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THE ABORTION STRUGGLE:
WHAT HAVE WE ACCOMPLISHED,
WHERE SHOULD WE GO FROM HERE?
by Betsey Stone and Mary-Alice Waters

The January 1973 Supreme Court decision legalizing
abortion was a landmark v1ctory in the struggle for wom-
en's liberation.

It was the first major advance recorded by the new
wave of struggles by women in the fight against the in-
stitutionalized domestic slavery to which women have
been relegated by class society.

The abortion rights victory opened the door for mil-
lions of women — especially working women, Blacks, Chi-
canas, Puerto Ricans—to begin to control their own re-
productive functions, their own bodies. It went a signifi-
cant way towards establishing a fundamental human right
for all women — the right to choose whether or not to bear
a child.

Freedom from enforced motherhood is a precondition
to women's liberation. Only with the right to control their
own bodies can women begin to reassert their full human
identity as productive, not only reproductive, beings.

The 1973 abortion rights decision sets the stage for a
new level of women's liberation struggles. Such struggles
will be inspired by the victory won‘and enhanced by the
heightened social expectations and confidence of women
developed because of the deczsmn and the changes it will
bring.

The victory can only serve to hasten the development
of a proletarian vanguard of fighting women and men
capable of achieving women's liberation and leading the
American socialist revolution to victory.

The Socialist Workers Party made a contribution in
helping to win the abortion rights victory. The purpose of
this article is to draw a balance sheet of the party's wom-
en's liberation activity since the last convention, most
importantly our participation in this fight to repeal capi-
talism's reactionary abortion laws. The article will also
assess the development of the feminist movement over the
past four years, the present state of the struggle, and our
tasks in the period ahead.

The Political Committee does not plan to present a

draft resolution to the convention, or to propose a sepa- )

rate agenda point on women's liberation work. We hope
this contribution will facilitate the discussion which will
take place under the political report and at the panel on
women's liberation work.

Behind the Supreme Court Victory

The Supreme Court decision was brought about by a
combination of factors. Some of them are cited in the
1971 SWP resolution, "Towards a Mass Feminist Move-
ment," as factors responsible for the emergence of the
women's liberation struggle as a whole.

First, the decision was a product of the increasing dis-
parity between the actual position of women and the pos-
sibilities provided by today's technology and wealth for
freeing women from a narrow existence of domestic drudg-
ery. As a result of psychological conditioning and econom-
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ic coercion women continue to be channeled into the role
of wife-mother-housekeeper. They are systematically
molded for this socially prescribed role by law, by cus-
tom, by religion, by the dominant ideology of the ruling
class. They are taught it is their "natural" place. While
women today have more options than ever before in
terms of jobs, education, and participation in.productive
activity, they are still restricted at every turn by the in-
stitutionalized forms. of sexual discrimination and oppres-
sion which are the basic underpinnings of class society.

This disparity between what is and what could be be-
came abundantly clear in the debate around the issue
of abortion. The use of hirth control devices and the pill
are now widespread in the [J.S., and are recognized as
a legal right in most states. Under modern medical prac-
tice abortions are safer by far than childbirth. But for
simply exercising the right to control their own bodies,
women have been branded as criminals and condemned
to risk their lives at the hands of backstreet abortionists.

This and similar contradictions gave rise to the wom-
en's liberation movemént in general and the struggle
against the reactionary abortion laws in particular.

The impact of women's liberation ideas and the fight
carried out by large numbers of women was another
major factor behind the Supreme Court decision. This was
manifested in the fact that the concept put forward by
large numbers of women's liberation forces— that abor-
tion should be a woman's right to choose— was incor-
porated in the Supreme Court decision.

The ruling was also influenced by the general radicali-
zation with its challenges to traditional attitudes and
values. The rise of the Black movement, the antiwar move-
ment, and other struggles for social change helped create
an atmosphere that spurred changing views on abortion.

The influence of the radicalization, and the development
of the feminist movement in 'parficular, was reflected in
the polls that showed a rapid change in attitudes relating
to abortion between 1968 and 1971. In 1968, the polls
reported that only 15 percent of the population believed
women had a right to abortion. Abortion was still large-
ly a secret ordeal that many women went through but
were afraid to talk about By 1969, the percentage sup-
porting abortion rose dramatically to 40 percent. By
1971, it was 50 percent.

