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When the borough of Barnet’s care
homes were sold off to the Fremantle
Trust, they guaranteed that pay, terms

and conditions of workers were protected. Five
years later, the Fremantle Trust has cut holi-
days, frozen pay until 2010 and removed all
unsocial hours remuneration. Even pensions to
which contributions have been made over long
periods of work have been slashed. The work-
ers were told “accept these terms, or be
sacked”.

Fremantle care workers are on call 24 hours
a day, 7 days a week, and were paid enhance-
ments accordingly. These came to up to £400 a
month, helping ease the strain of working
weekends and holidays, particularly for women
workers who often have to juggle family
commitments with work. The enhancements
also topped up care workers’ pitifully low
hourly rate, set at just £5.63. Now care workers
are expected to provide the same level of serv-
ice, for the same amount of hours, with this
drastic cut in pay and holiday. 

When Fremantle workers and Barnet Unison
launched a campaign against the cuts they met
dirty tricks at every step from Fremantle and
partners Catalyst housing. 

After writing to staff over Christmas asking
them to sign away their rights, sending
managers to “help” them sign, threatening to
withhold good shifts if signing was delayed,
and using anti-trade union laws to scupper
strike plans in February, Fremantle succeeded
in delaying action, meaning as of 1 April 2007,
all workers were subject to the changes.

Strike plans were once again impeded in
June by a Fremantle letter to staff, claiming
that Unison had called off action and was
advising members to accept the terms. Two 24
hour strikes took place in July, despite
managers’ best efforts, with a ballot result of
95%. A further strike was held in September,
after Unison rep Andrew Rogers was
victimised.

Labour left MP John McDonnell has tabled
an Early Day Motion, and there is a parliamen-
tary petition online at
http://petitions.pm.gov.uk/Fremantle/ .

According to the Barnet Unison blog (barne-
tunison.blogspot.com), some apologists for
New Labour have claimed a distinction
between privatisation and handing over serv-
ices to “not-for-profit” trusts like Fremantle.
With Fremantle’s record, it’s pretty clear there’s
no difference at all, not for workers or for
clients. 

But the Fremantle workers are still fighting
back. 

Carmel’s Story

“Istarted working for Barnet Council 22
years ago in 1985. I had lots of train-
ing, lots of experience, and I enjoyed

my job. But then things changed. We got sold
off to the highest bidder. Fremantle and
Catalyst housing promised us seven times they
wouldn’t interfere with our terms and condi-
tions. But then they did. On the 1st of April
they changed our terms and conditions, they
stole our holidays, our sick pay, our weekend
enhancements, our bank holidays. We can’t
afford to live on this. We have seen that they
have difficulty recruiting. People cannot work
on their pay. People don’t stay, you have differ-
ent faces coming every week. And this is
worrying, because we can’t get a good standard

Care workers fight privatised trust over 
massive pay and conditions cuts

Continued on page 3



BY LAURA SCHWARTZ

This article will attempt to explain and
define Islamic feminism, positioning
the emergence of Islamic feminism

within a wider political context and finally
raising some questions which might help us
to consider how we, as socialist feminists,
might think about/ relate to Islamic femi-
nism.

First of all it is necessary to just reiterate
the distinction between Muslim feminists —
women who either come from Muslim back-
grounds or continue to be practising
Muslims, and who also consider themselves
feminists — and Islamic feminists. They
might both critique traditional Islam from a
women’s rights perspective and seek to
reconcile the two, but Muslim feminists
probably draw their feminist arguments from
elsewhere, e.g. from secular traditions of
feminism.

An example of this might be the organisa-
tion Ni Putes Ni Soumises, which is made
up of predominantly French-North African
women who seek to tackle sexist attitudes
within their own ethnic/ religious communi-
ties.

Islamic feminists, on the other hand,
specifically ground their vision of women’s
rights within an Islamic framework and see
the practice of (their particular interpreta-
tion) of Islam as an essential route towards
their own emancipation. They argue that
Islam contains many values which they, as
feminists, wish to draw on, and also that it is
their religion which provides them with the
strength and vision to fight for their rights as
women.

