conserva-
tive core.
Yes, Fifty Shades explores

BDSM. But ironically,
Christian Grey’s BDSM
predilection is used in the
books as a figure for his
psychologically damaged
state: “fifty shades of
fucked up”. He’s had a
hard upbringing, he’s the
son of a “crack-whore”
mother. At one point Anas-
tasia “glimpses the extent
of his depravity” and
learns “he is not capable of
love”. This creates sus-
pense: will this untouch-
able, distant hero ever
break through the barriers
to “real” romance? Rather
than being promoted, vio-
lence is a barrier to the
conservative conclusion
the books strain towards.
Anastasia Steele is a

strong character, who
openly tells Christian he’s
a control freak and stalker.
The books trace her in-
creasing mastery, rather
than submission, in the re-
lationship.
But they are not femi-

nist: the object of her mas-
tery is a conservative,
romantic ending. She heals
her “man in need”, brings
him “into the light”, so he
can fulfil her need to be
“loved and cherished”.
The bright, witty, newly-
graduated woman we
meet at first settles down
into domesticity, depend-
ent on her billionaire
bloke. It’s what she
wanted; it’s not a tale of
complete submission, but
it’s an anti-feminist
tragedy!
All in all, this anti-femi-

nist tragedy is no more
conservative than 99% of
chick-lit romance. Its con-
troversy is that it’s full of
sex, which is ironically
probably the most progres-
sive thing about it. It might
encourage women to em-
brace sex; it’s not likely to
encourage us to throw off
romantic conventions in
exchange for women’s lib-
eration… but since when
did romantic fiction do
that anyway?
The sexual politics of

Fifty Shades shouldn’t be
judged more stringently
just because its content
is sexual.

Shades of
confusion

WOMEN’S FIGHTBACK BLOG:
read it, write for it!
womensfightback.wordpress.com/

Women factory workers
packing contraceptive pills

Feminist Fightback
have written a set of
feminist Sex and
Relationship Education
packs (Primary and
Secondary). To get the
packs and to find out
more about the project
email:
feminist.fightback
@gmail.com



Women’s Fightback
Women’s Fightback is a bimonthly socialist
women’s paper produced by members and
supporters of the Alliance for Workers’ Liberty.
We believe women’s oppression is rooted in class society,

and can only be ended by overthrowing capitalism. At the
same time, we do not tell women — or any oppressed group

— to wait for the revolution. As socialist feminists, we see our
job as reorienting the labour movement towards a fight for
women’s rights, and the women’s movement towards class
struggle.
Without the abolition of class exploitation, there can be no

end to women’s oppression. Without a mass movement of
organised, mobilised women fighting for liberation, there can
be no socialist revolution. Neither is possible without the
other.

Workers’ Liberty women are active in the fight to transform
the labour movement, and in many different campaigns —
from reproductive freedom to migrant rights to the struggle
against cuts. If you’re a socialist feminist, please consider
joining us — and, in the meantime, write for and distribute
Women’s Fightback to help win the biggest possible audience
for socialist feminist ideas.

� Contact: wfightback@workersliberty.org
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Matchwomen struck a light
By Louise Raw

The right-wing press
can’t decide whether to
portray Frances O’Grady,
the next General Secre-
tary of the TUC, as a
clichéd feminista or little
lady drowning in a sea of
testosterone.
The Telegraph, which has-

n’t updated its view on
unions in 40 years and hi-
lariously insists that they
run the country, wonders
how she’ll cope with
shouty men with “dog-on-
a-rope” dispositions. It
does concede that, as
Deputy for some years, she
must have somehow
learned not to swoon when
confronted with what it
calls “the hairy arses”.
Leaving aside this admit-

tedly fascinating question
of modern waxing tech-
niques and the, ahem,
inner circle of male trades
unionism, it’s tiresome to
see such ancient canards
served up as fresh.
Half of all members are

female, and from grass-
roots to NEC unions draw
on talent and commitment
from both sexes.
However, women in the

movement will tell you that
aggressively macho tactics
still abound, too: and not
always reserved for em-
ployers. Dinosaurs still
roam the landscape, hope-
fully on the verge of extinc-
tion, but still dangerous.
We need to know and

