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Every book has its curious life-history. While some soar to great heights of suc
cess on a wave of public acclaim, others quickly plunge into obscurity. Then 
there are those that live a largely underground existence, kept alive through the 
efforts of small bands of dedicated followers who spread the word in defiance of 
a larger silence. The latter is the story of Lise Vogel's Marxism and the Oppression 
of Women: Toward a Unitary Theory. First published in 1983, Vogel's work 
appeared at a moment of acute disarray for the socialist-feminist movement that 
had shaped the book's very terms of reference. Reeling under the hammer-blows 
delivered by neoliberalism in the political sphere and postmodem theory in the 
intellectual realm, and deeply disoriented by the retreat of working-class, social
ist, and women's movements, socialist feminism clung to a desperate existence 
on the very margins of intellectual and political life. A decade earlier, a book like 
Vogel's would have become a lightning-rod for energetic discussion and debate. 
By the mid-1g8os, it barely registered on the cultural radar. 

But the sheer originality of Vogel's text helped nourish its below-the-radar 
survival, ensuring that it would not entirely disappear. Despite its unpropitious 
moment, individual Marxist and socialist-feminist scholars and activists (the cur
rent authors among them) spread the w,<;td, pointing readers towards arguably 
the most sophisticated Marxist intervention in the theoretical debates thrown up 
by socialist feminism. And today, amidst a resurgence of anti-capitalist struggle 
and a small renaissance for Marxist and radical thought, its republication seems 
both timely and compelling. There is, after all, a growing hunger for theoretical 
work that integrates accounts of diverse forms of oppression into an overarching 
anti-capitalist analysis. To that end, key lines of argument laid down in Marx
ism and the Oppression of Women offer indispensable resources for the rigorous 
development of historical-materialist theorisations of capitalism and women's 
oppression. 
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First and foremost, Marxism and the Oppression ofWomen is distinguished by 
the fact that Marx's Capital (Volume I) forms its theoretical point of departure. 
To be sure, many socialist feminists had deployed Maixist texts for analytical 
purposes. Typically, however, works such as The German Ideology or Engels's 
Origins of the Family, Private Property and the State constituted the main points 
of reference. From such texts, analysts derived general commitments to a focus 
on the social production and reproduction of material life. But rarely did writ
ers engage with the locus of Marx's mature account of the capitalist mode of 
production, to be found in his life's work, Capital. Yet, as Vogel recognised, any 
serious Marxist account of women's oppression in capitalist society is obliged to 
reckon with the central theoretical categories of that towering work. Put simply, 
Marx's critical procedure in Capital disclosed a series of interrelated concepts -
the commodity, value, money, capital, labour-power, surplus-value, and so on -
that were designed to illuminate the deep structural processes through which 
the capitalist mode of production reproduces itself. So, while materialist com
mitments in general are laudable, the specific historical-materialist theorisations 
unfolded across Capital move us to a markedly higher level of conceptual clarity. 
By raising the problem of women's oppression within the categorical framework 
of Capital, and by doing so in more than an ad hoc fashion, Vogel opened a 
new direction for socialist-feminist research. And while her text is by no means 
entirely successful in this regard, its accomplishments are nonetheless consider
able. To see this, we need to undertake a brief excursion through the field of 
socialist-feminist theorising in the decade and a half prior to the appearance of 
Marxism and the Oppression of Women. 

Socialist-feminism: domestic labour, postmodern theory, and social 
reproduction 

Throughout the 1970s, socialist feminism developed as a distinct political and 
theoretical current sustained by a vigorous research-project. Socialist feminists 
were largely united by a commitment to understanding women's oppression as 
grounded in socio-material relations intrinsic to capitalism, rather than as sim
ple products of attitudes, ideologies, and behaviours. To this end, they turned 
to theoretical approaches associated with Marx's materialist conception of 
history. 

One crucial way in which Marxism differentiates itself from 'bourgeois' theo
ries of society is in its commitment to materialism, or, to be more precise, its 
commitment to theory grounded in the embodied human practices through 
which socio-material life is produced and reproduced. To be a Marxist is to 
delve into the realm of the concrete, historically-constructed relationships of 
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people and things, and to hold up the patterns, rules, and contradictions dis
covered in that realm as critical explanations of the social. And it was a confi
dence in this approach that inspired the rich, groundbreaking Marxist-feminist 
literature of the 1g6os and 1970s, a body of work that developed in conversation 
with the increasingly radical ideas of the left wing of the contemporary women's 
movement.! Emerging at the end of the 1g6os, the domestic-labour debate crys
tallised the quest to locate the socio-material foundations of women's oppres
sion in the terms and concepts of Marxian political economy. 

That debate - the problems it set out to explore, the paths down which it took 
readers, and the eventual collapse of its analytic framework - sets the scene for 
Marxism and the Oppression of Women. While Vogel rehearses those contours 
in Chapters Two and Nine in some deta'il, it is worth taking a moment, here, to 
summarise the aims and trajectory of that debate. 

Previous feminisms had identified the household as a site of women's oppres
sion, and some had loosely related the domestic sphere to the realm of produc
tion. But it was not until1g6g, with the publication of Margaret Benston's article 
'The Political Economy of Women's Liberation', that the work women performed 
within the household became a subject of critical enquiry. Benston's originality 
lay in proposing an understanding of that work as productive labour - a process 
or set of activities upon which the reproduction of (capitalist) society as a whole 
depends.2 Quite simply: without domestic labour, workers cannot reproduce 
themselves; and without workers, capital cannot be reproduced. 

It is difficult to overstate the significance of this single move. Benston's for
mulation introduced an analytic framework in which to situate experiences 
that feminists of an earlier generation such as Simone de Beauvoir and Betty 
Friedan could only describe. Intuiting the power of that framework, social
ist feminists set out, over the following decade, to theorise domestic labour 
as an integral part of the capitalist mode of production. In and through the 
pages of Radical America, New Left Review, the Review of Radical Political Eco
nomics, Cambridge journal of Economics, •. Bulletin of the Conference of Socialist 
Economists, and other journals,3 they pr6bed Marxist concepts of use-value and 
exchange-value, labour-power, and class for what these might reveal about the 

1. While there is no hard-and-fast line differentiating socialist feminism from Marxist 
feminism, the latter tended to identify itself explicitly with historical materialism and 
Marx's critique of political economy. This is the sense in which we use the term. 

2. There was, however, a decided ambiguity, here: is domestic labour human-produc
tive activity indispensable to social life, or is it also directly productive of capital? Dissent 
over this question formed a crucial socialist-feminist debate. 

3· Hartmann 1981, pp. 34-5 n. 10 provides a fairly comprehensive overview of the con
tributors beyond those Vogel discusses. See also Luxton 2006, p. 43 n. 14. 
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political-economic significance of mundane household-chores from washing 
dishes and cooking meals to clothing and nurturing children. 

Two definitive, related, questions emerged: does domestic labour produce 
(surplus-) value? Does domestic labour constitute a mode of production unto 
itself, distinct from the capitalist mode? Vogel traces the efforts of Benston, 
Peggy Morton and Mariarosa Dalla Costa to work through these questions, show
ing how their contributions led to the following responses: 'No', domestic labour 
produces use-value not exchange-value, and does not, therefore, directly pro
duce surplus-value; and 'possibly', domestic labour is its own mode of produc
tion, operating according to a distinct pre- or non-capitalist logic. 

