
p o l i t i c s and scholarship we are seeing 
the emergence of a t r u l y new voice and 
agent i n the h i s t o r y of the struggle 
for human freedom. 

Of course, feminism, i n a l l i t s forms, 
does not always and everywhere encom­
pass, deepen and transform t r a d i t i o n a l 
progressive concerns. But i t can do 
t h i s . In i t s most r a d i c a l , most 
courageous and most creative expres­
sions feminist theory and feminist 
p r a c t i c e open the way to new p o l i t i c a l / 
personal syntheses and new l e v e l s and 
forms of progressive struggle un­
dreamed of u n t i l t h i s phase of our 
movement, indeed u n t i l the l a s t few 
years of t h i s phase. Woman and Nature 
i s one of the books that allows us to 
cream new dreams and helps us, to­
gether, to b u i l d new worlds. 

Angela Miles, 
York University 
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The Liberation of Women: A 
Study of Patriarchy and 
Capitalism, ROBERTA HAMILTON, 
London: George Allen and Unwin, 1978, Pp. 117 

This book, written by Roberta Hamilton, 
a young Canadian s o c i o l o g i s t , and pub­
l i s h e d i n the distinguished Controver­
s i e s i n Sociology s e r i e s , edited by T.B. 
Bottomore and M.J. Mulkay, sets out to 
examine two t h e o r e t i c a l approaches to 
the question of why women have occupied 
a subordinate p o s i t i o n , r e l a t i v e to 
men. The two t h e o r e t i c a l p o s i t i o n s 
that i n t e r e s t the author are Marxism 
and feminism, and her purpose i n the 
book i s to examine t h e i r value as ex­
planatory concepts by applying each 
one to two separate aspects of women's 
experience i n the context of seven­
teenth-century England. 



For Hamilton, the d i s t i n c t i v e feature 
of the feminist analysis of women's 
p o s i t i o n i s that i t locates "the 
source of female subordination and 
male domination i n [those] b i o l o g i c a l 
differences between the sexes" that 
have l e d to the dominance of the 
ideology of patriarchy. The Marxist 
analysis, on the other hand, "sees the 
oppression of women a r i s i n g not from 
b i o l o g i c a l differences i n themselves, 
but from the a c q u i s i t i o n of priv a t e 
property which made possible and neces­
sary the e x p l o i t a t i o n of those d i f ­
ferences." Neither analysis i s s a t i s ­
factory alone, i n Hamilton's view: only 
a synthesis of the two can provide an 
explanation f or women's subordinate 
p o s i t i o n , and a t h e o r e t i c a l basis f o r 
a s o l u t i o n to i t . 

Hamilton's discussion of the Marxist 
and feminist analyses of women's 
p o s i t i o n i s c l e a r and f o r c e f u l , but 
not e n t i r e l y s a t i s f a c t o r y . Nowhere 
i n the book does she, i n f a c t , o f f e r 
an analysis of feminism—she i s , 
rather, w r i t i n g from a Marxist point 
of view, and within that framework, 
arguing f o r the necessity of a Marxist-
feminist approach. I t i s from t h i s 
Marxist standpoint that she makes the 
cle a r , but r i g i d d i s t i n c t i o n between 
Marxism and feminism i n which feminism 
i s defined as addressing i t s e l f to 
i d e o l o g i c a l questions, and Marxism i s 
defined as addressing i t s e l f to ques­
tions about economic structure. With 
t h i s sharp dichotomy i n hand, Hamilton 
turns to the main task she has set her­

s e l f i n the book; the task of examining 
the seventeenth century from the stand­
point of each concept, with the i n t e n ­
t i o n of i l l u s t r a t i n g the explanatory 
effectiveness of each. 

Hamilton explains that she has selected 
the seventeenth century f o r analysis 
because she sees i t as a watershed, as 
a c r u c i a l period i n which the structure 
of women's work and the family a l t e r e d 
r a d i c a l l y , and i n which society's 
i d e o l o g i c a l structures r e l a t i n g to 
women also underwent a profound a l t e r a ­
t i o n . I t was the r i s e of capi t a l i s m i n 
the seventeenth century that brought 
about the changes i n the structure of 
work and the family, and i t was the 
r i s e of Protestantism that brought 
about the i d e o l o g i c a l changes. Hamil­
ton's plan i s to examine the economic 
changes from a Marxist point of view, 
and the i d e o l o g i c a l changes from a 
feminist point of view, and t h i s i s 
what she proceeds to do i n the two 
most important chapters i n the book. 
While I am not convinced that she has 
achieved her main objective, which i s 
to demonstrate the need f o r a Marxist-
feminist analysis of women's p o s i t i o n 
through the use of an h i s t o r i c a l 
period as a " t e s t case," these two h i s ­
t o r i c a l chapters do provide an i n s i g h t -
f u l f u l and s e n s i t i v e summary of an im­
portant period of women's h i s t o r y . In 
both cases, the an a l y s i s , while not 
based on primary research, i s based on 
a thorough reading of the major second­
ary works. Hamilton i s able to sum­
marize complicated concepts i n an 



e a s i l y understandable manner, and her 
prose s t y l e i s strong and e f f e c t i v e . 
The two chapters together provide a 
valuable i n t r o d u c t i o n to the h i s t o r y of 
women i n seventeenth-century England, 
and i n the case of the chapter on 
Protestantism, she has written one of 
the best summaries of the subject 
a v a i l a b l e . 