The rise of the women's liberation movement helped
bring about the first partial victory in the abortion rights
struggle: the legalization of abortion in New York state
in 1970. The excellent safety record in New York under
the new law and the demonstrated demand for legal abor-
tion helped legitimize the procedure and also made it
more difficult for the ruling class to take back this limited
gain women had won.

The liberalization of abortion in New York sparked
a concerted drive by the anti-abortion forces which be-



gan to assume national scope. The polarization and fer-
ment that began to mount over this question forced the
ruling class to realize they would have to settle the mat-
ter in one way or another.

Orientation confirmed

The victory for women embodied in the Supreme Court
decision confirms the orientation of the SWP of throwing
its - energies into the fight for the right to abortion. It
showed we were correct in our insistence that the ques-
tion of abortion was becoming a national political issue
around which a struggle would take place which would
lead to either a significant victory or ‘a major setback
for the women's liberation movement and the radicali-
zation in general. It confirms our view that it was crucial
for the feminist movement té intervene ‘in’ this struggle,
to fight for the interests of women and to thereby demon-
strate the relevance of the women's liberation movement
to the masses of women.

Although the Supreme Court decision was handed down
. before either the feminist movement or the abortion rights
movement had reached a stage of mobilizing large num-
bers of women, the work we carried out as builders of the
Women's National Abortion Action Coalition (WONAAC)
had an important impact. Over the past several years,
WONAAC has been the one women's liberation organi-
zation that has carried out consistent activity oriented
toward involving women in struggle, independent of the
capitalist parties and politicians, around an issue of vital
concern to masses of women. It had the correct political
position on abortion as a woman's right. It was the only
women's liberation group to continue to fight uncompro-
misingly for the right to abortion throughout the 1972
election period. It was the only one to answer the so-
called "rightto-life’ campaign in an organized manner
and on a correct political basis. And it was the group
that did the most to publicize, encourage and link up
with the growing international struggle for the right to
abortion.

WONAAC played an important role in providing a
correct perspective for the women's liberation struggle
at a time when the feminist movement was facing a crisis
of orientation. The full significance of this roleof WONAAC
and the abortion rights struggle can be best understood

by looking at the origins and development of the wom-

en's liberation struggle as a whole over the past:foqr
years. '

Emergence of the Women's Liberation Movement

What has been popularly referred to as the "women's
liberation movement" is not a movement in any organ-
ized sense. There has been a general radicalization of
women around feminist ideas. This has reflected itself
in many and varied orgamzanonal forms, from conscious-
ness raising groups to unjon caucuses, as wellas in chang-
ing attitudes on a mass scale. When we talk about the
women's liberation "movement," it is more accurately this
general radicalization that we are referring to with its
organized and unorgamzed reﬂectlons ' /

The SWP recognized the emergence of the new women's

liberation movement as extremely significant in terms
of its potential for affecting the course of the American
socialist revolution. The explosiveness with whichthemove-
ment developed around 1969, the rapidity of the spread
of women's liberation ideas, and the radical nature of the
mov ement's critique of the family and the roots of women's
oppression, were seen as a reflection of the depth of the
current radicalization and the deepening contradictions
of American capitalism.

In its 1971 resolution "Towards a Mass Feminist Move—
ment," the SWP noted that while struggles by women had
accompanied every previous radicalization in ther, S.,
this new women's liberation movement was unprecedented.
It states: "Never before has there been a feminist mave-
ment as irreconcilable in its opposition to oppression,
as radical in its critique of the social forces that breed
these inequities, and as potentially powerful a force for
helping to end that oppression, as the emerging move-
ment of today."

This new movement represented a significant expansmn
of the general radicalization process affecting American
society. It meant people were beginning to challenge some
of the most ingrained prejudicgs and basic institutions
upholding capitalist society.

While the emergence of the women's liberation move-
ment was fundamentally conditioned by the growth of
objective contradictions in the situation of women, it was
also an outgrowth of the general radicalization devel-
oping in American society. The particular forms the move-
ment took .and the way it developed were influenced by
the specific nature and stage of the general radicalization.

The feminist movement was born at the height of the
ferment of the rising antiwar struggle in 1968-70. The
movement was also deeply inspired by the Black liberation
struggle and the fury expressed in the ghetto rebellions
that swept the country in the mid-1960s.