Thus, if the domestic-labour debate drew attention to the potential of a 
Marxian political-economic analysis of women's oppression, its conclusions also 
appeared to highlight its decided limits. In 1979, Maxine Molyneux and Heidi 
Hartmann, in two separate articles (published in New Left Review and Capitai 
and Class respectively) offered sharp assessments of those limits. Citing its eco
nomic reductionism, functionalism, and confusion between levels of analysis, 
they pronounced the domestic-labour debate moribund. Few commentators at 
the time disagreed. While not fully dismissing Marxism, the critics cast doubt 
on the capacity of Marxian political economy to offer anything more than a lim
ited understanding of women's oppression. Indeed, calling Marxism 'sex-blind', 
Hartmann urged that a 'specifically feminist analysis', patriarchy-theory, should 
supplement it. The 'marriage' or more hopeful union of Marxism and feminism 
was over; a 'new direction for marxist feminist analysis' could only be developed 
if the two movements - each with somewhat different, at times contradictory, 
aims - could learn to respectfully co-habit.4 

While Hartmann's article made the call for a 'dual-systems' approach (one that 
is socialist and feminist, rather than socialist-feminist) explicit, the fact is that 
many socialist feminists (including participants in the domestic-labour debate) 
were already operating on such terms. But, as the contributions to a 1981 collec
tion of articles responding to Hartmann, Women & Revolution: A Discussion of the 

Unhappy Marriage of Marxism and Feminism, attest, the dualist perspective was 
also deeply flawed. Dual-systems theory, critics held, was unable to adequately 
theorise the rationale for just two distinct spheres (where did racism and het
erosexism fit into this schema, they asked); neither could it compellingly explain 
the nature of the inter-connection between patriarchy and capitalism. Iris Young 
suggested that these problems spoke to a fundamental methodological evasion: 
'Dual systems theory allows traditional marxism to maintain its theory of pro
duction relations, historical change, and analysis of the structure of capitalism 
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in basically unchanged form ... [seeing] the question of women's oppression as 
merely an additive to the main questions ofmarxism'.s 

The solution, she continued, was to develop: 

a theory of relations of production and the social relations which derive from 

and reinforce those relations which takes gender relations and the situation 

of women as core elements. Instead of marrying marxism, feminism must take 

over marxism and transform it into such a theory. We must develop an ana

lytical framework which regards the material social relations of a particular 

historical social formation as one system in which gender differentiation is a 

core attribute.6 

While her own proposal on how such a unitary theory of women's oppression 
might be achieved - through a division-of-labour analysis - disappoints,? the 
notion that the very categories of Marxism could be re-envisioned through a 
feminist lens, and an analysis of gender-relations integrated into an over
arching 'theory of the relations of production', opened up a significantly new 
line of enquiry. 

Yet, Young's proposal arrived at an inauspicious time. The emergence of neo
liberalism, which for the sake of convenience we can date from the elections 
of Margaret Thatcher and Ronald Reagan in 1979 and 1980 respectively, corre
sponded to a new period of social retreat for the Left in which previous gains 
by labour- and social movements were aggressively rolled back. Disoriented by 
a period of retreat, many activist-groups turned their gaze inward as they strug
gled to sort through the political-organisational challenges that anti-racist and 
queer politics posed to their assumed unity and identities. Political retreat also 
induced theoretical defections and reorientations. Commitments to emancipa
tory and revolutionary politics now seemed increasingly passe, out of touch with 
the social fragmentation and culture of consumerism that were hallmarks of an 
ostensibly new era. The moment was propitious, therefore, for the disavowal of 
'grand narratives' that was a hallmark of postmodern and poststructural theory. 
A cult of the particular became the ordei of the day; the striving after unitary 
theories of any sort was glibly dismissed as the quaint pursuit of fossilised 
'modernists'. 

Socialist feminism, too, bent under the winds of this political and intellectual 
shift. Michele Barrett's analysis of patriarchy as ideology - a powerful set of pre
capitalist ideas able to withstand the very real equalising impulse that charac
terises capitalism -was crucial in this regard.8 Barrett's Althusserian Marxism 

5· Young 1981, p. 49· 
6. Young 1981, p. so. 
7· As Vogel points out, Young's analysis ultimately 'threatens to recreate the very 

dualism she wishes to avoid', Vogel1983, p. 192 n. 4· 
8. For a critique of Barrett's historiography, see Brenner and Ramas 1984. 
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seemed a healthy corrective to the overly mechanistic . models informing 
earlier socialist feminism. But it also fed into (and was arguably swallowed up 
by) poststructuralist and postmodem approaches which displaced the very 
materialist orientation to social theory that had distinguished the socialist
feminist discussions of domestic labour. Soon caught up in a poststructuralist 
wave of high theory, left-feminist academics often appeared irrelevant to those 
who were continuing to fight in their workplaces and communities for feminist 
rights and freedoms. However, activist-circles also witnessed a sharp tum away 
from Marxism, as various politics of identity moved to the fore. In this context, 
it became almost axiomatic for scholars and activists alike to dismiss Marxism in 
general, and Marxian political economy in particular, as an outdated, hopelessly 
reductionist explanatory framework, inadequate to building a comprehensive 
theory of women's oppression. Meanwhile, the sprinkling of far-left groups who 
insisted otherwise too-often defended past orthodoxies, displaying an unwilling
ness to acknowledge that historical materialism had real work to do in analysing 
women's oppression in capitalist society. 

Yet there were some important exceptions, particularly those who continued 
to engage with Marxian political economy through a 'social-reproduction' per
spective. Indeed, it is fair to say that the specifically Marxist-feminist current 
within socialist feminism increasingly gravitated toward a social-reproduction 
framework, rather than a focus on domestic labour per se. Certainly, social
reproduction feminism adheres significantly to the spirit of Young's appeal. It 
shares the premise that women's oppression under capitalism can be explained 
in terms of a unitary, materialist framework. Rather than locate the basis of that 
framework in the gendered division oflabour (as Young did), however, it takes 
the daily and generational production and reproduction of labour-power as its 
point of departure. 

Marxism and the Oppression of Women is one of the first contributions to 
the building of this approach. Other, mostly Canadian, socialist feminists were 
moving in the same direction as Vogel around the same time, but Vogel's book 
is the most theoretically robust and sustained early exploration of this prob
lematic in relation to the conceptual architecture of Marx's Capital.9 While, as 
Vogel acknowledges, such an approach does not claim to explain all aspects of 
women's oppression as it is lived under capitalism, it does establish a firm socio
material foundation for understanding that oppression.10 It thereby retrieves 
socialist feminism from a single-minded preoccupation with ideas and discourse, 
while also avoiding the methodological difficulties of the early domestic-labour 

g. See Ferguson 1999, for a review of other work that explored and developed the 
social-reproduction-feminist paradigm in the early 1g8os. 

10. Vogel1983, p. 138. 
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debate and dual-systems theory. In so doing, it lays out the parameters of a the
ory of women's oppression under capitalism that aspires to be both materialist 
and historical. 

