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Abstract
In this article, I revisit the Wages for Housework (WfH) 
perspective and movement in order to recover Marx-
ist-feminist analyses of social reproduction. Social re-
production remains an important site of contestation, 
especially as women continue to bear the brunt of an 
increasingly neo-liberalized economy. WfH’s nuanced 
view of wages and housework, I argue, should be recon-
sidered as a point of departure in responding to new 
forms of oppression in a re-organized economy.  

Résumé
Dans cet article, je revisite la perspective et le mouvement 
«  salaire au travail ménager  » afin de retrouver les 
analyses marxistes féministes de la reproduction sociale. 
La reproduction sociale demeure un champ important 
de contestation, d’autant que les femmes continuent 
à faire les frais d’une économie de plus en plus néo-
libérale. La vision nuancée du mouvement «  salaire 
au travail ménager » au sujet des salaires et des tâches 
ménagères, devrait à mon avis être reconsidérée comme 
point de départ pour répondre aux nouvelles formes 
d’oppression dans une économie réorganisée.

 Feminist scholars have increasingly been taking 
up the issue of care, a form of invisible emotional la-
bour that permeates multiple aspects of women’s lives 
(Boris and Parreñas 2010; Folbre 2001; Hochschild 
2003a; Kofman and Raghuram 2015). In addition to 
the exacerbated exploitation of women on a global 
scale, care is also an important issue when sexist ex-
pectations dictate that women ought to be responsible 
for the emotional well-being of men, whether they are 
bosses, co-workers, intimate partners, or just some ran-
dom man on the street telling you to smile. Women also 
continue to bear the burden of emotional labour and 
the care of the family in order to mitigate some of the 
pressures of the restructured neoliberal economy. One 
of the earliest groups to address the issue of care as a 
form of emotional labour was Wages for Housework 
(WfH), an international Marxist-feminist grassroots 
movement that began in Italy in 1972 and then spread 
to other countries including Canada, the United States, 
England, and Switzerland. Through written pamphlets 
and public presentations, WfH activists argued that 
women’s oppression was rooted in the unequal power 
hierarchy produced by unpaid work performed in the 
household where the forces of patriarchy and capital-
ism intersected in critical ways. Rather than further 
entrench women in domestic labour, they maintained 
that wages would give them the power to refuse this 
work (Mian 1975). In broadly defining what constituted 
unpaid household work, they also engaged in various 
related struggles. These included the fight for access to 
abortion and contraceptives and the critique of forced 
sterilization and other restrictive reproductive policies 
aimed at marginalized women as well as the struggles 
for the right to sexual self-determination as they per-
tained to lesbians, welfare rights, and access to child-
care and healthcare (Comitato per il Salario al Lavoro 
Domestico di Padova 1975; Ramirez 1977, 1978, 1979; 
Rousseau 2015).  

Emotional labour, or care, is one of the most 
insidious forms of housework uncovered by WfH 
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feminists in the 1970s. In this paper, I revisit the 
WfH movement and consider the context in which 
it emerged, focusing on the movements in Italy and 
Canada. Drawing on the writings produced by WfH 
thinkers and activists as well as interviews I conducted 
with seven women involved in the movement in Italy 
(Mariarosa Dalla Costa, Silvia Federici, and Antonella 
Picchio) and Canada (Dorothy Kidd, Nicole Lacelle, 
Louise Toupin, and Francie Wyland), I explore WfH 
theoretical and political perspectives on questions re-
lated to wages and domestic work and how these were 
linked to broader struggles in the gendered sphere of 
reproduction. I also examine how the socialist-femi-
nist analyses produced by WfH movement continue to 
have relevance in formulating responses to contempo-
rary forms of oppression in a re-organized economy, 
particularly when we consider the work of care and 
emotional labour. 

  
Theoretical Context: Domestic Labour Debate 

In the 1970s, North American socialists, Marx-
ists, and feminists (with some overlap in orientations) 
engaged in what is known as the domestic labour de-
bate, which focused on the relationship between house-
work and women’s subordination. Two main perspec-
tives informed the debate. Some theorists concentrated 
on how housework was situated capitalist social rela-
tions and considered whether or not domestic labour 
is productive in a Marxist sense. This economic investi-
gation of housework was primarily concerned with un-
covering capital’s creation of and reliance on housework 
and transposing analyses traditionally focused on the 
factory to the household (Briskin 1980; Harrison 1973; 
Seccombe 1980). Other theorists were more interested 
in the role of women vis-à-vis housework and how fem-
inist political practice might address gendered relations 
in the household (Barrett 1980; Chodorow 1978; Del-
phy 1984) Though various important texts emerged on 
both sides of the debate in the 1970s and early 1980s 
(Blumenfeld and Mann 1980; Coulson, Magaš, and 
Wainwright 1975; Gardiner 1975; Holmstrom 1981; 
Molyneux 1979; Seccombe 1974; Vogel 1981), I will 
focus on three texts produced in the early years of the 
debate that were crucial in laying the foundation for the 
subsequent discussions: Margaret Benston’s “The Po-
litical Economy of Women’s Liberation” (1969), Peggy 
Morton’s “A Woman’s Work is Never Done” (1971), and 

Mariarosa Dalla Costa and Selma James’ The Power of 
Women and the Subversion of the Community (1972). 