One of the major areas of scholarship and
campaigning for Islamic and Muslim femi-
nists in various parts of the world is Muslim
Personal Law or Family Law — which
includes three main areas — marriage,
divorce and testation.

Muslim majority countries that have
promulgated some form of MPL include
Saudi Arabia, Afganistan, Pakistan, Libya,
Sudan, Senegal, Tunisia, Egypt, Indonesia
and Bangladesh.

Some Islamic feminists have opposed
MPL outright, others (e.g. Canadian Council
of Muslim Women) have argued that a
reformed version, based on substantial input
from women and which does not discrimi-
nate against women is possible.

Whether we agree with these critiques of
MPL or not, I think its important to note that
the Koran and other aspects of the Islamic
religion (particularly the bits that we most
strongly oppose such as the outlaw on homo-
sexuality) are contested and up for debate
within Islam itself — and that Islam cannot
be characterised simply according to its most
conservative parts, even if its these parts that
are currently in the ascendant.

One sort of official representative of
Islamic feminism seems to be the
International Congress of Islamic Feminism.
This seems to be made up primarily of
female Muslim academics, theologians and
human rights activists.

Their main focus has been to mount a
campaign against what they call “a 10th
century version of sharia law which they
condemn as justifying corporal punishment,
domestic violence, dress codes that restrict
freedom and highly chauvinistic family
laws”

“Islamic feminism declares that this
alleged ‘Islamic law’ is not ‘God’s law’…but
a human creation codified centuries ago in
the context of societies in which women
were considered to be the property of
men…Islamic feminism affirms that true
Islam contains important elements of libera-
tion and calls for the recovery of those
elements as a framework for social emanci-
pation.”

One of the areas in which a self-conscious
brand of Islamic feminism is most evident is

in academia, particularly, it seems, in the
west. Margot Badran is a women’s studies
professor in North America and has played a
leading role in defining and identifying
Islamic feminism as an important movement.

She puts forward a diffuse definition,
which sees Islamic feminism as a movement
taking place outside the boundaries of acade-
mia. But her definition also blurs the distinc-
tion that I pointed out above between
Muslim feminism and Islamic feminism.

“Islamic feminism is a global phenome-
non. It is not a product of East or West.
Indeed, it transcends East and West. As
already hinted, Islamic feminism is being
produced at diverse sites around the world
by women inside their own countries,
whether they be from countries with Muslim
majorities or from old established minority
communities… Islamic feminism is circulat-
ing with increasing frequency in cyberspace
— to name just one site: maryams.com.”

Badran is among those Islamic/ Muslim
feminists who also seek to point out that
there is a long history of women fighting for
their rights in the Muslim world, and that the
notion that feminism is somehow a western
import or that religious and secular feminist
discourses haven’t always interacted, is a
myth.

Finally, there is one other sort of Islamic
feminism that we might identify. This is
when young Muslim women, usually born
and brought up in the west, spectacularly
reject sexist western standards of femininity
and embrace what we would see as conser-
vative Islamic values as liberating.

One example of this is an article I found
on an Islamic feminist blog entitled My Body
is my own business by Naheed Mustafa,
www.jannah.org/sisters/naheed.html

She is a Canadian university student from
a Muslim background who, after a period of
being bulimic in her adolescence, has chosen
to wear the full veil. She says,

“Wearing the hijab has given me freedom
from constant attention to my physical self.
Because my appearance is not subjected to
public scrutiny, my beauty, or perhaps lack
of it, has been removed from the realm of
what can legitimately be discussed.”

So, having gained a sense of what Islamic
feminism might consist of, what issues and
questions might it raise for us as socialist
feminists?

First of all I think we can all agree that a
liberal reformist desire to reinterpret Islamic
belief to support, rather than deny, women’s
rights, is a sensible enough desire for those
women who identify as Muslims.

It’s also important, as I already
mentioned, to recognise that these elements

within Islam exist and that we should not
characterise it as a monolithically conserva-
tive religion any more than we characterise
all Jewish people as orthodox West Bank
settlers.

I also think that it’s necessary for us to
recognise that religion has in the past and
does today play an important part in moti-
vating women to enter the political sphere
and demand their rights. And, since we
accept that there are many different kinds of
feminism, not all of which we agree with,
we can also acknowledge that ever since its
inception feminism has been influenced by
religious discourses.