Reworking Marx: theorising the production and reproduction of 
labour-power 

Marxism and the Oppression of Women carries a significant subtitle: Toward a 
Unitary Theory. That subtitle links Vogel's project to the socialist-feminist search 
for a single, integrated theoretical account of both women's oppression and 
the capitalist mode of production. Rat);ler than grafting a materialist account 
of gender-oppression onto Marx's analysis of capitalism - and running into the 
methodological eclecticism that plagues dual-systems theory- Vogel proposes 
to extend and expand the conceptual reach of key categories of Capital so as 
to rigorously explain the roots of women's oppression. To do this, of course, 
involves approaching Capital in an anti-doctrinaire fashion, accenting its critical
scientific spirit as a research-programme inviting the extension and develop
ment of its central concepts. Vogel's quest for a unitary theory not only does 
this; it also probes theoretical absences in Capital, places where the text is largely 
silent when it need not- indeed should not- be.11 Marxism and the Oppression of 
Women thus pushes Capitat:s own conceptual innovations to logical conclusions 
that eluded its author and generations of readers. 

To see what Vogel is getting at, it may be helpful to follow the flow of Marx's 
argument in Capital, tracking those points where he touches on what Vogel iden
tifies as the key problem - the biological, social, and generational reproduction 
oflabour-power - as well as those places where he lapses into silence just where 
he ought to have explored that crucial issue. 

Capitalism and its 'special commodity' 

A pivotal moment in the drama of Capital arrives when the commodity that 
sustains the entire system of surplus-value production - human labour-power -
makes its appearance. As our eyes turn to that 'special commodity',I2 we discern 
a vital clue to the mysteries of capital: only when an enormous mass of people 
are dispossessed and forced onto the labour-market to seek the means of life, 

n. Vogel suggests (Vogel1g8g, p. 62) that Marx's omissions in this area flow from his 
tendency to naturalise an historically-specific division of labour. This is clearly part of 
the story. In addition, as we shall see, Marx's views may have been skewed by his belief 
that the working-class family was in a state of irreversible disintegration. 

12. Marx 1976, p. 270. 
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by selling their labouring capacities for a wage, can the systematic process of 
capital-accumulation be launched. Capital, in other words, 'can spring into life, 
only when the owner of the means of production and s-ubsistence meets in the 
market with the free labourer selling his labour-power. And this one historical 
condition comprises a world's history'P 

Having identified labour-power as the hinge upon which the entire sys
tem turns, Marx declares that We must now examine more closely this pecu
liar commodity, labour-power. Like all others it has a value. How is that value 
determined?'14 This question- as to how the value oflabour-power is determined
has excited significant controversy in Marxist scholarship, and it has also pre
occupied many socialist-feminist theorists. But if we follow Marx too quickly 
here, we run the risk of failing to ask an equally powerful - and, for present pur
poses, more crucial - question: how is that special commodity itself produced 
and reproduced? Marx senses that there is an issue, here, but he does not get 
to the heart of it. Vogel's critical insight involves interrupting Marx's argument 
at just this point, by asking: what are the conditions of possibility of this 'special 
commodity', labour-power, the very pivot of the capitalist economy? What is the 
nature of the social processes through which labour-power is itself produced? 
Vogel's answer is decisive. 'Labor power ... is not produced capitalistically'. 
Rather, it is produced and reproduced in a 'kin-based site', the 'working class 
family'.l5 Focusing on the working-class family is not itself an original move. 
Vogel's innovation has to do with the social role she ascribes to the working-class 
family (itself organised on the basis of age- and gender-difference) and the ways 
in which she analyses this. To begin by identifying the working-class family as 
the social site for the production/reproduction of the special commodity, labour
power, Vogel shifts from an overriding preoccupation with the internal structure 
and dynamics of this family-form to its structural relation to the reproduction 
of capital. Of course, other feminist theorists had focused on the relationship 
of the working-class family to capital via the reproduction of labour-power. But 
the majority of these critics erroneously concluded that because domestic work 
produces the labour-power that creates value and surplus-value for capital it too 
must be a form of value-creating labour.l6 Vogel clearly grasps what is wrong 

13. Marx 1976, p. 274. 
14. Ibid. 
15. Vogel1983, pp. 151, 170. Others had, of course, touched on this issue prior to the 

appearance of Vogel's text. See, for example, Seccombe 1974; Quick 1977; and Gimenez 
1978. But we are not aware of any analyst prior to Vogel having explored this issue as 
systematically and in such considered relation to CapitaL Volume 1, as did Vogel. 

16. This mistaken notion was promoted by Dalla Costa and james 1972; Gardiner 197s; 
and Humphries 1977, among others. It has recently been repeated by Hensman 2011, pp. 
7-10. 
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with this argument: labour in the household is not commodified; it produces 
use-values, not commodities whose sale realises surplus-value for the capitalist. 

Others, too, had noted as much, but unlike these domestic-labour theorists, 
Vogel's appreciation of this reality does not lead her to argue that the socio
material basis of women's oppression can be found in the gender-relations 
within the household. While the family is fundamental to women's oppression 
in capitalist society, the pivot of this oppression is not women's domestic labour 
for men or children, however oppressive or alienating this might be. Rather, it 
pivots on the social significance of domestic labour for capital - the fact that the 
production and reproduction of labour-power is an essential condition under
girding the dynamic of the capitalist system, making it possible for capitalism to 
reproduce itself. And while this does noi: strictly have to be carried out within 
households - state or private-run orphanages, for instance, take on the respon
sibility of reproducing labour-power, too - the fact that it is overwhelmingly a 
private, domestic affair undertaken according to the bio-physical fact that pro
creation and nursing require female-sexed bodies, explains why the pressures 
on the household to conform to unequal gender-norms exist in the first place. 
That is, women are oppressed in capitalist society not because their labour in 
the home produces value for capital, nor because of a transhistorical patriar
chal impulse pitting men against women (although such attitudes have of course 
persisted across time and place). The socio-material roots of women's oppres
sion under capitalism have to do instead with the structural relationship of the 
household to the reproduction of capital: capital and the state need to be able 
to regulate their biological capacity to produce the next generation of labourers 
so that labour-power is available for exploitationP 

It is important to emphasise that this account need not be a form of 'func
tionalism'. For the argument here is not that capitalism created the heterosexual 
nuclear family for these purposes. The claim instead is that family-forms which 
pre-existed capitalism were defended by working-class people anxious to pre
serve kinship-ties, and that they were als9, reinforced and modified by deliber
ate social policy on the part of capitalist·states (we discuss both sides of this in 
the next section below). Through complex and sometimes contradictory social 
processes, then, family-forms compatible with the privatised reproduction of 
labour-power were both preserved and adapted to a modem bourgeois gender
order. 