In Canada, Margaret Benston was one of the 
key feminist scholars to initiate the domestic labour de-
bate with the publication of her 1969 article, “The Po-
litical Economy of Women’s Liberation.” Because this 
piece had such a significant impact (Holmstrom 2003), 
I would suggest that it marked the beginning of the 
domestic labour debate even though the earlier work 
of writers like Mary Inman (1941) and Juliet Mitchell 
(1966) provided important socialist feminist analyses of 
women’s oppression.1 Copies of Benston’s article were 
circulated among feminist and consciousness raising 
groups in Canada prior to its publication and her work 
soon formed the basis of a debate among Marxist and 
socialist feminists about women’s oppression under 
capitalism, which focused on the role of unwaged la-
bour in the household as its root (Benston 1969; Fox 
1980, 2009; Luxton 1980, 2001; Seccombe 1974). 

In her piece, Benston (1969) critiqued society’s 
resistance to recognizing child-rearing and other forms 
of domestic labour as work, showing how paid forms 
of this work (i.e. daycare, cleaning services, etc.) made 
this classification easier. For Benston, the work women 
did was different from that of men; housework did not 
count as work because it was not attached to a wage: 
“To pay women for their work, even at minimum wage 
scales, would imply a massive redistribution of wealth” 
(23). She further argued that women were permitted to 
enter the workforce as secondary wage earners as long 
as they were not negligent in their primary responsibil-
ity: childcare. Even as women were granted more equal 
access to employment, they had not been granted the 
liberation many sought due to the persistence of house-
work (21) and the extra burden placed on them as both 
waged and unwaged workers. In Benston’s view, wom-
en constituted a separate class because housework was 
“pre-capitalist” and their relation to the means of pro-
duction was different than that of male waged workers 
(13-14). The assertion that women constituted a separ-
ate class clearly overlooked the intersections of race and 
gender in familial and social relations, the class differ-
ences that exist among women, and the ways in which 
the working class is stratified according to wages. While 
heteronormative social pressures may compel many 
women to marry, sex (or gender) does not represent a 
condition similar to class. 

www.msvu.ca/atlantisAtlantis 37.2 (2), 2016 239



 Peggy Morton’s “A Woman’s Work is Never 
Done” first appeared in 1970 and an expanded version 
was then published in 1971. Much of Morton’s (1971) 
analysis was similar to Benston’s; however, she empha-
sized the need to develop a foundation upon which to 
build a strategy for liberation: “Our revolutionary po-
tential lies in the fact that most women are both op-
pressed as women and exploited as workers, and our 
strategy must reflect this duality” (224). While Benston 
(1969) argued that women would see material changes 
in their lives once housework was socialized and they 
were able to enter the workforce (21), Morton (1971) 
maintained that such an approach to liberation would 
fail because it did not take into account the changing 
nature of the family as an economic institution or the 
shifting demands of the labour market (214). For ex-
ample, Morton discussed how women were pushed out 
of industry jobs as the need for job training increased. 
Since women were seen as requiring time off for child-
birth and child rearing, investing time and money on 
their training was not seen as cost effective. As labour 
demands shifted, however, women’s presence in the 
workplace increased, indicating that they were cen-
tral to capitalist production (even as a reserve army of 
labour) especially given that they often filled low-waged 
positions (221-223). As a liberation strategy, Morton 
advocated organizing around issues that would give 
women economic independence like access to abor-
tion and birth control. Addressing such needs was not 
seen as an end in itself, but as a means through which to 
develop revolutionary consciousness: “We can give ex-
pression to the needs that women have and at the same 
time raise the level of these struggles through militant 
actions around some of these issues” (227). This call to 
build struggles out of specific demands was similar to 
the strategy adopted by the WfH movement. 

Mariarosa Dalla Costa and Selma James’ (1972) 
The Power of Women and the Subversion of the Com-
munity was also influential in the domestic labour de-
bate, laying the theoretical foundation for the develop-
ment of a Marxist-feminist praxis aimed at attacking 
the oppressive nature of housework. Informed by the 
discussions at the meeting of the International Feminist 
Collective in Padua in 1972, Dalla Costa wrote an essay 
called “Women and the Subversion of the Community.” 
This piece was published along with Selma James’ “A 
Woman’s Place” as The Power of Women and the Sub-