However, I want also to point out some
theoretical problems Islamic feminism. 

Firstly, the notion of Islamic feminism
being more appropriate to and more mean-
ingful for women from Muslim backgrounds
or women from Muslim majority countries
because it counterposes its own vision of
feminism against so-called “western values”.

Abdenur Prado says: “You can’t apply the
ideas of a 19th century English suffragist to
the life of a 21st century Morrocan woman.”

We might ask, is there such a thing as
“western values”, or are these universal
values?

At the same time, is it not necessary to
recognise that Anglo-American feminism
was developed around the notion of white
(and often middle class women) and might
not speak to, for example, the daughter of
Bangladeshi immigrants living in
Whitechapel? Is the development of a differ-
ent kind of “Islamic feminism” necessary to
solving this problem?

A second issue I have is to what extent is
it possible to reinterpret Islam according to a
feminist perspective — do you not at some
point come up against some fundamental
tenets which resist reinterpretation? Why do
we look to a particular text (developed by a
patriarchal society hundreds of years ago) to
give us our rights?

But there are also some practical ques-
tions that arise. Firstly, why are people feel-
ing the need to identify themselves as
Islamic feminists now? Is this a new thing?
Would these women simply have called
themselves feminists from Muslim back-
grounds before? Does this reflect a rise of
the power of religion which entails a desire
for feminists to legitimate their demands by
placing them within a religious context?

Would we characterise the underground
women’s movements in Muslim majority
countries such as Iran as “Islamic feminism”
bearing in mind that probably most of the
women involved would in some sense iden-
tify as Muslim?

As socialist feminists (most of whom are
probably atheists) how do we make links
with feminists from different political
perspectives? Does our critique of religion
alienate women who combine a strong faith
with a commitment to women’s rights?

Do we recognise enough the ways in
which, since the nineteenth-century, feminist
critiques of women’s treatment in Muslim
majority countries have been bound up with
and used to justify imperialist ventures? Do
we still place a disproportional emphasis on
women in the Middle East, perhaps influ-
enced by the wider discourse of western
imperialist feminism?

Finally, we might ask how class comes
into it? Is Islamic feminism mainly about
better off women who have financial secu-
rity carving out a space for themselves
within Islam, comparable to liberal feminists
in the west carving out a space for them-
selves within capitalism?

Is it enough, however, to appeal to
women on the grounds of being working-
class when at the same time religion forms
an incredibly important part of their identity
— whether we like it or not?
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Briefing: Islamic Feminism

Can Islamic Feminism liberate women?

As of 1 October 2007, the national mini-
mum wage for over 21 year olds will go
up 17p, to £5.52 an hour. Working an

average of 35 hours a week, this would leave
you with £9,063.77 take home pay a year.  This
3% rise is less than inflation, meaning the mini-
mum wage change is actually a decrease in real
terms.

This should come as no surprise to any
following the exploits (and we really mean that
word) of the Low Pay Commission, who basi-
cally represent bosses’ interests, and wouldn’t
give a genuine increase. Public sector workers
are also being palmed off with below inflation
pay deals. 

It is estimated that 70% of the “beneficiaries”
of the minimum wage, paid to 1.3 million
workers, are women. The effects of poverty
pay, particularly for women, can hardly be
quantified without an essay: poor housing, long
hours, low-quality childcare (or none at all),
poor diet (and associated health problems),
stress, debt… the list goes on, without even
touching on long term issues. 

It’s women who bear a disproportionate
amount of this burden, so it’s no wonder that
every time the Government heralds the mini-
mum wage as a triumph for women workers it
somewhat irritates. 

But all’s not lost — we can fight for a living
minimum wage, as examples like the successful
Queen Mary’s University campaign show.
Students, trade unionists and workers fought
together for a living wage for campus workers,
and won. For more information about living
wage campaigns, email admin@nosweat.org.uk.

Women 
workers get

wage cut

Back for a second year, the Feminist
Fightback activist conference is organised
by a group of socialist feminists, including
the Education Not for Sale student
network. It aims to bring together femi-
nists from a wide range of perspectives to
debate ideas and develop practical strate-
gies for fighting women’s oppression and
exploitation.