17. It may be helpful to think of Vogel's contribution in these terms: in focussing on a 
social precondition of the labour-process under capitalism - the reproduction oflabour
power - she foregrounds the relationship between women and capital, suggesting that 
the relationship between women and men be understood within this historical context, 
and not ahistorically, as a universal, transhistorical phenomenon. 
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In advancing this argument, Vogel gives us an historical-materialist basis for 
understanding the persistence of gendered family-forms across the space and 
time of the capitalist mode of production. With this insight, the nature of the 
Marxist-feminist debate is transformed. No longer is the household itself an 
adequate analytical frame; the domestic unit is now theorised in relation to the 
reproduction of capital. At the same time, the specificity of work in the home is 
retained, rather than being misleadingly conflated with commodified (and thus 
value-producing) labour-processes. 

This perspective grounds women's oppression in capitalist society in the cen
tral relations of the capitalist mode of production itself. In order to secure the 
production and reproduction of current and future supplies of labour-power, 
capitalism requires institutional mechanisms through which it can exercise con
trol over biological reproduction, family-forms, child-rearing, and maintenance 
of a gender-order. As much as male-female relations within households may 
express and socially reproduce a male-dominant gender-order, these are not the 
totality of women's oppression. Indeed, because of the strategic role of private 
households as (in principle) sites for the production and reproduction oflabour
power, it follows that female-led, single-parent families are part of the matrix of 
gender-oppression, as are households led by two or more women. The capitalist 
gender-order is thus structurally founded not on a transhistorical patriarchy or 
a separate domestic mode of production, but on the social articulation between 
the capitalist mode of production and working-class households, which are fun
damental to the production and reproduction of labour-power.18 

Having located the key point at which Vogel innovates with respect to Marx's 
analysis, let us now return to Capital in order to indicate the ways in which Vogel 
is confronting logical absences in Marx's text. 

The working-class family and the genera~onal reproduction of 
labour-power 

Marx is far from oblivious to capital's need for generational renewal of the sup
plies of labour-power. Indeed, he builds this into his theory of wages. Taking up 
the question of the value of the commodity labour-power, which is expressed . 
in wages, Marx tells us that this is not just a question of reproducing the direct 
wage-labourer. After all: 

The owner of labour-power is mortal. If then his appearance in the market 

is to be continuous, and the continuous conversion of money into capital 

18. Other social institutions, particularly schools, also play important roles, here. But 
private households remain the linchpin of labour-power's bio-social production and 
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assumes this, the seller of labour-power must perpetuate himself, 'in the way 

that every living individual perpetuates himself, by procreation'. The labour

power withdrawn from the market by wear and tear and death, must be con

tinually replaced by, at the very least, an equal amount of fresh labour-power. 

Hence the. sum of the means of subsistence necessary for the production of 

labour-power must include the means necessary for the labourer's substitutes, 

i.e. his children, in order that this race of peculiar commodity-owners may 

perpetuate its appearance in the market.19 

Here, however, we encounter a problem: beyond procreation, Marx is noticeably 
silent on the processes through which the next generation of 'the race of peculiar 
commodity-owners' is birthed and raised: Indeed, rather than theorise the social 
relations and practices through which future wage-labourers are produced, Marx 
reverts to a simple naturalism, instructing us that, when it comes to 'the main
tenance and reproduction of the working class', capitalists 'may safely leave this 
to the worker's drives for self-preservation and propagation'.20 

Yet this is clearly a non-answer to the problem. Just like procreation, drives for 
self-preservation and propagation are organised within socio-cultural forms of 
life. And these forms cannot be taken for granted, as a purely naturalistic theory 
would suggest, since they are socio-historically created and reproduced. There 
is, in other words, no maintenance and reproduction of children- and adult
labourers outside of social-institutional forms of life. In Marx's day, as in our 
own, these are predominantly kin-based units known as families. Here, however, 
we encounter a problem, for Marx held that the capitalist mode of production 
was destroying the working-class family. His analysis in these regards is thought
ful and occasionally visionary, as we shall see. But at no point does he recog
nise that the destruction of the working-class family would mean the elimination 
of that social site in which the production and reproduction of labour-power 
occurs. As a result, he fails to recognise the contradictory character of capitalist 
development in this area: if kin-based families are the key sites for the produc
tion and reproduction of labour-power, ~n capitalist economic dynamics that 
undermine such families will be deeply 'problematic for capital as a whole. To 
be sure, Marx was acutely aware of the destructive effects of capital on working
class households. Capital overflows with outraged excurses on child-labour, as 
well as female labour. And the damaging domestic effects of these phenomena 
are frequently noted, as in the following observation: 

The labour of women and children was, therefore, the first result of the capital

ist application of machinery. That mighty substitute for labour and workers, 

the machine, was immediately transformed into a means for increasing the 

19. Marx 1976, p. 275. 
20. Marx 1976, p. 718. 
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number of wage-labourers by enrolling, under the direct sway of capital, every 

member of the worker's family, without distinction of age or sex. Compulsory 

work for the capitalist usurped the place, not only of the children's play, but also 

of independent labour at home, within customary limits, for the family itself.21 

In a footnote to the passage above, Marx further observes, 'capital, for the 

purposes of its self-valorization, has usurped the family labour necessary for 

consumption' .22 

These passages are noteworthy for the ways in which Marx registers the real

ity of domestic work, describing it as 'independent labour at home' and 'family 

labour necessary for consumption'. He is here at the threshold of identifying the 

problem of how the (non-capitalist) production and reproduction of the special 

commodity at the heart of capitalism is to be secured. Were he to have con

fronted that question directly, he would have been forced to reckon with the 
contradictions it throws up for his own claim that industrialisation, machinery, 

and the growth of female and child-labour were undermining the working-class 

family. For that claim would then sit uneasily with the recognition that some 

social institution, like the kin-based working-class family, is essential to the 

reproduction of a wage-labouring class. In another passage, we witness Marx's 

partial recognition of the gendered dimensions of this question: 

Since certain family functions, such as nursing and suckling children, cannot 

be entirely suppressed, the mothers confiscated by capital, must try substitutes 

of some sort. Domestic wrk, such as sewing and mending, must be replaced 

by the purchase of ready-made articles. Hence, the diminished expenditure 

of labour in the house is accompanied by an increased expenditure of money 

outside. The cost of production of the working class family therefore increases, 

and balances its greater income. In addition to this, economy and judgment 

in the consumption and preparation of the means of subsistence becomes 

impossible.23 

Here, Marx effectively raises the question of biological difference - not preg

nancy and birthing, about which he is silent, but 'nursing and suckling'. In so 

doing, he tacitly acknowledges that the work of producing the next generation 

has a distinctly gendered character rooted in biological difference. This, of course, 

opens onto the question as to why women experience unique forms of oppres

sion in capitalist societies. And at just this point, Vogel makes a critical contri

bution, arguing that the social organisation of biological difference constitutes a 

21. Marx 1976, p. 517. 
22. Marx 1976, p. 518 n. 38. 
23. Ibid., n. 39· 
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•material precondition for the social construction of gender differences'.24 While 
men may well assume some of the domestic labour associated with child-rearing 
and maintaining households, there are crucial processes for which they are not 
biologically equipped. Here, however, we need to be quite precise. It is not biol
ogy per se that dictates women's oppression; but rather, capital's dependence 
upon biological processes specific to women - pregnancy, childbirth, lactation -
to secure the reproduction of the working-class. It is this that induces capital and 
its state to control and regulate female reproduction and which impels them to 
reinforce a male-dominant gender-order. And this social fact, connected to bio
logical difference, comprises the foundation upon which women's oppression is 
organised in capitalist society.2s 