version of the Community in 1972 and was foundational 
to the WfH perspective. In this work, Dalla Costa and 
James examined unwaged housework in the United 
States, Britain, and Italy in order to demonstrate how 
capitalism was predicated on the oppression of women. 
Women, they argued, were not only oppressed by the 
sexual division of labour in the household, but also 
by their position in the working class. In providing a 
Marxist-feminist investigation of the changing nature 
of the working class, the authors identified wagelessness 
as the major dividing line between workers. Building 
on Benston’s (1969) and Morton’s (1971) analysis, they 
identified unpaid housework as the root of women’s op-
pression. As a strategy for liberation, Dalla Costa and 
James focused on the demand for the housework wage 
as critical in the struggle against the exploitative nature 
of capitalism because it produced the capacity to refuse 
this work and to subvert social relations. 
 For Dalla Costa and James, the family unit 
was essential for capitalist production and all women 
could be classified as housewives whether or not they 
also worked for a wage outside the home. Dalla Costa’s 
latter assertion was based on a nuanced definition of 
housework, recognizing that it was not only a type of 
work, but also constituted a “quality of life and qual-
ity of relationships which it generates, that determine 
a woman’s place wherever she is and to whichever class 
she belongs” (Dalla Costa and James 1972, 21). In other 
words, it was capitalist social relations that gendered 
housework as feminine. According to Dalla Costa 
and James, the working-class housewife represented 
the position of all women. It was precisely the lack of 
wages that obfuscated the productive nature of house-
work. For Dalla Costa, women’s exploitation as house-
hold workers did not end when they left the home and 
worked for wages: 

The question is, therefore, to develop forms of struggle 
which do not leave the housewife peacefully at home…we 
must discover forms of struggle which immediately break 
the whole structure of domestic work, rejecting it abso-
lutely, rejecting our role as housewives and the home as 
the ghetto of our existence, since the problem is not only 
to stop doing this work, but to smash the entire role of 
housewife. (Dalla Costa and James 1972, 36)

The struggle for wages, therefore, was presented as ne-
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cessary for abolition of housework and the liberation of 
women. 
 An analysis of the emotional complexity of the 
family unit and domestic labour was largely absent in 
the more economistic writings produced during the 
domestic labour debate (Briskin 1980; Harrison 1973). 
Benston (1969), however, did identify the emotion-
al elements of housework, asserting that relationships 
formed with friends or co-workers were not valued in 
the same way as the mother-father-child relationship 
within the nuclear family was. For her, the emotional 
ties of the nuclear family tended to create a stable work-
force, in that male workers as “family wage” earners were 
less likely to withhold their labour power. That said, the 
so-called nuclear family ideal is a Western, Eurocentric, 
middle-class construction that was normalized by the 
church and state. Its emergence was intimately connect-
ed to imperial and colonial expansion and the rise of 
capitalism. As such, the nuclear family model has been 
shaped not only by capitalism and patriarchy, but also 
by racism. While some early second wave feminists 
identified women’s liberation from the confines of the 
nuclear family as a central goal of the movement (Mil-
let 1970; Greer 1970), this vision did not take into ac-
count role of the family unit in the lives of marginalized 
women. Morton (1971), for example, cautioned against 
calling for an outright abolition of the family because of 
the contradictory role it played in women’s lives. While 
it constituted a site of women’s oppression, the family 
was also a unit where the basic needs for love, support, 
and companionship were met.

Wages for Housework
Organization and Political Framework 

The WfH movement drew from two main tenets 
of feminism. First, it was influenced by the socialist fem-
inist perspective that maintained that women’s eman-
cipation was connected to the broader working-class 
movement. Second, it revisited the works of Karl Marx 
and Friedrich Engels in an effort to analyze the repro-
ductive and productive oppression of women inside and 
outside the home. Approaching women’s oppression 
from a historical materialist perspective, Marxist-femi-
nism examined material forces and class relations, argu-
ing that women’s oppression was connected directly to 
class position and the operations of patriarchy specific 
to capitalism. In other words, patriarchy was not the-

orized as a freestanding system. In their re-reading of 
Marx and Engels, WfH thinkers also borrowed from an-
ti-colonial scholars and movements in order to deepen 
their analysis of unwaged labour and to challenge dis-
tinctions between productive and reproductive forms 
of labour.2 The household, they argued, was the basis 
of the factory system rather than its alternative (Miles 
1974).

Beginning in 1972, WfH emerged as a response 
to the politics of the New Left. During my interviews, 
both Italian and Canadian WfH theorists and activ-
ists indicated that they were critical of the tendency of 
many men in the New Left to dismiss women’s specific 
struggles around unpaid work in the household, to con-
flate women’s and factory workers’ oppression, and to 
subordinate feminist struggles to a homogenous work-
ing-class struggle. Silvia Federici (2012a) discussed the 
different forms of resistance that feminists in Italy had 
to confront: 

I was part of a process where women in Padua put out a 
journal, which was, in part, a response to some of these 
attacks that different groups, different parts of autonomia, 
were making on the feminist movement…The anomaly of 
the situation in Italy was that they had to deal not only 
with the right, but also with the Left in a much more ser-
ious way because it was very prominent in the social scene.