Fightback 07 will build on the success of
last year’s conference, attended by over
220 people, which gave rise to several
activist initiatives, including the March 3
2007 Torch-Lit March for Abortion Rights.

This year we will continue our campaign
to defend and extend abortion rights and
our discussions will include…

• Is sexy always sexist? Feminism, Lads
Mags and Pornography
• Ecofeminism
• Feminists Against Borders
• Islamic Feminism
• Race, Sex and Class
• The gender pay gap, low pay and the
class struggle
• Women against sweatshops
• Introduction to socialist feminism

Plus film showings…
• Love Honour and Obey, a film by
Southall Black Sisters
• A Place of Rage: Women in the Black
Civil Rights Movement

Feminist Fightback’s supporters include
the National Union of Students Women’s
Campaign, the RMT Women’s Committee
and the International Union of Sex
Workers.

The conference will be held at the
University of East London Docklands
campus. For more information, or to regis-
ter, ring 07890 209 479,  visit feministfight-
back.org.uk or email
feminist.fightback@gmail.com.

FEMINISTS, 
FIGHT BACK!



BY MARIA EXALL

It is estimated that the potential cost of equal
pay claims in the public sector is in the
billions. This is money that the Government

insists must be found from existing NHS, Local
Authorities and other public sector bodies’
budgets. The Unions involved have asked the
Government for funding directly to sort out the
inequality. 

This has not happened. Instead, divisive deals
have been agreed in some areas with the claims
of women workers being set against the interest
of (often male) workers without claims. Large
amounts of money are involved, because claims
can be  backdated to the introduction of sex
discrimination legislation, andthe claims poten-
tially affects hundred of thousands of women
workers. These women deserve justice, and all
workers deserve decent pay.   

Last week the Government announced a
relaxation of financial rules for Local
Authorities that allows them to use capitalisa-
tion budgets for equal pay claims. This will
apparently have the practical effect of freeing up
£500 million. 

It is not justice, but it is an indication that
Government recognises the scale of the prob-
lem. We should support the Union claims for
full funding of the price of the claims. There is
no other equitable way to solve the problem. 

Equal pay, or more accurately the lack of it,
is not just a problem in the public sector. It is a
big issue in the private sector too. But because
the proportion of women working in the private
sector is lower, a lower percentage of the work-
force covered by collective agreements, and
union density in the private sector is low, it
means that there is less chance of  women
making a successful claim. 

Despite the Sex Discrimination Act being in
force since the mid 70’s, the factors that keep
women’s pay down persist. The three main
reasons as to why women get paid less than

men are: job segregation within the labour force
(and the devaluing of “women’s” jobs); the loss
of income through being a carer (especially
because of childcare); and good old fashioned
discrimination and prejudice. 

Many surveys come up with the fact that
unequal pay is often unequal for no other reason
than the fact you are a woman. This happens in
pay systems where your salary is determined
individually (performance related, etc) and arbi-
trarily.  In the private sector it is also common

for even non-management pay rates to be a
matter of secrecy and internal company disci-
pline. 

In these circumstances, even to get to the
stage of making a claim would require access to
more legal and economic analysis that most
working women can afford! 

Employers in the public and private sector
should be subject to mandatory pay audits on
equal pay so we can make progress on equality.
This is a longstanding demand of trade union

women. So far the Government is running
scared of the CBI, who want to stick with “light
touch” regulation on equality (as with every-
thing else). Warm words and promises from
employers about positive action are not a substi-
tute for legislation. The positive action should
come in the enforcing of the legislation!

The Government’s current Discrimination
Law Review, which will lead to a Single
Equality Act in this Parliament, has the potential
to provide a platform for trade unionists to take
up equality issues in the workplace, with
improvements like equal pay audits and funding
for equal pay cases. We need improvements
inequality legislation and we need fighting
unions to take up the cause of equal pay on
behalf of millions of working women.
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Women’s Fightback is a paper pro-
duced by women in the Alliance for
Workers’ Liberty. We hope it stimu-

lates debate, but whether you agree or disagree
please get in touch, and contribute articles,
reviews and letters to this paper. Here is a brief
explanation of who we are and what we stand
for.