In this context of general questioning of authority and
challenges to the status quo, hundreds of women's libera-
tion groups sprang up throughout the country in 1969,
most of them beginning as consciousness-raising groups.
Numerous conferences were organized to discuss and form-
ulate demands relating to women's oppression. There
was an outpouring of literature by women examining
the nature of sexist oppression and how to end it.

This initial flowering of the movement culminated in
the giant outpouring on August 26, 1970, the 50th an-
niversary of the winning of women's suffrage. In New
York, where the largest demonstration took place, 30,000
were in the streets. The unexpected size of these demon-
strations is partly explained by the fact that they followed
on the heels of the largest student upsurge in American
history — the May 1970 explosion after the invasion of
Cambodia and the murder of the Kent State and Jack-
son State students.

As an outgrowth of the general youth radicalization of
the 1960s, the women's liberation movement reflected the
weaknesses and limitations of that radicalization as well
as the strengths. As happened with the antiwar and Black
movements, the feminist movement very quickly faced
a crisis of orientation. Given the relative political quies-
cence of the labor movement and the absence of a mass
revolutionary socialist party, there were strong tenden-



cies toward ultraleftism, sectarianism, workerism, reform-
ism, and other attempts to find short cuts to move the
struggle forward. ;

Many of the women who were initiators of the women's
liberation groups came out of Students for a Democratic
Society (SDS) or the antiwar movement as conscious
opponents of any attempt to build a mass action move-
ment. Many in this layer looked to the women's movement
as a way out of political activity and as an escape from
the kind of political struggle that characterized the anti-
war movement and the student movement.

From the very beginning these ex-New-Left currents
attempted to steer the women's movement in the direction
of ultraleftism, elitism, and a reliance on changing "life
styles" as solutions to the oppression of women.

In addition, the central leadership of the National Or-
ganization for Women (NOW) was a conscmusly reform-
ist nucleus that worked to turn the energies of the de-
veloping women's liberation movement toward subordi-
nation to Democratic Party politics.

The August 26, 1970 demonstration provoked a deep-
going debate over many of the same questions that had
previously been fought out in the antiwar movement.
This outpouring of protest showed the great potential
before the women's liberation movement. It sharply posed
the question of what strategy the movement should follow.
How could this potential force of masses of women be
organized and mobilized as a power to help bring about
the liberation of women? '

A discussion of this had already begun prior to the
demonstration. In countless consciousness-raising groups,
for example, women reached a point in their discussions
when'they realized that the consciousness-raising group
was no. longer adequate. They came to the eonclusion
that talking was not enough, that something had to be
done about the oppression of women. However, most
activists were not convinced of the effectiveness of any
particular course of action. The questions raised —such
as what is the cause of the oppression of women, who
is responsible.for maintaining it, and how can we end
it—could only be answered by a Marxist analysis and
perspective. .

Our answer to the question of what direction women's:

liberation groups should take was that they had to turn
outward, toward the masses of working women, Black,
Chicana, and Puerto Rican women. We said feminists
should organize around the basic issues facing the masses
of women, with the aim of mobilizing women, independent
of the capitalist politicians and parties, to fight for their
needs. We said to free themselves women had to challenge
the fundamental institutions of this society; that changmg
one's life style was no solution at all. :

We said the women's liberation forces had te break
out of any closed-circle existence and involve in struggle
the many women who did not yet consider themselves
feminists but were ready to fight for certain basic demands.

Debate Divides the Movement
The debate that broke out around the meaning of Au-

gust 26 divided the movement fundamentally over the -

question: for or against the perspective of mass action
as the indispensable form of struggle. The SWP and YSA,
which had played an important role in building the Au-

gust 26 demonstrations, took the lead in explaining the
significance of those actions and proposing a continua-
tion of an action perspective for the movement.

Lined up against the SWP and YSA and the independent
activists who had been inspired by August 26 were three
main currents:

1. One current insisted upon the overriding importance
of small groups of what they considered "true feminists.”
Their view was that women could move toward libera-
tion prunarlly by changmg their own consciousness and
life styles. Another aspect of this theory was a disdain
for the masses of women, who were not yet "conscious
feminists.” One influential sectlon of this current began
to equate feminism with lesblamsm and to look down
upon women who were not ‘gay as not "real" feminists.