The chapter on economic development 
owes much to A l i c e Clark's great work, 
Working L i f e of Women i n the Seventeenth 

o f f women. The wives of ar t i s a n s , of 
yeomen farmers and of lords of the 
manor, had a l l done productive work. 
The r i s e of capi t a l i s m reduced them a l l 
to the status of the i d l e bourgeois 
wife. 

While Hamilton's p o s i t i o n i s tenable, 
i n broad o u t l i n e at l e a s t , there are 
cer t a i n weaknesses i n her treatment 
of t h i s aspect of seventeenth-century 
h i s t o r y . In Hamilton's a n a l y s i s , the 
seventeenth century i s described as a 
period i n which a sudden, catastrophic 
transformation took place i n the struc­
ture of the family and of economic l i f e : 
her use of the terms "feudal" and 
" c a p i t a l i s t " tends to emphasize t h i s 
foreshortened view. But I am not con­
vinced that the historiography of the 
period supports such a p i c t u r e . While 
the seventeenth century was c r u c i a l i n 
the economic development of England, 
the changes had been developing over a 
long period of time, and the trans­
formation was by no means complete by 
the end of the seventeenth century. 
Capitalism was f l o u r i s h i n g i n c e r t a i n 
sectors of the Tudor economy, and the 
hi s t o r i a n s who have examined the sub­
j e c t would seem to agree that the f i n a l 
blow to the peasant economy d i d not 
come u n t i l the early nineteenth century. 

Hamilton's second h i s t o r i c a l chapter, 
her treatment of p a t r i a r c h a l ideology 
as i t developed out of Protestantism, 
displays much more s e n s i t i v i t y to h i s ­
t o r i c a l r e a l i t y than does the chapter 
on economic development. Hamilton's 

Century, (1919). Hamilton i s not alone 
i n r e l y i n g h eavily on Clark. The 
seventeenth century has not at t r a c t e d 
h i s t o r i a n s of women i n the way that, 
fo r example, the nineteenth century 
has i n recent years, and A l i c e Clark's 
book remains the major work on the sub­
j e c t , although i t was published f i f t y 
years ago. I t i s Clark's analysis of 
the t r a n s i t i o n from a family based 
economy to an economy based on wage 
labour that i n t e r e s t s Hamilton. In her 
view, t h i s t r a n s i t i o n , which she char­
a c t e r i z e s as the t r a n s i t i o n from 
feudalism to capitalism, was disastrous 
fo r women. The l i f e of the peasant 
woman i n the family centered economy 
may have been hard, but at l e a s t she 
enjoyed the ben e f i t s that flowed from 
the i n t e g r a t i o n o f the t r a d i t i o n a l 
women's tasks with other sorts of 
productive work. When the family 
economy was destroyed, and the peasants 
were reduced to the status of wage 
labourers, women were affe c t e d even 
more adversely than men. Capitalism 
also had negative e f f e c t s f o r b e t t e r -



c h i e f concern i s to i l l u s t r a t e the 
double message that Protestant ideology 
offered women. She examines the way i n 
which the new high status that Protes­
tantism gave to marriage both benefited 
women (by granting that ordinary l i v e s 
could have s p i r i t u a l value), and hurt 
them (by i t s insistence on the subor­
dination of wives to husbands) , She 
also discusses the f a c t that while the 
Protestant emphasis on the s p i r i t u a l 
e quality of the sexes marked a gain f o r 
women, the Puritan a t t i t u d e towards 
sexuality represented a d e f i c i t . Taken 
as a whole, t h i s chapter on Protestan­
tism and p a t r i a r c h a l ideology i s excel­
l e n t , providing the reader with a com­
prehensive and i n t e l l i g e n t introduction 
to the subject. 

The L i b e r a t i o n of Women: A Study of 
Patriarchy and Capitalism, while not 
e n t i r e l y successful i n f u l f i l l i n g the 
objectives of the author, has many 
strengths. In i t s e l f , the book pro­
vides a valuable introduction, both to 
the ongoing debate among Marxists 
about feminism, and to the h i s t o r y of 
women i n the seventeenth century. I t 
i s an admirable f i r s t book from a 
feminist scholar from whom I hope we 
w i l l soon hear more. 

Deborah Gorham 
Carleton University 
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Some people argue that since we a l l 
know women are discriminated against, 
there's no poin t to w r i t i n g 'yet 
another book 1 about i t . The 'so what' 
reception to new studies on women's 
status can e a s i l y l u l l some i n t o 
thinking that a l l i s w e l l , or being 
taken care of or that there's no 
point. But, there i s a poin t . U n t i l 
such time as the i n e q u a l i t i e s experi­
enced by women are made so v i s i b l e 
that they cannot be dismissed, they 
must be exposed to p u b l i c view. 

While i t i s true that women have a l ­
ways worked, and that they have earned 
less than men, the nature of t h i s i n ­
equality has not always been v i s i b l e . 
We have not always known which groups 
or classes of women worked, where they 
worRed, what the conditions of t h e i r 
employment were, how t h e i r patterns of 
work changed and why, nor have we 
understood why women's p a r t i c i p a t i o n 
i n the paid labour force do not mirror 
that of men's. Research published i n 