 In 1972, feminists from several countries (Canada, 
the United States, England, and Italy) met in Padua to 
discuss feminist activism oriented around the issue of 
housework. This resulted in the formation of the In-
ternational Feminist Collective demanding wages for 
housework and the development of a feminist mani-
festo that focused on the family and unwaged labour 
as the root of women’s oppression. The WfH move-
ment adopted a radical and autonomous organization-
al practice, which meant that its women-only feminist 
activism was separate from the New Left, the state, 
and from men (Federici 2012b; Picchio 2012; Toupin 
2014).
 Federici was instrumental in developing one of 
WfH’s originating manifestos—Wages Against House-
work (1975). Born and raised in Italy and then based 
in New York where she formed a WfH chapter, Fed-
erici was connected to autonomist-Marxism. In Wages 
Against Housework, Federici (1975) noted that “Wages 
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for housework…is a revolutionary demand not because 
by itself it destroys capital, but because it forces capital 
to restructure social relations in terms more favorable 
to us and consequently more favorable to the unity of 
the class” (19). In other words, the goal behind the de-
mand for wages was not to reify housework as women’s 
responsibility; instead, the aim was to abolish house-
work in order for capitalist patriarchal domination to be 
eradicated. Hence, unlike those feminist scholars and 
activists who focused primarily on women’s exclusion 
from the paid labour force and legal structures (Frie-
dan 1963; MacKinnon 1989; Wendell 1987), Federici 
(2012b) continued to insist that the home and domestic 
labour should remain central to the analysis of women’s 
exploitation and revolutionary change.
 In contrast to some liberal feminists who ar-
gued that working-class and increasingly middle-class 
women’s entry into the paid labour force constituted a 
form of emancipation (Friedan 1963) and allowed them 
to become “economic actors in their own right” (Eisen-
stein 2009, 39), feminists involved in WfH campaigns 
promoted a broader revolutionary model of liberation 
that addressed the social and economic structures that 
fostered systematic gender inequalities. They drew on 
the notion of the social factory, which was connected to 
Italian autonomist-Marxism or operaismo (workerism). 
They argued that capital’s hegemony was so dominant 
that every social relationship was incorporated within 
this system, making it increasingly difficult to draw dis-
tinctions between what was social and what was work. 
Operaismo moved from a sole focus on the factory and 
waged production to a consideration of the social fac-
tory and unwaged work in the home as sites of struggle 
(Tronti 2006, 2009). Building on this work, WfH main-
tained that housework and relationships in the home, 
which had long been considered separate from the work 
of the factory, must be acknowledged as part of and as 
the basis of the factory system and as work. From a so-
cialist-feminist perspective, the liberation of women re-
quired the defeat of capitalism and a “Marxist-inspired 
alternative” whether it be socialist or communist (Ei-
senstein 2009, 57). 
 For some feminists in the 1960s and 1970s, 
identifying the home and the family as the origin of 
women’s oppression meant the rejection of the family 
structure. This entailed not only controlling the number 
of children one bore as a measure to mitigate against 

“overwork,” but also often entailed refusing marriage 
and procreation altogether (Dunbar 1970; Frye 1983; 
Solanas 1967). As such, reproduction became a major 
terrain of struggle. The rejection of unpaid reproduc-
tion would provide women with the opportunity to de-
fine themselves outside of their role in the family with 
options for work outside the home and the chance to 
build capacity for struggle. 

Wages and Housework 
For those active in the WfH movement, home 

and housework were considered key sites of political 
struggle. The potential for social subversion was imag-
ined beyond the narrow vision articulated by the New 
Left that saw struggles limited to the workplace; the 
community and the family were sites where women 
could fight for change in their lives. WfH’s demand for 
wages and their political perspective sought to demys-
tify the hierarchical structures used to divide the work-
ing class. Feminists operating from the WfH perspec-
tive emphasized that the demand for a wage was for 
housework, not for housewives; the strategic demand 
for the wage related to the power it held and was not 
designed to restrict women to the role of housewife. 
The power associated with the wage meant the creation 
of greater opportunities to struggle and to subvert so-
cial and economic power relations (Cox and Federici 
1975; Dalla Costa and James 1972; Federici 1975).
 The link between wages and work was conten-
tious in terms of what counted as “real” work and what 
mattered in a class-based analysis. According to Dalla 
Costa (1988), “…the family was identified as the other 
factory…within which the woman was exploited and 
not just oppressed as the prevalent literature claimed, 
caged in a form of labour—housework—with an un-
limited working day, no wage, no vacation, no pension, 
and no social assistance” (25). The concept of the so-
cial factory offered a way to view reproduction in the 
home in a similar manner to the production that took 
place in the factory. Unlike workers who were paid 
for their labour, a housewife was limited in the way 
she could negotiate the terms of her work in the home 
because there was no wage exchanged for her labour 
power. In Counter-Planning from the Kitchen, Nicole 
Cox and Silvia Federici (1975) highlighted the impor-
tance of the wage as an instrument in fighting against 
oppression: 
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 Our power as women begins with the social struggle for 
the wage, not to be let into the wage relation (for, though 
we are unwaged, we were never out of it) but to be let out, 
for every sector of the working class to be let out. Here we 
have to clarify the nature of our wage struggles. When the 
left maintains that wage demands are ‘economist’, ‘union 
demands’, they seem to ignore that the wage, as well as 
the lack of it, is the direct measure of our exploitation and 
therefore the direct expression of the power relation be-
tween capital and the working class and within the work-
ing class. They also seem to ignore the fact that the wage 
struggle takes many forms and it is not confined to wage 
raises. Reduction of work-time, more and better social ser-
vices, as well as money—all these are wage gains which  
immediately determine how much of our labour is taken 
away from us and therefore how much power we have over 
our lives. (11)