WHO WE ARE
We need to revive the women’s movement in the
UK, Europe and world wide. That movement
needs to be able to inspire the many young peo-
ple who want to fight sexism, but who may not
call themselves “feminist”.

What kind of feminists are we? We stand for a
socialist feminism. We believe women’s oppres-
sion is part of class society in general and capi-
talism in particular. It is an integral part of the
system of profit and exploitation. We need to
replace capitalism with something better — a
classless, socialist society.

But the fight against women’s oppression is

not something to be put off until the socialist
future.

We believe that there can be no revitalised
working-class movement without women organ-
ising and asserting their rights. We also believe
there can be no effective women’s movement
without connections into and leverage in the
labour movement.

There have many inspiring examples of work-
ing-class women organising to change conditions
for themselves, to change the shape of the labour
movement and to change the world — from the
German socialist women’s movement of the 19th
century and the working class women’s suffrage
movement led by Sylvia Pankhurst, to Women
Against Pit Closures, the Gate Gourmet workers
and the Organisation for Women’s Freedom in
Iraq.

WHAT WE STAND FOR
• Tax the rich! Rebuild the welfare state — cuts,
closures and privatisations often affect women
most acutely.
• Against sexism in the labour movement — the

demands of women workers should be central to
trade union struggles.
• For free, good quality childcare.
• For legal safe abortion on request. Against any
winding back of abortion rights.
• Against religious fundamentalisms. No repres-
sion and persecution of women in the name of
religion!
• For free movement of workers and refugees
world wide — no borders!
• For sexual freedom and liberation for lesbian,
gay, bisexual and transgender people.
• Against sexism in our schools, colleges and
workplaces.
• Against all forms of violence against women:
sexual harassment, rape, domestic violence.
Increase public funds to provide adequate sup-
port services for women.
• For solidarity with women workers world wide;
against sweatshop labour.
• Against sexist images, against censorship.

Women’s Fightback, PO Box 823, London, SE15
4NA

What is Women’s Fightback?

of care. I don’t understand why all this is
happening. We’re all getting older, we all need
good care, and this can’t be right. Our [Unison]
branch is trying to negotiate with Fremantle and
Catalyst, but on 1 April they stole those terms
and conditions and since then we’ve seen a
25% drop in income. 

Doing my job is hard, but I’ve loved it. I
can’t afford this drop in pay. Would British Gas
or BT understand if I tell them I can’t afford to

pay my bills?  
I’m feeling very angry because finding

another job is not easy. I made a commitment to
the council by staying and working for them,
and this is what happens. The council pay
Fremantle to provide a service for their vulnera-
ble clients, but Barnet council don’t want to
know. 

Do you realise that the generation who
fought for us and set up the NHS, and paid their
taxes, and worked and hard life, are now forced
to put up with substandard care from staff who
have been treated as substandard employees?
This can’t be right.  Who makes these deci-
sions? 

No one seems to be listening. If you’re listen-
ing, can you help? Would you send a message
of support to our branch? Would you contact
your local MP and ask to sign the Early Day
Motion, or contact Fremantle or Catalyst
Housing? We need your support.”

Pat’s Story

“Istarted working for Barnet Council in
1986 as a laundry worker. I love my
job and really enjoy working with the

elderly. But then things changed. We were sold
off to the highest bidder. We were worried but
the Chief Executive then promised categorically
that contracts would not change for the duration
of our employment at Fremantle Trust. 

But then things started to change, little at
first, but last year the bombshell. They wanted
to take everything away from us: annual leave;
weekends; bank holiday payments; sickness
payments. It is not as if we are on high pay —
we are not. I earn the vast sum of £7.40 per
hour. I don’t understand how this happened —
we are get old, we all want the highest stan-
dards of care. This can’t be right.”

Sandra’s Story

“I’ve been with Barnet for the past 14
years. I’ve got a lot to say on this
subject but at present I am sick so I will

talk about sickness, and how it affects staff so
badly since Fremantle changed our terms and
conditions. 