Vogel's analysis, in this respect, confofms closely to the logic of Capital. Yet, if 
Marx did not pursue this line of argument, it seems to have been for two reasons. 
One is the clear tendency in his writings to treat male-female relations as natu
ral, not social.26 The other reason is his excitement at the prospect of the work
ing class being (destructively) liberated from patriarchal family-forms. This view 
clearly emerges in both The German Ideology (1846) and The Communist Mani

festo (1848). Whereas the former text argues that the proletarian family has been 
'actually abolished', the Manifesto insists that 'by the action of modem industry, 
all family ties among the proletarians are tom asunder' _27 Capital stands in a 
significant continuity with those earlier texts on this question. Moreover, Marx 
insists there that the dissolution of the working-class family, appalling as it is, 
prepares the way to a more progressive social form: 

However terrible and disgusting the dissolution, under the capitalist system, of 

the old family ties may appear, nevertheless, modern industry, by assigning as 

it does an important part in the process of production, outside the domestic 

sphere, to women, to young persons, and to children of both sexes, creates a 

new economic foundation for a higher form of the family and of the relations 

between the sexes. It is, of course, just as absurd to hold the Teutonic-Christian 

form of the family to be absolute and fip.al as it would be to apply that char

acter to the ancient Roman, the ancient Greek, or the Eastern forms which, 

moreover, taken together form a series in historical development. Moreover, it 

is obvious that the fact of the collective working group being composed of indi

viduals of both sexes and all ages, must necessarily, under suitable conditions, 

24. Vogel1983, p. 142. 
25. Note that this gender-order does not require that all women give birth. Rather, it 

entails gendered relations in which the social responsibility for birthing and raising the 
next generation is coded as female. On this point, see also Armstrong and Armstrong 
1983. 

26. Vogel1983, p. 62. 
27. Marx and Engels 1975a, p. 18o; and Marx and Engels 1973, p. 84. 
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become a source of humane development; although in it!) spontaneously 

developed, brutal, capitalistic form, where the labourer exists for the process 

of production, and not the process of production for the labourer, that fact is 

a pestiferous source of corruption and slavery.2s 

This vision of a new and 'higher' form of relations between women and men, 
and adults and children is inspiring. But it is based on a faulty premise: that 
capitalist development inevitably spells the disintegration of the working-class 
family. In fact, Marx failed to register the overall significance of concerted leg
islative moves, particularly throughout the Victorian period in Britain, to reas
sert gender-differences and to reinforce the working-class family. Parliamentary 
commissions figured prominently, here, particularly the Report of the Children's 
Employment Commission (in two parts) and the Coalmines Regulation Act (both 
of 1842 ). Reports such as these spurred legislative processes designed to limit 
child-labour and hours of work, and to restrict female employment. Combined 
with legislation creating mandatory public schooling of children, the state had 
clearly undertaken to counter infant- and child-mortality rates, 'educate' children 
in the skills and docility appropriate to industrial capitalism, and reassert gen
dered divisions of labour that reinforced the identification of women with the 
domestic sphere. (It is interesting, in this regard, that female work in the mines 
was restricted, while frequently more onerous domestic service went untouched.) 
Moral panics accompanied all these processes, including a telling alarm about 
trousered women working underground with picks and shovels, which coincided 
with legislation banning women and girls from below-ground work in the mines. 
Across the Victorian period, then, the state sought to reconstitute the working
class family by way of new restraints on female and child-labour, a reinforced 
gender-order, the state's responsibility for public education of children, along
side health- and sanitation-reform - much of it promoted by way of fear about 
the dirty, uncivilised working-class hordes, at home and in the colonies, and fear 
of transgressive working-class women in particular.29 

Of course, working-class people also campaigned to defend their household
life and kin-networks. In so doing, they unwittingly accelerated reforms that 
were in the long-term interests of capital - restrictions on child-labour, pres
sures for a male 'family-wage', and limits on female employment- and which 
also buttressed the dominant gender-order.30 As a result, female participation
rates in paid employment stabilised at around 25 percent across the nineteenth-

28. Marx 1976, pp. 620-1. 
29. See McClintock 1995, pp. 114-18, who also explores the psychoanalytic dimension 

of such gender-panics. 
go. See Clark 1995. For a thoughtful discussion of these processes, see Humphries 1977; 

and Laslett and Brenner 1989. 
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century, and child-employment declined.31 The decomposition of the working
class family was thus halted; indeed, reversed. 

It is instructive that Marx failed to grasp this, and continued to believe that 
the working-class family was dissolving. This is, in part, a symptom of his taking 
for granted what cannot be assumed - that new supplies of labour-power will 
invariably be both generationally and socially reproduced, and that already
existing supplies will be reproduced daily, not just in adequate quantities but 
with the appropriate 'skills' and 'aptitudes'. Notwithstanding his own observa
tions about the destructive effects of capitalist industrialisation on proletarian 
families, Marx continued to fall back on a naively naturalistic account in which, 
when it came to reproducing the working class, capital could 'safely leave this to 
the worker's drives for self-preservation find propagation'. 

As we have seen, however, Marx's own dialectical logic invites the sort of 
amendment that Vogel proposes. Just like the reproduction of capital, the repro
duction of labour-power too requires a critical-social account. But this is not 
possible without a theorisation of the biological, social, daily, and generational 
reproduction of labour-power, and the social organisation of biological differ
ence this entails in a capitalist society. In short, the internal relations between 
gender, the family, and the capitalist mode of production must be thematised if 
we are to make sense of gender-oppression in capitalism in a way that meshes 
with the conceptual structure of Capital. 

Critics and criticisms 

As we have noted, Marxism and the Oppression ofWomen created barely a stir 
in feminist and Marxist circles upon its publication. The sole scholarly response 
of any significance was written by Johanna Brenner, author of one of the most 
important social-feminist works of the zooos.32 For Brenner, Vogel's book is 
remarkable as a contribution to radical historiography, particularly in its retrieval 
of the Marxist tradition on the 'woman-q_~stion', and for situating it within the 
political context of the early socialist movement. Vogel, she suggests, extends 
our understanding of the roots of dual-systems theory, tracing it to classics by 
Engels and Bebel, while identifying an alternate 'social-reproduction' approach 
derived from Marx's mature works. Brenner is less impressed, however, by Vogel's 
theoretical innovations, suggesting that her social-reproduction framework 
fails adequately to consider the conflicts of interest between men and women, 

31. Humphries 1977, p. 251. 
32. Brenner zooo. As further evidence of the scholarly neglect of Vogel's book, we note 

that it does not gamer a mention in the impressive survey of historical-materialist work 
on gender-relations provided in Haug zoos. 
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especially with respect to the active role men play in instituting and maintaining 
gender-oppression. As a result, she argues, Vogel passes over key socialist
feminist questions about why men 'almost universal1y' exercise power over 
women within the family-system.33 