As Cox and Federici suggested, whether or not they re-
ceived pay for their work, all workers operated in rela-
tion to the wage. This key 1975 WfH document articu-
lated the importance of the wage as it was connected to 
structures of power and highlighted the different ways 
in which WfH envisioned fighting for wages in a con-
crete sense and in the form of social wages. Social wages 
were meant to provide a certain basic standard of living 
for individuals on the basis of citizenship, rather than 
employment, and included welfare, family benefits, 
healthcare, childcare, and so on. According to Federici 
(2012b),  “Welfare mothers…denounced the absurdity 
of the government policy that recognizes childcare as 
work only when it involves the children of others, thus 
paying the foster parent more than the welfare moth-
er” (43). The position of welfare mothers amplified and 
clarified the position of all housewives. 

WfH activists in Canada focused much of their 
energies on the struggle for welfare provisions, fami-
ly allowance increases, and divorce law reform so that 
wives would receive alimony payments that recognized 
their household labour (Toronto Wages for Housework 
Committee 1976). WfH’s early work on family allow-
ance provides one example of the link that was made 
to the question of social wages. Family allowance was 
issued monthly to all families with children, regardless 
of income, and was paid directly to the mother. It was 
often the only income women who worked exclusively 
in the home received in their own name. The payments 
also suggested that, at some level, the state recognized 

the value of raising children. As Francie Wyland (2012) 
indicated in her interview, when cuts to family allow-
ance were contemplated in 1970s, women in Toronto 
mobilized in what was known as the “Hands Off The 
Family Allowance” campaign: 

We went to work early fighting against cuts to the baby 
bonus. We took petitions door to door in Regent Park. 
Through that, women came into the movement from those 
situations. Then later I helped start the Lesbian Mother’s 
Defense Fund, which were all women with kids. Most of 
them had left their husbands, but not all of them. 

During the campaign, women went door to door, to 
schools, and to community groups, asking people to 
sign a petition demanding that the federal government 
under the leadership of Pierre Elliot Trudeau not claw 
back the family allowances program as part of larger 
cutbacks to social services. The flyer attached to the pe-
tition read in part as follows: 

The $220,000,000 Baby Bonus increase we were all ex-
pecting has fallen victim to the government’s ‘anti-infla-
tion program.’ Why have they seen fit to make one of their 
biggest cutbacks from the pittance they give mothers? As 
always, we mothers are the ones who are expected to do 
without, to put ourselves last, and sacrifice ‘for the good of 
others.’ (Toronto Wages for Housework Committee 1976)

In addition to the family allowance strug-
gle, the WfH committee in Toronto fought alongside 
women who attempted to maintain welfare benefits 
and to facilitate greater access. For a group of women 
in Winnipeg, the struggle for welfare rights was dir-
ectly connected to women’s position in the home and 
the lack of recognition of their unwaged work: “We are 
certainly not against a woman obtaining a job outside 
the home…But we are against the assumption that a 
woman’s work in the home is not worth any financial 
remuneration, and that going into the workforce is the 
only mechanism toward financial independence…” 

(Kidd and Wages Due Lesbians Toronto 1977). In 1979, 
this group of Winnipeg women also demanded that 
the government keep its hands off the child tax credit, 
which the local housing authority was threatening to 
seize from mothers in rent arrears. Other government 
authorities were debating whether this money should 
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also be deducted from welfare amounts. The group’s 
protest was taken up in Ottawa in less than a week and 
they won the first round when it was ruled that mothers 
could keep the tax credit (Kidd 1979). Within a month, 
they had also won commitments from both the City 
of Winnipeg and the Province of Manitoba to exclude 
child tax credits in calculating social assistance bene-
fits. Other provinces soon followed suit with the same 
provisions (Johnson 1987). Welfare was presented as a 
social wage, suggesting that housework had, in some 
ways, been acknowledged by the state. This expanded 
view of the wage in the form of family allowance and 
welfare at least symbolically acknowledged the labour 
value in raising children (although, of course, social 
assistance was and is never enough to allow families 
to live with dignity). The wage, as both a literal cash 
demand and as an ideological demand, was used to 
highlight the unwaged work that women performed in 
the household. 

The call to recognize reproductive work was a 
perspective that WfH feminists articulated and it was 
meant to extend to the entire working class. As Anton-
ella Picchio (2012) stated in her interview: 

It’s true that you have to bring this issue to the class, but 
then you have to challenge the class on the basis of the 
different quality of this work. So, in fact, instead of saying 
that we work as waged workers and want to be paid (the 
pay was the slogan, but the perspective was deeper than 
the money, though it included the money). At the end, we 
were, in a sense, trying to connect to the expectations of 
the waged work and had to, what I would say now, use 
the quantity of care and the quantity of housework and all 
that just to challenge the way the class views their whole 
life—not just their work—and the tensions between their 
home life and their work. 