celebrate the movement’s
rich and extraordinary his-
tory. It contains enough fas-
cinating stories to fill the
history strands of all TV
channels several times
over; but you wouldn’t
know it.
In particular, the truth

about women’s vital part in
the story has been buried.
This deprives today’s
women activists of role
models and inspiration.
Men and women have

fought exploitation side by
side for centuries, but there
have also been periods of
hostility between women
and the labour movement.
The events of the 19th cen-
tury, in particular, cast a
long shadow.
As new capitalist factory

owners gained social
power, they could make
their own rules, and de-
cided to stand, as a class,
for the nobility of labour,
against the aristocratic
view that no gentleman
worked for a living.
But they rather fancied

gentlewomen: or, at least,
the gentry’s concept of the
lady of leisure, and made it
their own. No respectable
woman should work, they

proclaimed, when biology
and theology decreed her
place to be in the home.
The great irony was that

these same men had made
their fortunes from
women’s labour, the back-
bone of industrialisation.
Women always had and al-
ways would work, but now
it suited polite society to
pretend otherwise.
Working-class men knew

they couldn’t survive with-
out wives and daughters’
wages, but still the “bread-
winner” myth insisted real
men provided for every-
one.
Some unions did recruit

women, and Chartists were
not the only political move-
ment to give them promi-
nence. But when push
came to economic shove,
because the movement
hadn’t adopted a positive
overall stance on women, it
was easy for men to see
women workers as a threat.
One union’s records

show members understood
that the “wickedness” of
employers paying women
less made “poor women
the enemy of poor men”:
but still voted to fight their
employment.
In Kidderminster in 1875,

when a carpet firm hired
lower-paid women to force
men into a pay-cut, threat-
ening letters warned the
women they “might very
likely get their brains
knocked out”.
The same year, the TUC’s

Henry Broadhurst declared
that Congress must aim to
return women to “their
proper sphere at home”.
With friends like Broad-

hurst, working women did-
n’t need enemies — and, in
any case, had their employ-
ers for that.
One great Victorian suc-

cess story was Bryant &
May matches, who em-

ployed thousands of
women and girls.
They banned unions, and

defied the law. Health and
safety violations had
ghastly results.
Because the white phos-

phorus the firm preferred
to use was so deadly, work-
ers were supposed to have
a dining area away from
the workrooms. Because
they didn’t, deadly parti-
cles settled on food, giving
the poison a direct route
into the mouth.

JAW
Full-blown phosphorus
poisoning, “phossy jaw”,
led to slow decay of fa-
cial bones and agonising
death.
The “respectable” union

movement didn’t approve
of women like the match-
workers: but they took
strike action anyway, forc-
ing their employers to ac-
cede to their terms and
forming the largest female
union in the country in
1888.
They were by no means

the first women to fight
back: 100 years before,
women spinners in Leices-
tershire had their own mili-
tant union. Elsewhere, we
read of women ducking
strikebreakers under water
pumps.
Throughout history

women have fought back
with courage, in and out of
the workplace.
From the young married

woman who fought sol-
diers attacking her at Peter-
loo “her face all bloody, her
hair streaming about her”,
to the chainmakers of
Cradley Heath who took
on their employers and

won in 1910, women’s
strength is everywhere.
But you have to know

where to find it, and have
the luxury of time to spend
in archives. This conceal-
ment has done the left no
good. In 1990, more than a
century after the match-
makers kick-started “New
Unionism”, the start of
modern unionism, the TUC
had to re-launch it, as a re-
cruitment campaign aimed
at women, part-time and
marginalized workers.
It took Thatcher’s de-

struction of the country’s
manufacturing base and
the resulting loss of seven
million union members to
bring that about.
So why is women’s part

in our proud industrial and
political heritage not writ-
ten, and celebrated, every-
where?
Frances O’Grady hinted

at the answer, speaking to
the Guardian about the cur-
rent cuts’ impact:
“You’d be forgiven for

thinking that this was part
of a back-to-the-kitchen-
sink campaign…women
being hit hardest by job
losses, service cuts, threats
to take away employment
rights, pay depression, ris-
ing bills and lack of child-
care… You could be
forgiven for thinking that
there is a plan here.”
It is precisely because

women have been fighting
on so many fronts for so
long that they have not al-
ways had time to record
and celebrate their victo-
ries.
We need to work on un-