I had to go to my doctor yesterday, and I’ve
got a throat infection that’s gone into my chest.
Under Fremantle terms I have no pay for the
first week, or I take flexi-time or book annual
leave. This is not fair to staff — either we do
that or we bring the illness we’ve got in to the
clients. Our clients do understand what we’re
going through and are quite supportive, but it’s
very unfair that if staff are sick we have little
choice but to bring the illness we have to the
vulnerable clients. 

This is all because of Fremantle terms and
conditions. They first promised no changes,
lead us into a false sense of security for the past
six years. And then all of a sudden in 2006 they
put terms and conditions to us that you can only
class as a steal. Fremantle didn’t offer anything,
they just came like a thief in the middle of the
night and took everything away from us. 

Please support Fremantle staff, because this
could happen to anyone. The ways things are
going at the moment, it’s as if no job is secure.
We haven’t got a leg to stand on. We need more
support and we need people to realise what is
going on out there in the workplace. The
management team are literally stealing our hard
work over the years… if you’ve got an elderly
parent in care, whatever borough you’re in, the
same thing might happen to you.”

• Support the Fremantle Care Workers —
Demonstration, Saturday 10 November 2007,
12pm, Burnt Oak, London

• Support Fremantle workers - email the
bosses! Fremantle Chief Executive Carole
Sawyer at carole.sawyers@fremantletrust.org;
Catalyst Chief Executive Rod Cahill at
rod.cahill@chg.org.uk

• Messages of support can be sent to
maggi.myland@barnetunison.org.uk

• Sign the online petition at
http://petitions.pm.gov.uk/Fremantle/ 

When we watch a TV documentary
exposing abuse of older people by
visiting care staff, we shake our

heads with incredulity that someone could do
that to another vulnerable human being.

But it can easily happen and it is easily
explained. For example, an agency worker
turns up at a care home for her first day. She
has to help three residents to wash and change
and have breakfast. All the residents are
highly dependent. 

She doesn’t have time to read the notes,
doesn’t have time because of the pressure on
staff (due to minimum staffing levels) to help
residents get ready for breakfast. Perhaps she
was distracted or simply not trained, but one
of the residents is left on a toilet for 30
minutes before a regular member of staff
responds to the alarm in the toilet. 

Whilst providing one of the residents with
some tea, the agency worker puts the cup
down and fails to let the resident (partially
sighted) know. The resident puts her fingers in
the hot tea... (barnetunison.blogspot.com)

Cuts mean 
substandard care

So, Fremantle, not a big fan of workers
then? Well, no indeed, but it would
seem that they are not big fans of free-

dom of speech either.
The labour movement website

LabourStart.org took up the campaign and
within a few days over 8000 messages of soli-
darity were sent to the Fremantle HQ.
Fremantle did what all good “not for profit”
employers do and threatened to sue
LabourStart; LabourStart saw this as a chal-
lenge, and stepped up the campaign. 

It was then that Fremantle, clutching at
straws, threatened to sue LabourStart’s
Internet Service Provider if the campaign was
not removed from the site. The ISP issued LS
with an ultimatum — remove all mention of
Fremantle by noon on Friday 7 September, or
the site will be closed. After intense talks with
the ISP, all traces of the campaign were reluc-
tantly removed from the site.

LS then found some new web space and
published a new site dedicated to the
campaign, in nine languages, hosted outside
the UK and mockingly named “We Will Not
Be Silenced”.

Something tells me that Fremantle might
regret making such a fuss when they next
check their inbox!

The new site can be found at www.wewill-
notbesilenced.org, with a link to the Barnet
Unison blog. We urge you to join the thou-
sands of others in sending messages of soli-
darity to the Fremantle workers.

Fremantle
threaten free

speech

EQUAL PAY

The Price of Inequality

From page 1
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BY ROSALIND ROBSON

THE Russian revolutionary, Alexandra
Kollontai, is best known for her organi-
sational work among Russian working

class women prior to, and immediately after,
the 1917 revolution and her writings on
sexual morality and the family. She has
become better known largely as the result of
feminist interest in her life and career.

At the end of her life Kollontai made this
comment: “Women and their fate occupied
me all of my life, and concern for their lot
brought me to socialism.”