Intriguingly, Brenner attributes this failure to the 'high level of abstraction and 
generality' ofVogel's analysis. 'An adequate "unitary'' theory', she insists, 'would 
have to specify at least how class structure sets the limits within which subor
dinate classes organize families and households and how these terms are set 
in such a way as to encourage "male-dominated" family systems'. Such a proj
ect, she continues, involves looking beyond the 'material basis' of society to the 
ideological and political structures that comprise the gender-hierarchy. Lacking 
such an account, Vogel offers only a 'preliminary stage' of social-reproduction 
theory.34 

Brenner's comments, here, are instructive for the degree to which they 
articulate the very problem Vogel has set out to solve: the establishment of a 
theoretically indispensable first-level analysis of capital-, gender-, and social 
reproduction that will make a unitary theory - as opposed to a dualist or purely 
descriptive account- possible. Brenner is indeed correct that Vogel does not try 
to theorise the exercise of male power within the household per se, or to provide 
an historical account of its development. Instead, her interest is in analysing 
what it is about the fundamental relations of capitalism that seems to require a 
family-system based upon a male-dominated gender-order. As she puts it, 'it is 
the responsibility for the domestic labor necessary to capitalist social reproduc
tion - and not the sex division of labor or the family per se - that materially 
underpins the perpetuation of women's. oppression and inequality in capitalist 
society'.35 Unlike so much feminist thought, especially after the linguistic turn in 
social theory, she seeks to decipher the socio-material foundations for a house
hold-system based on female oppression. To this end, she explores the way in 
which specifically-capitalist dynamics establish definite limits on the possible 
range of institutions and practices of social reproduction. In identifying capital's 
contradictory need to exploit and renew labour-power - and considering this in 
light of the necessarily differentiated relationship of men and women (or male
sexed and female-sexed bodies) to the procreative and nursing aspects of those 
practices - Vogel identifies the socio-material dynamic of the capitalist system 

33· Brenner 1984, p. 6gg. Brenner rightly criticises Vogel for her overly narrow review 
of the socialist tradition on 'the woman-question', noting that she fails to engage with the 
work of either the anarchist Emma Goldman or the Bolshevik Alexandra Kollontai. 

34· Ibid. 
35· Vogel1983, p. 170. 
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that tends to reproduce patriarchal family-forms, as it persistently has across the 
spaces and times of world-capitalism. 

Of course, here we are dealing with a tendency, not an iron law. The fact that 
social reproduction is, and must be, played out through embodied individuals 
enmeshed in the imperatives of capitalism does not mean that any and all family
forms are functionally determined. Cultural traditions and social struggles will 
also shape the range of available household-arrangements. But by identifying the 
key problem of the necessity under capitalism for a social site that biologically 
and socially reproduces labour-power, Vogel's analysis allows us to understand 
why capitalist societies, notwithstanding a wide array of diverse histories, have 
repeatedly reproduced male-dominated family-forms. Similarly, it also offers a 
way of understanding why domestic fohns can change in significant ways, as 
with the growing legal recognition and acceptance of same-sex marriages and 
households, as well as single-mother or single-father headed households, with
out women's oppression being eliminated. For however much ruling classes have 
resisted the relaxation of gender-norms and sexual mores, these changes have 
not inherently undermined the gendering of fundamental responsibilities for 
the birthing, nurturing, and raising of young children. In these ways, Vogel does 
indeed set the 'preliminary stage' for a social-reproduction theory that logically 
connects women's oppression to essential features of the capitalist mode of pro
duction.36 Rather than a weakness in her work, this is, as we have argued above, 
a singular accomplishment of Marxism and the Oppression ofWomen. 

By working within the conceptual architecture of Capital, Vogel not only opens 
up a most fruitful line of historical-materialist enquiry; she also overcomes some 
considerable weaknesses of earlier socialist feminism. In particular, as we have 
seen, she lucidly rebuts the flawed claim that unpaid labour in the home pro
duces both value and surplus-value. At the same time, however, Vogel falls into 
the trap of arguing that domestic labour is a component of necessary labour in 
the sense in which Marx used the term in Capital.37 She clearly erred, here, as she 
later acknowledged in the 2000 article fro:rp. Science & Society that is reprinted as ,•. 
an appendix to this book. Vogel was, of course, right that the labour of produc-
ing and reproducing current and future generations of wage-labourers is socially 
necessary to capital. But the term 'necessary labour' has a much more restricted 
meaning for Marx in his theory of surplus-value: it refers to the labour that 
comprises a necessary cost for capital, the labour that must be paid (in wages) 

36. It is unfortunate that Vogel later appropriated Althusser's hyper-abstracted notion 
of 'Theory' uncontaminated by the empirical in order to explain her theoretical proce
dure in Marxism and the Oppression ofWomen (see Vogel2ooo). In our view, it would be 
greatly more productive to understand Vogel's procedure as establishing the conditions 
of possibility offamily-forms and gender-order in a capitalist society. 

37· Vogel1983, pp. 152-4. The same error appears in Hensman 2011, p. 8. 
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out of capital's funds.38 This is why Marx refers to wages.as variable capital. 
There is much more unwaged work - labour that does not have to be paid for by 
capital - that is necessary to the reproduction of a capitalist society. And capital 
is certainly greatly aided by the fact that children are birthed, nursed, nourished, 
loved, and educated in kin-based units, just as adults are physically, psychically, 
and socially reproduced there. But individual capitals here benefit from social 
practices that do not form any of their necessary costs. 39 There is thus no rate 
of surplus-value, here, both because these practices are not commodified (they 
produce use-values but not values), and because there is no direct cost-structure 
for capital involved. 

Vogel's later correction of this point is an important clarification that readers 
should bear in mind when reading her text. More than this, it is a reminder of 
the critical-scientific spirit that informs Marxism and the Oppression ofWomen, 
and that makes it a work capable of renewal, extension, and development. 

New agendas: intersectionality, materialist feminism, social 
reproduction, and the enduring quest for a unitary theory 

As we have observed, Marxism and the Oppression ofWomen appeared at a most 
inhospitable moment, just as socialist, working-class and radical social move
ments were beginning to retreat under the onslaught of the neoliberal offensive. 
This new and hostile context threw up mounting obstacles to the flourishing of a 
vibrant socialist-feminist theory and practice. As the years went on, political and 
intellectual agendas shifted and a Marxist-inflected concern with gender-oppres
sion was relegated to the museums of 'modernist' theory. It was at this moment 
that the linguistic turn, itself in preparation for decades, swept the humanities 
and social sciences, and made its imprint on parts of the Left. In a reductionism 
as blatant as that practiced by any vulgar materialism, language and discourse 
became the determining forces of sociallife.40 Discursively-constructed identi
ties became the overriding focus of political analysis, while preoccupations with 
labour and embodied human-practice were glibly dismissed as quaint if not out
right delusional. 

38. Of course, as we have seen, these wages must be adequate to help sustain the 
production of the next generation of labourers. But the necessary cost for capital is the 
direct payment of the labourers who engage in the immediate process of production. 

39· Of course, some of these costs might be claimed by the state by way of taxes on 
profits. We abstract from that issue here as they do not affect the argument about the 
rate of surplus-value. 

40. For a sample of Marxist treatments of these developments, see Jameson 1972; 
Palmer 1990; Hennessy 1993; and McNally 2001. 