covering and publicising
our past as part of building
a better future. Then, the
establishment would no
longer be able to present
the movement as an
anachronistic “boys’ club”.
O’Grady will be speak-

ing next year at the festival
celebrating the 125th an-
niversary of the match-
women’s strike: a good
place to start a lively re-en-
gagement with this history.
She told me she has “al-

ways been inspired by
those teenage rebels” the
matchwomen. I hope that,
as she takes up a unique
combination of dream job
and poisoned chalice, the
spirit of women like them
will stay with her.
� Louise Raw is the au-

thor of Striking a Light: the
Bryant & May Matchwomen
(Continuum Press), and Di-
rector of the forthcoming
Matchwomen’s Festival,
Saturday 6 July 2013

Sportswomen
By Emma Rickman

Female weightlifting champion Zoe Smith at this year’s
Olympics responded to sexist Twitter comments with:
“We don’t lift weights in order to look hot… What
makes them think that we even want them to find us
attractive?”
Sport can enable women to confront sexist objectification

in a very direct way; by stating very forcefully that our
bodies are ours, part of our identity, and their purpose is
not the sexual gratification of men.
Some sports lend themselves to sexist vilification, for the

same reason that female construction workers get the
rough end of workplace sexism: they step outside society’s
conception of what is appropriate for “the female body”.
Football, weightlifting and wrestling are examples of
sports where women face discrimination for being “mas-
culine”, ie, focussed on the sport, competitive, strong and
confident.
My favourite remark on women in the Olympics came

fromAndrew M Brown of the Daily Telegraph, whose arti-
cle on the women’s Judo was entitled “It’s disturbing to
watch these girls beat each other up.”
Conservatives express what wider society still implicitly

feels; women are not as physically capable as men, their
capacity to feel aggression is not the same as men’s, and so
women’s sport is of a second-class standard to men’s.
Women just aren’t as good at football.
Combined with this is an unhealthy level of body-con-

sciousness which drives women, and many men, to diet, or
to do exercises in enclosed, air-conditioned gyms. The goal
is to gain the magnificent body, not enjoyment of exercise
or sport for itself.

Guardian journalist Zoe Williams describes the sexual at-
traction audiences feel for athletes as a different mindset
altogether: “watching these near-deities for whom every
muscle has a purpose and every tweak of a body hair is a
bid for greatness, we are allowed to make remarks we
would never normally make.”
Staring at a body that is trained to be strong, agile, fast

and enduring is different from staring at a body that is bul-
lied into a sexist conception of feminine beauty. Admiring
“athletic” beauty is similar to admiring the beauty of a
comet (Williams’s simile).
I play on a feminist football team (self-defining women

only) in Victoria Park, east London. More often than not
during our games a man in his late 30s will sit at the side
and shout “advice” at us, which we ignore until he gets
bored and disappears. Blokes seem to feel entitled to com-
ment on the conduct of the sport, because football is
“theirs”.
The sense of masculine pride bound up in the sport

seems to me to be an essential part of many men’s identity;
and part of the reason it’s much easier to find blokes to
have a casual kickabout with than women. But why can’t
we celebrate these “masculine” attributes in ourselves?
You’re unlikely to find posters of female football players
on the walls of teenage kids’ bedrooms, but that should be
our goal.
Team sport exercise isn’t played primarily to burn fat,

the goals are very different. We play to win, to sustain a
sense of camaraderie between our team mates, and for
love of the sport. Team sports can be collective political
statements by their existence.
Fights for team funding and training, stadium space,

field time, and time within our working lives at home
and at work — these are our battles.
� To join Feminist Fightback’s football training, open to

all abilities, tel. 07527 064326.

Support Sindyanna, Jewish-Arab
women’s cooperative in Galilee
Rail and transport trade union RMT is making soli-
darity with Palestinian and Israeli women through
union merchandise.
You can buy olive oil, soap and baskets produced by

Sindyanna, a women workers’ cooperative in Galilee, Is-
rael, through the RMT. Sindyanna is linked to the Work-
ers’ Advice Centre (WAC), a trade union project that
unites Jewish and Arab workers and campaigns against
the oppression of the Palestinian people.
� For more details phone 0800 376 3706.

�� www.matchwomensfestival.com
�� http://www.facebook.com/Matchwomen

Bryant & May matchwomen