Kollontai did see her special mission as
fighting for the interests of working class
wohien. However, when she wrote some of
her best pieces concerning women’s oppres-
sion during the 1920s (e.g. Communism and
the Family, Sexual Relations and Class Strug-
gle) Kollontai had retreated from political
involvement and struggle within the Russian
Communist Party. She had found herself
unable to cope with the terrifying realities of
Soviet Russia: economic chaos, poverty, a
growing bureaucracy in the party and state.
She was writing in a vacuum and this weak-
ens some of her speculations, analysis and
political conclusions.

Eventually Kollontai “chose” a life of
anonymity, exile and loneliness as a Soviet
diplomat. She turned her back on the fight
against the bureaucracy. By the 1930’s,
continuing that fight would have meant
certain death at the hands of Stalin. Kollontai
capitulated but at what person and psycholog-
ical cost we do not know. Nonetheless, her
earlier work deserves a better write-up.

ALEXANDRA Mikailovna Domon-
tovich was born in 1872 in St.
Petersburg. Her father was a Tsarist

general, her mother the daughter of a wealthy
timber merchant. She married Vladimir
Kollontai against her parents wishes and for
love in 1893.

As a young woman, Kollontai was
impressed by the ideas of radical liberals. One
of their goals was the emancipation of
women. Through combatting prejudice and
campaigning for better education for women,
the injustice of women’s oppression could be
destroyed.

Kollontai came towards a socialist under-
standing through her observation of the
conditions of work for St Petersburg’s women
textile workers, who came out on strike in
1896. Kollontai became involved in the
young Russian socialist movement.

In 1898 Kollontai left her husband, turned
her back on her family and privileged back-
ground and went to Zurich to study political
economy. She continued her association with
the Russian socialists, many of whom were
then in exile. She returned to Russia in the
following year, to full-time political activity.

During this period strong bourgeois
women’s movements emerged, largely organ-
ising around the question of women’s
suffrage. The international socialist movement
was divided on the question.

Most, rightly, opposed votes for women on
that narrow basis. But that stance spilled over
into some, albeit variously intense, hostility to
the “woman question” in the social demo-
cratic parties. 

Against this background Kollontai began to
develop her ideas.

In 1906 Kollontai was involved in trying to
establish a Women Workers’ Bureau. In 1908
the first Women’s Congress of the Russian
Social Democratic and Labour Party was
held.

At that congress both Menshevik and
Bolshevik wings of the Party argued that
genuine social emancipation for women was
impossible without working class revolution.

At that point it was still unclear what the
Bolsheviks’ attitude to “women’s work” was.
It evolved over a period of time, shaped not
only by the efforts of Kollontai and other
socialist women, but also through the involve-
ment of working class women in the revolu-
tion.

Kollontai herself did not join the
Bolsheviks until 1915. She was aloof from
early factional battles between the
Mensheviks and Bolsheviks. Her own politi-
cal education was protracted. It also seems
she was unable to accept herself as an equal
in political activity. All this must at least be
partly explained by her background and the
position of women in society.

In 1909 The Social Basis of the Woman
Question was published. Here Kollontai
argues strongly that women must take up the
struggle for their own interests within the
social democratic parties. It is a polemic both
against bourgeois feminism (at the time) and
against a separate women’s movement.

Some critics have argued that Kollontai
was too soft on social democracy and its abil-
ity to represent working class woment. But
social-democracy — and in particular the
German party — had not yet betrayed the
working class through support for the First
World War. To Kollontai things were clear
cut:

“The women’s world is divided just as is
the world of men, into two camps. The inter-
ests and aspirations of one group of women
bring it close to the bourgeois class, while the
other group of women has close connections
with the proletariat, and its claims for libera-
tion encompass a full solution to the woman
question.”

In 1908 Kollontai escaped arrest by fleeing
to Western Europe. She joined the German

Social Democratic Party. There she gained
valuable experience of the German women’s
organisation and methods of work among
working class women. When the SPD
supported the war effort, Kollontai, like many
other Russian socialists, was shocked,
although she had first hand knowledge of the
party.

Kollontai did not express or explain the
betrayal of the party in political terms. She
saw the betrayal as a degeneration of general
culture: “During the first days of the war I
was oppressed by the awareness that the
German party was destroyed... (now) it seems
to me things have worked out for the best.
Social Democracy has found itself in a cul-
de-sac. Its creativity has dried up. It had
become set in its ways. There was no spirit,
no enthusiasm. Tradition and routine held
sway.”