Introduction • XXXV 

Inevitably, perhaps, as the harsh realities of gender, race, and class persisted, 
and as imperial militarism intensified, notably during the First Gulf War, dis
course theory's rarefied abstractionism and its utter remoteness from politi!::al 
intervention produced a counter-reaction. Theorists committed to materialist 
modes of critique along with emancipatory politics soon launched theoretical 
responses to the disabling constraints of 'post theory'. The early 1ggos witnessed 
key moments in this counter-movement, largely initiated under the banners of 
black feminism and materialist feminism.41 

Black feminism in particular drove the agenda that gave rise to the framework 
known as 'intersectionality', which quickly became a major point ofreference in 
a wide range of theoretical debates. This approach had deep roots in the experi
ence of socialist-feminist organisations of Mrican-American women, notably the 
Combahee River Collective formed in Boston in 197 4, in which the scholar-activist 
Barbara Smith played a central role. Undertaking campaigns around reproduc
tive rights, prison-abolition, rape, lesbian rights, forced sterilisation, and more, 
the Combahee River Collective and similar black-feminist initiatives had little 
time for the reduction of politics to discourse. Bodies, particularly the racialised 
and gendered bodies of black working-class women, figured centrally to their 
theory and practice.42 As it emerged from black feminism, the intersectionality
perspective thus maintained an abiding materialist orientation, however much 
it stretched and modified earlier materialisms.43 

Patricia Hill Collins, perhaps the most prolific and celebrated feminist of this 
tradition, insightfully developed W.E.B. Du Bois's contention that social hierar
chies of race, class, and nation co-determined the political-economic realities of 
black people in America, thereby drawing attention to the 'matrix of domination' 
encompassing race, class, and gender.44 This approach tackled a key problem 
that had plagued both the dual-systems and identity-politics perspectives: to elu
cidate the interrelations among distinct dimensions of social experience and the 
institutions and practices that shape them. However much these earlier perspec
tives acknowledged a connection between, say, sexism and racism, or class and 
heterosexism, they paid little attention ·t~ the operation of the totality within 

41. See, for instance, Collins 1992 and 1993; Smith 1993; Hennessy 1993; Landy and 
Maclean 1993. 

42. It is important to acknowledge the influence on such work of two pioneering 
texts: Selma James's Sex, Race, and Class Oames 1975), and Angela Davis's Women Race 
and Class (Davis 1981). 

43· There were, of course, black-feministpositions that spun off some ofthisworkinmore 
postmodernist ways. The work of bell hooks is often indicative of this, although hooks has 
regularly returned to unfashionably non-postmodern concerns with social class. See, for 
instance, hooks 2000. 

44. See Collins 1993, 1998; Collins and Anderson 1992. 
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which these relations are internally connected. To explicate theoretically such 
connections became the distinct project of intersectionality. 

Intersectionality has inspired significant empirical work documenting how 
oppression is lived in non-compartmentalised and often contradictory ways. This 
empirical orientation has been both its strength and its weakness. On the one 
hand, in drawing attention to the experience of oppression, such studies rein
serted people, human agents, into the analysis of history and social life. Moreover, 
this approach understood experience as socially determined in a non-reductive 
way, in terms of complex and contradictory processes of social organisation and 
determination. On the other hand, as Johanna Brenner pointed out, much work 
in this tradition limits itself to describing and explaining the dynamics of specific 
social locations, exploring how a particular location shapes experience and iden
tity, while often failing to ask how those locations are produced and sustained 
in and through a system of social power. The social relations of domination (of 
a racialised, patriarchal capitalism), in other words, tend to be under-theorised.45 

This is in part because, in deploying the spatial metaphor of intersection, the 
intersectionality perspective tends to see each mode of domination as a distinct 
vector of power, which then crosses paths with (intersects) others. But by tak
ing each power-vector as independently given in the first instance (prior to the 
intersection), this approach struggles to grasp the co-constitution of each social 
relation in and through other relations of power.46 

Concurrent with the emergence of intersectionality as a powerful paradigm 
within feminist theory was the development of materialist feminism. React
ing against the discursive turn, Rosemary Hennessy and others insisted upon 
returning feminist theory and practice to the extra-linguistic domains of bod
ies, needs, class-relations, sexuality, and affect.47 The result is a potent body of 
work that re-opens earlier socialist-feminist concerns and rehabilitates historical
materialist approaches to understanding gender-oppression. Furthermore, as 
with black feminists, theorists working within this perspective have developed 
significant analyses of sexual oppression, even if they merely pointed to the need 
for a truly integrative theory of capitalism and its multiple oppressions. 

Social-reproduction feminism, as it has developed in the years after the pub
lication of Marxism and the Oppression of Women also frequently fell short of 
elaborating a fully integrative account of the co-constituting relations of class, 
gender, sexuality, and race. Despite the stated goal of developing a unitary theory, 
signalled promisingly by their commitment to a broad, non-economistic con-

45· Brenner 2000. 

46. We return to this point in our discussion of the important work of Himani 
Bannelji. 

47· Hennessy 1993; Landry and Maclean 1993; Hennessy and Ingraham 1997. 



Introduction • XXXVII 

ception of labour, many of those working in this tradition defaulted to either 
a dual-systems analysis or to an atheoretical descriptivism.48 These tendencies 
are arguably a legacy of what Himani Bannelji has identified as the structuralist 
influence on socialist-feminist political economy. Although social-reproduction 
feminists began from the concept oflabour, too often they tended to conceptua
lise labour as a thing, operating within another thing or structure (e.g. the econ
omy, household, or community). Such a positivist approach, observes Bannerji, 
loses a sense of history, of the processes of becoming through which structural 
relations are constituted, and of the subjects of that history in particular. AI> a 
result, many socialist feminists have created 'an unbridgeable gap between self, 
culture and experience, and the world in which they arise and have little to say 
about political subjectivity'.49 This is on~ reason, she suggests, that there is such 
a deep silence about racism in the social-reproduction feminism of the 1g8os and 
1ggos. Having failed to grasp the complex and contradictory processes through 
which the multiple dimensions of social life create an integral and dynamic 
whole, much Marxist-feminist thought faltered when it came to theorising the 
social totality in all its diversity. 

But a more recent line of inquiry within the social-reproduction-feminist per
spective shows greater promise, approaching its analytic categories - labour, the 
economy, households, and so on - as processes rather than things. Insofar as it 
succeeds, this perspective opens up the possibility of a more genuinely historical
materialist reading of the social relations of power, one that identifies the con
ditions under which race, gender, sexuality, and class are (co-)reproduced, 
transformed and potentially revolutionised. Isabella Bakker, Stephen Gill, Cindi 
Katz, and David Camfield have all contributed to this re-imagining of the social
reproduction framework.50 Rather than present structures in which subjects 
merely act out the systemic logic of their social locations, their work conceives 
of the social as a set of past and present practices, which comprise a system of 
structured relations that people experience, reproduce, and transform over time. 
This transformative activity is understood,,as labour, broadly defined. The world, 
as Camfield points out, is significantly1 the product of people's reproductive 
labour- or what, as Bakker and Gill emphasise, Gramsci would call 'work'. 51 

48. Examples of the reversion to dual systems and descriptivism are discussed in Fer
guson 1999. 

49· Bannelji 1995, p. 8o. As we have noted, Vogel's later embrace, via Althusser, of a 
rarefied notion of 'Theory' uncontaminated by the empirical, commits a similar error 
(see Vogel2ooo). 

so. See Katz 2om; Camfield 2002; and Bakker and Gill 2003. As we have intimated 
above, this work would be strengthened in and through the dialectical approach to expe
rience developed by Bannelji. 

