






Juliet Mitchell, from “Women: the Longest Revolution” (New Left Review, 1966) 
 

The situation of women is different from that of any other social group. This is 
because they are not one of a number of isolable units, but half a totality: the 
human species. Women are essential and irreplaceable; they cannot therefore be 
exploited in the same way as other social groups can. They are fundamental to 
the human condition, yet in their economic, social and political roles, they are 
marginal. It is precisely this combination — fundamental and marginal at one 
and the same time — that has been fatal to them. Within the world of men their 
position is comparable to that of an oppressed minority: but they also exist 
outside the world of men. The one state justifies the other and precludes protest. 
In advanced industrial society, women’s work is only marginal to the total 
economy. Yet it is through work that man changes natural conditions and thereby 
produces society. Until there is a revolution in production, the labour situation 
will prescribe women’s situation within the world of men. But women are 
offered a universe of their own: the family. Like woman herself, the family 
appears as a natural object, but it is actually a cultural creation. There is nothing 
inevitable about the form or role of the family any more than there is about the 
character or role of women. It is the function of ideology to present these given 
social types as aspects of Nature itself. Both can be exalted paradoxically, as 
ideals. The ‘true’ woman and the ‘true’ family are images of peace and plenty: in 
actuality they may both be sites of violence and despair. The apparently natural 
condition can be made to appear more attractive than the arduous advance of 
human beings towards culture. But what Marx wrote about the bourgeois myths 
of the Golden Ancient World describes precisely women’s realm: ‘. . . in one 
way the child-like world of the ancients appears to be superior, and this is so, 
insofar as we seek for closed shape, form and established limitation. The ancients 
provide a narrow satisfaction, whereas the modern world leaves us unsatisfied or 
where it appears to be satisfied with itself, is vulgar and mean.’ 
 

* * *  
 

[T]he classical literature on the problem of woman’s condition is predominantly 
economist in emphasis, stressing her simple subordination to the institutions of 
private property. Her biological status underpins both her weakness as a 
producer, in work relations, and her importance as a possession, in reproductive 
relations. The fullest and most recent interpretation gives both factors a 
psychological cast. The framework of discussion is an evolutionist one which 
nevertheless fails noticeably to project a convincing image of the future, beyond 
asserting that socialism will involve the liberation of women as one of its 
constituent ‘moments’. 
 

* * *  
 

Marx sees history as the development of man’s transformation of nature, and 
thereby of himself — of human nature — in different modes of production. 
Today there are the technical possibilities for the humanization of the most

 
 

natural part of human culture. This is what a change in the mode of reproduction 
could mean. 
 

* * *  
 

From Nature to Culture  
 

The problem of socialization poses more difficult questions. . . . But the need for 
intensive maternal care in the early years of a child’s life does not mean that the 
present single sanctioned form of socialization — marriage and family — is 
inevitable. Far from it. The fundamental characteristic of the present system of 
marriage and family is in our society its monolithism: there is only one 
institutionalized form of inter-sexual or inter-generational relationship possible. 
It is that or nothing. This is why it is essentially a denial of life. For all human 
experience shows that intersexual and intergenerational relationships are 
infinitely various — indeed, much of our creative literature is a celebration of the 
fact — while the institutionalized expression of them in our capitalist society is 
utterly simple and rigid. It is the poverty and simplicity of the institutions in this 
area of life which are such an oppression. Any society will require some 
institutionalized and social recognition of personal relationships. But there is 
absolutely no reason why there should be only one legitimized form — and a 
multitude of unlegitimized experience. Socialism should properly mean not the 
abolition of the family, but the diversification of the socially acknowledged 
relationships which are today forcibly and rigidly compressed into it. This would 
mean a plural range of institutions — where the family is only one, and its 
abolition implies none. Couples living together or not living together, long-term 
unions with children, single parents bringing up children, children socialized by 
conventional rather than biological parents, extended kin groups, etc. — all these 
could be encompassed in a range of institutions which matched the free invention 
and variety of men and women. It would be illusory to try and specify these 
institutions. Circumstantial accounts of the future are idealist and worse, static. 
Socialism will be a process of change, of becoming. A fixed image of the future 
is in the worst sense ahistorical; the form that socialism takes will depend on the 
prior type of capitalism and the nature of its collapse. As Marx wrote: ‘What (is 
progress) if not the absolute elaboration of (man’s) creative dispositions, without 
any preconditions other than antecedent historical evolution which makes the 
totality of this evolution — i.e. the evolution of all human powers as such, 
unmeasured by any previously established yardstick — an end in itself? What is 
this, if not a situation where man does not reproduce himself in any determined 
form, but produces his totality? Where he does not seek to remain something 
formed by the past, but is the absolute movement of becoming?’ [Karl Marx, 
Precapitalist Economic Formations, in Grundrisse, transl. Martin Nicolaus, 488]. 
The liberation of women under socialism will not be ‘rational’ but a human 
achievement, in the long passage from Nature to Culture which is the definition 
of history and society.  