In 1917 Kollontai took on a leading role.
She was a talented and popular pamphleteer
and agitator. She continued her organisational
work among women and was centrally
involved in the production of Rabotnitsa
(Working Women), the Bolshevik Party paper
for women.

After the October revolution she was
named as Commissar of Social Welfare and in
that position was responsible for the drafting
of important legislation: the establishment of
civil marriage, easy divorce, equal pay for
women and labour protection for women. In
November 1917 the first All-Russian
Conference of Proletarian and Peasant
Women was held. 1000 delegates attended —
an indicator of how many women’s lives had
been changed by the revolution, how far
reaching the involvement of women had been.

In 1919 the Women’s Commission of the
Bolshevik Party was replaced by women’s
departments. Women’s work could now be
much more integrated and influential in the
work of the party. Kollontai had proposed just
these arrangements in 1906.

In 1921 Kollontai joined a faction in the
Bolshevik Party called the Workers’
Opposition. They accused the party and state
of bureaucratisation. The soviets had become
empty shells — what was needed was a
reform programme promoting democracy and
“freedom of opinion”.

The Workers’ Opposition’s descriptions of
government and society were apt. Their prin-
ciples were to do with the self-organisation of
the working class. But after a long discussion
in the party, the Workers’ Opposition platform
was defeated.

Things did not get better in Russian society.
Problems became more acute as time went
on: could the Communist Party hold on to
power; could the party be saved from bureau-
cratisation? 

Kollontai seems to have lost faith. Her
involvement in the Workers’ Opposition was
remembered by that growing element in the
Russian Communist Party who were intoler-
ant of unorthodoxy — the unorthodoxy
Kollontai displayed in Sexual Relations and
the Class Struggle.

In Sexual Relations and other works,
Kollontai argues that relationships between
men and women are not unaffected by
changes within society. Of course she was not
the only writer to take up various themes
about how cultural phenomena were being
reflected in post-revolutionary society. But
Kollontai was the only writer to forcefully
take up this issue and argue that it was not a
marginal concern. She was being polemical
(indeed there is much bitterness here), but to
her it is central.

“Throughout the long journey of human
history you probably won’t find a time when
the problems of sex have occupied such a
central place in the life of society.”

Her sense of bitterness spills over into her
view of human relationships as connections
that only reinforce alienation and loneliness:

“People have perhaps never in any age felt
spiritual loneliness as deeply and persistently
as at the present time.”

She means: in the era of decaying capital-

ism, human relationships, especially relation-
ships between men and women, are like this.

For her a “spiritual revolution” was one of
the core problems of evolving socialist soci-
ety. And she was right. But such changes are
evolutionary.

By 1923 Kollontai had ceased to write and
had been pushed into a diplomatic career.
Kollontai’s strengths and weaknesses were
shaped by the fact of her sex. Kollontai had a
vision of a better way of living. They called
her utopian and we could, too, yet for much
of her life she was a determined practical
socialist and a fighter for working class
women.

Her attempts to uncover the moral strait-
jackets and material deprivation that are
forced on women by society and the personal,
individual anguish that accompanies this was,
in her time, unique:

“The woman talked. Her eyes seemed to
question life. You could catch in her look all
the despair, all the horror of being a woman
alone and faced with unemployment.

“Here was a woman trying to be independ-
ent and trying to fight her old way of life ... It
demanded an answer ... it demanded action ...
it demanded struggle.”

(From Sisters)

Alexandra Kollontai
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Women of the World is a feminist group
based at Edinburgh University. It started
life as a campaign against violence
against women but has become more
radicalised and explicitly feminist over
the past year.

This year saw a huge influx of new
activists. At our first meeting, attended
by over 40 people, we discussed pornog-
raphy and feminism and came up with
an educational programme for the weeks
ahead. This includes workshops on:
Islam and women in Iran; the Church,
abortion rights and sex education in the
UK; socialist feminism and ecofeminism.
We have also started a reading group
which takes feminist theory, history and
the arts as starting points for debate and
discussion. 

For more information or to get
involved email darcyleigh@gmail.com.
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