51. Such a perspective need not involve a simple humanist voluntarism. If humans are 
themselves understood as part of nature, as embodied beings capable of making history, 
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In positioning labour, conceived as conscious, sensuous, practical activity, at 
the starting point of analysis (instead of structures and functions), these theo
rists both return to and build upon Vogel's central insight, without lapsing into 
structuralist functionalism. The notion that the production and reproduction of 
labour-power is actually a process undertaken by socially located people, brings 
agency and, ultimately, history, back into the picture. It also brings bodies into 
the equation. And while social-reproduction feminists, beginning with Vogel, 
have long weighed the question of the biophysical nature of (labouring) bodies -
particularly, how or why women's biological capacity to give birth and nurture 
infants matters - they have not devoted much effort to thinking through the 
racialised (labouring) body. Ferguson suggests a potential place to begin such 
a discussion, by interrogating the spatialisation of bodies in a hierarchically 
ordered capitalist world, while Luxton along with Bakker and Silvey propose an 
argument along similar lines. 52 Although much remains to be done to flesh out 
a social-reproduction framework that fully accounts for gender-, race-, and other 
social relations, the conception oflabouring (re)producing subjects central to 
such recent work offers a promising beginning. 

Exciting historical-materialist analyses of race and sexuality offer other prom
ising beginnings to which we can turn in developing a renewed Marxism capable 
of grasping the social as 'the concentration of many determinations, hence unity 
of the diverse'. 53 While it is not possible to deal with these literatures in anything 
approximating a comprehensive fashion here, it may be useful to indicate some 
key sources and directions. 

With respect to the analysis of race and racial oppression, in addition to 
the literatures of black feminism cited above, important work on 'the wages 
of whiteness', which also takes its departure from W.E.B. Dubois, has contrib
uted enormously to understanding the psychological investments many white 
workers make in racialised identities and structures of power. 54 In synch with 
the theoretical orientation of the best recent work in social-reproduction the
ory, these analyses reinstate working-class people as agents in the making (as 
well as the unmaking) of race and racism. In a similar vein, albeit from a quite 
different angle of attack, a growing body of work by the historian Robin D.G. 
Kelley has insightfully documented aspects of the making of the black working 

then the notion of world production remains enmeshed in the natural and the biological, 
while also reworking it. On this point, see McNally 2001. 

52. Ferguson zoo8; Luxton 2006, pp. 38-40; Bakker and Silvey 2008, p. 6. 
53· Marx 1973b, p. 101. 
54· See Roediger 1991, 1994, zoo8; and Ignatiev 1995. For the foundational text, here, 

see Dubois 1998. In our view, work such as this can and should complement impor
tant Marxist scholarship on racism and social control of the sort developed by Allen 
1994, 1997· 



Introduction • XXXIX 

class in the United States, including its gendered dimensions, and the way in 
which that experience has involved the political-cultural production of enduring 
'freedom dreams'.55 Recognising that experiences of gender, race, and class are 
always already mutually inflected, or co-constituted, Kelley has also attended 
closely to the development of 'a new multiracial urban working class' in Amer
ica, analysing the interconnection of diverse aspects of social experience in 
capitalist society.56 

Equally promising is the emergence of a vibrant Marxist scholarship on sexu
ality and queerness, particularly studies that have examined the class-tensions 
involved in the formation of queer identities shot through by socio-cultural pro
cesses of commodification. Linking sexual-identity formation to larger social pro
cesses of capital-accumulation in raciaH~ed and gendered spaces, these studies 
are interrogating the dialectics of class, sexuality, race, and gender in subtle and 
provocative ways. 57 In so doing, they are making indispensable contributions to 
the development of a robust historical materialism of late capitalism in which 
sexuality and sexual oppression are positioned as essential features of any viable 
unitary theory of capitalist society. 

None of these theoretical developments, however, can productively engage 
one another outside a dialectical social theory. And while many theorists have 
been working in this area, few have been more effective at laying the ground
work for an 'anti-racist feminist marxism' than Himani Bannerji. Starting with 
the notion of experience, as does E.P. Thompson in his discussion of the making 
of a working-class,~8 Bannerji develops a dialectical and multi-dimensional anal
ysis centred on the concept of mediation. The advantage of this concept lies in 
its insistence that our 'immediate' experience of the world is always socially and 
historically mediated. 59 As a result, each 'moment' of social experience is always 
already refracted through, or mediated by, other moments. Rather than trying to 
grasp distinct social relations that arrive at an intersection, this approach pro
poses a 'relational and an integrative analysis' designed to theoretically construct 
'a meditational and formational view of1 social practice'.60 Bannerji suggests 
that such a methodological approach is ·~imultaneously deconstructive - disas
sembling the totality to locate distinct moments of the whole - and dialecti
cally reconstructive: 'At its best it is a relational and integrative analysis which 

55· Kelley 1ggo, 1994, 2002. 
56. Kelley 1997. 
57· Hennessy zooo; Sears zoos; Floyd 2oog. For earlier work, see Smith 1983; Kinsman 

1987. 
58. Thompson 1963. Bannerji's notion of experience is also deeply indebted to the work of 

Dorothy Smith. See Smith 1987. 
59· The classic discussion, here, is Hegel1977, Chapter 1. 
6o. Bannelji 1995, p. 67. 
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needs a deconstructive method to display the process of mediation. It cim both 
take apart and put back together (in a non-aggregative fashion) an event or an 
experience within a wider context by using a materialist theory of consciousness, 
culture and politics'.61 

By proposing that no category of social experience is not already inflected, 
refracted, and constituted in and through others, this perspective understands 
the social whole as always a (frequently antagonistic) unity of differences. In 
so doing, it can attend to both the differentiated mediations of social life and 
their complex unity, the very task Marx described when he advocated grasping 
the concrete as 'the concentration of many determinations', and, therefore, the 
'unity of the diverse'. 

To be sure, such a project can only ever be an unfinished one. Yet, a central 
task of historical materialism is to develop a conceptual map of the real in all 
its complex and contradictory processes of becoming. And this is impossible 
without a theory of the ongoing production and reproduction of the social total
ity. It was Marx's great innovation to have grasped the ways in which the pro
duction and reproduction of labour-power - and the histories of dispossession 
and expropriation it implies - is the great secret to understanding the totalising 
processes of capital. By putting that secret at the centre of the analysis in Marx
ism and the Oppression ofWomen, and linking it to specifically female reproduc
tive activities in working-class households, Lise Vogel critically extended Marx's 
project and made an indispensable contribution to understanding the gendered 
forms of capitalist social reproduction. That there is much more work to be done 
in that regard should not prevent us from appropriating and developing this 
work's most powerful insights. 