To say that this struggle was limited to a single de-
mand—that of a wage in the form of cash—discredits 
and misrepresents what WfH attempted to achieve. If 
conceptualized as such, it is easy to dismiss the demand 
as unrealistic, unachievable, or divisive to working-class 
struggles. These campaigns, however, which were also 
connected to ones that focused on sexuality and bodily 
autonomy as discussed below, tackled multiple obsta-
cles that women faced and reflected a nuanced view of 
housework and wages. 

Sexuality and Bodily Autonomy
The fight for reproductive justice has been one of 

the most significant areas in women’s struggles against 
gender and class based oppression. Such victories as 
gaining access to contraceptives and abortion as well as 
the delinking of women’s sexuality from its reproduc-
tive role have provided women with the opportunity to 
advance in other areas in the fight against oppression. 
In Italy, WfH activists prioritized struggles related to 
sexuality and access to abortion, contraceptives, and 
healthcare in the 1970s because these issues were, in 
their view, connected to the central role of procreation 
in social reproduction and women’s oppression and 
exploitation: “abortion was and is the extreme means 
of the rejection of motherhood that is, first and fore-
most, an intensification of the exploitation of women ... 
to try to lower the pace and reduce the amount of that 
housework which, because it is not paid, comes to be 
demanded without limits, and also to make the male 
wage sufficient” (Movimento per il Salario al Lavoro 
Domestico 1976, 29; my translation). 

In Italy in the 1970s, abortion was generally not 
discussed openly because it was illegal under the fascist 
Rocco Code. Though most of these laws had been abol-
ished once Italy became a Republic in 1948, abortion 
continued to be criminalized until 1981 and women who 
underwent the procedure faced a maximum penalty of 
four years in prison (Calloni 2001). An important case 
that became a rallying point for Italian WfH feminists 
was that of Giglioa Pierobon. At the age of 17, Pierobon 
had a clandestine abortion and, as a consequence, was 
put on trial in Padua in 1973. WfH feminists used the 
case to advocate for all women who were persecuted, 
shamed, and forced underground because they feared 
prosecution for having an abortion. In the end, the tri-
bunal in Padua granted Pierobon judicial forgiveness 
on the basis that she had been a minor at the time of her 
abortion, but categorically refused to hear defense testi-
mony that would have made this case stand as a burn-
ing example of the condition of women in Italy (Lot-
ta Femminista 1973). The persecution of women who 
had abortions continued—forty women were arrested 
in Florence in 1975. Mass-rallies were organized in re-
sponse and the number of women who participated in 
them continued to increase; for example, 50,000 women 
attended a rally in Rome on April 3, 1976 (Bracke 2014, 
86). 
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Italian feminists, including WfH activists who 
mobilized around the question of access to abortion, 
contributed to intensified public discussions on the 
issue. In Italy, the rate of abortions rose significantly 
during the post-war period, with some claiming that 
upwards of thirty percent of all conceptions resulted in 
abortion even though both contraception and abortion 
were illegal at the time (Birnbaum 1986, 38). There was 
also a decline in birthrates in the post-war period, which 
further suggested women’s efforts to reduce pregnan-
cies and births (Dalla Costa and Fortunati 1976). This 
trend was also symptomatic of anxieties over impend-
ing war during the Cold War period (Federici 2012b) 
and a lack of desire on the part of women to support the 
destructive forces of capital (Dalla Costa and Fortunati 
1976). Abortion and the issue of unwanted pregnancy, 
therefore, were no longer internalized as the personal 
problems of individual women and instead were con-
sidered from the perspective of patriarchal oppression 
and capitalist exploitation. 
 Almost three decades after the decriminalization 
of abortion in Italy (in 1981) and in Canada (in 1988), 
discussions about women’s reproductive health have 
continued especially as these rights are under attack at 
various levels. As the site of reproduction, the female 
body has been a site of exploitation and oppression. In 
Caliban and the Witch, Federici (2003) contends that the 
female body can also be a site of resistance. Through an 
examination of the history of witch-hunts as a reaction 
against the power women had gained through control of 
their own sexuality and reproductive rights, she main-
tains that capitalist patriarchal society has relied on the 
control over women’s bodies—from restricting and vil-
ifying contraceptive methods, to persecuting midwives 
as witches, to denying and outlawing abortion.  

When talking about abortion, contraception, 
and reproductive justice, it is important not gloss over 
the fact that reproductive health policies disproportion-
ately impact women of colour (INCITE! 2006; Mull-
ings 1996). Women from marginalized communities 
—including Indigenous women, incarcerated women, 
women with disabilities, Third World women, lesbians, 
etc.—have been forced to undergo procedures that limit 
their reproductive capacities or have had their children 
taken away. As Wyland (1976) argued, these forms of 
population control directly serve the interests of capi-
talism: 

Capital depends on being able to tell us who we should 
sleep with and when, which of us should have children 
and who will be sterilized, how many children we should 
have, and under what conditions they will be brought up. 
Some of us are denied birth control and abortions, while 
others of us have childlessness imposed on us by forced 
sterilization and abortion, child custody laws and poverty. 
But whatever our situation, we are fighting for the power 
to control our own sexuality and our reproductive cap-
acities. (7)

WfH feminists recognized that they could not 
demand access to abortion and contraceptives while si-
multaneously ignoring how marginalized women’s bod-
ies continued to be controlled. The WfH network, oper-
ating at an international level, reframed the struggle for 
access to abortion and contraceptives as a demand for 
the broadly defined right to “choose”: “The problem is 
not abortion. The problem is having the possibility of be-
coming mothers every time we want to become mothers. 
Only the times that we want but all the times we want” 
(Toro and Colletivo di Lotta Femminista 1972, 86; my 
translation). In other words, the right to choose was 
connected to the right to bodily autonomy; this includ-
ed being able to choose when and if to have children, 
how many, having access to services to care for children, 
and being able to afford to clothe and feed the children 
women did want. Ultimately, this right to choose would 
give women control over their own bodies and the pow-
er to fight against the state’s attempt to control their sex-
uality. 

Contrast to Liberal Feminism 
This revisiting of the WfH movement comes at 

a time when we are beginning to see the effects of thirty 
years of neoliberalism on feminist struggles. It is im-
portant to consider the social and political reasons why 
liberal feminism has achieved relative hegemony while 
the influence of Marxist and socialist feminisms have 
diminished significantly. Given that various streams 
of feminism were active in the 1970s and beyond, it is 
important not to homogenize either socialist or liber-
al tendencies. That said, Joan Sangster and Meg Luxton 
(2013) have presented a comprehensive account of this 
waning of socialist feminism and the rise of liberal fem-
inism. They identify the decline of socialist states and 
economies paired with the rise of neoliberalism (with 
neoliberalism as a partial response to the rise of so-
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cialism and New Left movements in many parts of the 
world) as partially responsible. Mainstream liberal fem-
inism’s push for jobs outside the home was supported 
by deindustrialization and the rise of the service indus-
try as well as the growing need for female labour to be 
diverted to the kinds of jobs once done for free in the 
home. 

In the 1960s, the demand for female labour be-
gan to draw middle-class women into the workforce, a 
trend that Betty Friedan (1963) associated with their 
emancipation. According to Hester Eisenstein (2009), 
“The entry of both working-class and middle-class 
married women into the paid workforce was accom-
panied by a ‘bourgeois revolution’ for women. Liber-
ated from the feudal aspects of the marriage contract, 
they emerged as economic actors in their own right” 
(39). In other words, shifts in the labour market were 
mutually beneficial for capital and for certain groups 
of women who gained greater access to financial in-
dependence. 

Beginning in the late 1960s, the National Or-
ganization of Women (NOW) became one of the most 
prominent mainstream liberal feminist organizations in 
North America. Consistent with the mandate of other 
liberal feminists of the 1960s and 1970s, NOW advocat-
ed for individual women’s entry into male-dominated 
employment and other spaces (NOW 1966), arguing 
that equal economic opportunities in a capitalist free 
market system (as well as sexual freedom) were neces-
sary conditions for women’s liberation. Although liber-
al feminists sought to disrupt the ideology of the tradi-
tional nuclear family and the family wage model, this 
work did little to address broader social and economic 
inequalities. Working-class and racialized women have 
long been working outside the home for a wage, yet 
their material conditions have not been altered much in 
the last thirty to forty years. 

In North America in particular, the mainstream 
feminist movement has, since the 1970s, been critiqued 
(and this criticism is not limited to a particular “wave”) 
for its tendency to ignore the intersections of gender, 
race, and class in shaping women’s lives (Davis 1983; 
hooks 1984; and Lorde 1984). In contrast to mainstream 
feminist tendencies, WfH’s materialist analysis allows 
for the inclusion of race, ethnicity, and class when ex-
amining women’s oppression and exploitation. Further, 
in distinguishing Marxist and socialist feminist tenden-

cies from more mainstream feminist movements, it is 
important to reconsider core concepts like exploitation 
and oppression (Luxton and Bezanson 2006). Socialist 
and Marxist feminisms differentiated between exploita-
tion and oppression. Exploitation referred to the ex-
propriation of surplus value from workers by the dom-
inant class; all workers are exploited under capitalism. 
Oppression is rooted in social relations and hegemonic 
power (Briskin 1980). In this vein, WfH’s theoretical 
analysis considered women’s specific oppression, both 
as a consequence of their working class status and as a 
result of their relationship to patriarchy. It is necessary, 
then, to examine the specific exploitation of women as 
workers and how they are positioned in social relations 
in order to develop a nuanced account of the specificity 
of women’s oppression and to devise strategies to refuse 
these distinctions.

Conclusion
Feminists have long been arguing that “the per-

sonal is political” (Hanisch 2009). According to Selma 
James (2012), the WfH perspective inversed this adage: 

When feminism asserted that ‘the personal is political’ it 
usually conveyed that  women’s personal grievances were 
also political. I wanted to use this occasion to show that 
the political was profoundly personal, shaping our lives, 
and that applying Marx’s analysis of capitalism to the rela-
tions between women and men illuminates them. (143) 

When looking back to the domestic labour debate of the 
1970s, there continue to be important feminist ques-
tions that remain unanswered: What is the relationship 
between ownership over one’s own body and women’s 
right to make decisions about marriage or having chil-
dren? Is there a connection between the sexual division 
of labour and women’s reproductive health or domes-
tic violence? Further, what would happen if unpaid and 
unrecognized housework were collectivized (possibly 
even by the state)? What if jobs were no longer gen-
dered (i.e. stigmatized and downgraded) as “women’s 
work”? If housework were acknowledged as “real work” 
through the implementation of a wage, would it revolu-
tionize how society perceives domestic labour both in-
side and outside the home? While the struggle for high-
er wages and women’s access to male-dominated trades 
are useful as intermediary steps, these strategies do little 
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to address the situation of working-class women or the 
international division of labour. Women’s liberation is 
only possible when existing social, political, and eco-
nomic systems of power and domination are systemati-
cally attacked at their roots. 

Most WfH activism had halted by 1980. This 
decline was due to a number of factors, including the 
general decline of socialist movements in the West, the 
powerful rise of neoliberalism, the threat of state per-
secution of activists in Italy, and internal political dif-
ferences that splintered the WfH network in Canada.3 
However, the issues feminists active in the WfH move-
ment engaged with have not disappeared. As economies 
are increasingly de-industrialized, the job market has 
become more flexible, the workforce more precarious, 
and the workplace more unstable. There are also ideo-
logical moves to restore women’s traditional roles in 
the household and to assign them primary responsibil-
ity for social reproduction. The “...the female ability to 
shift roles and hybridize professional and personal life” 
(Fantone 2007, 13) does not sound that different from 
the idea that, under the male breadwinner ideal, women 
were the ones responsible for making ends meet on a 
tight budget (Creese 1999). 
 Thirty-five years after the decline of WfH, “do-
mestic work has not disappeared, and its devaluation, 
monetarily and otherwise, continues to be a problem 
for most of us, whether it is unpaid or done for a wage” 
(Federici 2012b, 9). While there have been technological 
improvements that have restructured productive work, 
there has not been the same kind of advancement in the 
domestic sphere (106-107). Since the 1980s, housework 
might have been reorganized, which gives the appear-
ance of a reduced work schedule. However, as Arlie 
Hochschild (2003b) argues in The Second Shift, the dou-
ble day or second shift has not disappeared in the lives 
of women who work outside the home. Even though the 
majority of women in the Western world are employed 
outside the home, entry into the workforce does not ap-
pear to be the key to women’s liberation. In many cases 
in fact, women’s participation in the paid workforce has 
been facilitated by the employment of low-wage live-in 
caregivers or other precarious care workers (Pratt 2004; 
Bakan and Stasiulis 2005; Lenard and Straehle 2012). 
In order to develop a full account of the current im-
plications of women’s and especially racialized wom-
en’s ongoing responsibility for social reproduction, it is 

necessary to examine what kind of work is performed, 
where it is performed, and under what conditions (Fer-
guson 2008). Given these realities, feminists should also 
take seriously the political demand for a social wage in 
the form a guaranteed income—as a mechanism to ac-
knowledge the value of both unpaid and paid domestic 
labour. 

Endnotes

1 Mary Inman’s 1941 book In Woman’s Defense presented a chal-
lenge to the U.S. Communist Party for its inability to offer a mean-
ingful analysis of women’s oppression, which she saw as based in 
their position in the domestic sphere. While Inman viewed both 
housework and production as beneficial to capital, housework was 
different because it was not recognized as work. Juliet Mitchell’s 
1966 essay “Women: The Longest Revolution” (later published as 
a book entitled Women’s Estate in 1971) examined classical Marx-
ist writings on the “woman question,” which she critiqued as be-
ing overly economistic. She explored women’s social situation in 
relation to capitalist social relations and the emergence of private 
property, illustrating the ways in which ideological constructions 
of women’s roles came to be viewed as natural facts.
2 The influence of anti-colonial scholarship is most clearly seen in 
relation to Selma James, who had her early politicization with the 
Johnson-Forest Tendency in the U.S. In this group, the work of 
C.L.R. James, Raya Dunayevskaya, and Grace Lee Boggs focused 
on marginalized sections of the working class, specifically women, 
youth, and people of colour. James (who eventually married C.L.R. 
James) lived in Trinidad from 1958-62, and was actively involved 
in the West Indian independence movement. See James 2012. 
3 While the WfH network in Canada had dissolved by 1980, the 
Lesbian Mothers’ Defense Fund remained active in Toronto until 
1987. This fund was established in 1978 to support lesbian moth-
ers navigating custody battles in the homophobic court system. See 
Rousseau 2015.   
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