2. The second was the liberal current. It was primarily
represented by the leadership of the National Organization
for Women. They tended to counterpose lobbying, "behind-
the-scenes legislative action,” and small "militant” acts to
mass action around specific issues. Immediately after spon-
soring the August 26 demonstrations, the NOW leader-
ship rejected further actions of this kind and more openly
began to orient toward involvement in Democratic and
Republican party politics in preparation for the 1972
elections. '

3. Finally, there were the various sectarian tendencies
on the left calling themselves socialist or anti-imperialist..
These women tended to oppose and denigrate the Au-
gust 26 actions or any other feminist action as "not rad-
ical enough." Some groupings, such as the International
Socialists, enamoured . of rhetoric about "orienting toward
working women,” opposed any campaigns that had the
potential of involving large numbers of working women.

These three currents were not totally distinct from one
another. Many of the groups dominated by SDS women,
for example, were characterized by both sectarianism and
an orientation toward counter-life-styles.

As the debate in the movement continued through the
fall and winter of 1970-71, the crisis of perspective began
taking its toll. Many women's liberation groups and con-
sciousness-raising. groups which had sprung up during
the earlier .. period became more and more introverted
and apolitical. With the passage of time, most such groups
completely disappeared.

To help propel the movement forward and in order
to provide an. orientation, the SWP proposed outward-
reaching activities in the women's groups in which we
were involved. However, we encountered strong resistance
to this action perspective, both in NOW and in the city-
wide women’'s liberation groups, such as the New York
Women's Center, Redstockings, Washington D. C. Women's
Liberation, and the Chicago Women's Liberation Union,
which were led, in the main, by ‘ex-SDSers who were con-
sciously opposed’ ‘to such actions. The reformists and
ultralefts more and more resorted to red-baiting as a
method of comb attmg our pohtlcal ideas.

It was at this time, when much of the organized move-
ment was becoming introverted ‘and’ clique-ridden, that
struggles began to sharpen in several states around the
issue of abortion. Abortion law repeal coalitions and
groups sprang up in numerous states, some formed with
SWP and YSA participation, others arising where we had
no comrades. In the spring of 1970, the New York move-



ment had initiated an important court suit and organized
a demonstration through the coalition called” People to
Abolish Abortion Laws (PAAL).

Passage of the liberalized New York abortion law . in
March 1970 was a turning point in the struggle. At one
and the same time it provided an impetus to the abortion
rights fight and prompted the reactionary anti-abortion
forces, spearheaded by the powerful Catholic Church hier-
archy, to launch a campaign to reverse the trend toward
legalization. Numerous capitalist politicians including
Richard Nixon felt impelled to publicly support this re-
actionary offensive. Newspaper and magazine articles on
the abortion question proliferated; debates raged in more
and more state legislatures; meetings,:rallies and dem-
onstrations were orgamzed by both sides m the abortlon
fight.

It became evident that a heatéd and deepening nation-
wide struggle was looming on this question, and that
either the New York law would be reversed by the anti-
abortion offensive, or legalization of abortion would be
extended to other states. The fact that the reactionaries

had decided to rally their forces for a showdown 'fight.

around this issue made imperative the need to organize
and fight back.

Considerations Behind the Abortion Campaign

In countering the attacks of the reactionaries, the abor-
tion coalitions and groups around the country were handi-
capped by their local outlook. An effective struggle to
repulse the onslaught of the teactionaries and win a de-
cisive victory for women required a unified, nationwide
effort on the part of the feminist movement.

A national action eampaign centered on the abortlon
issue could rebuff the reactionary right-wing offensive
and become the vehicle to enable the women's liberation

forces to break out of a relatively closed-circle existence -

and begin to organize around the real social and po-
litical issues that affected the masses of women. Such
a campaign could provide the opportunity to advance
beyond the stage of general propagandizing about wom-
en's oppression to organizing a fight to attain a concrete
goal of vital importance to masses of American women.
It could begin to demonstrate, in practice, that the ideas
of women's liberation are of concern to working women,
Black women, Chicanas. It could be a way of involving
new layers of women in the feminist moyement.

The SWP considered such a campaign to be a realistic
prospect because, in addition to our own movement, there
were other significant forces already involved in the abor-
tion rights struggle who would welcome the idea of a
national effort on this issue. In the spring of 1971, Women
vs. Connecticut, a group which sponsored a class action

suit against that state's abortion law, had already called -

for a national march on Washington demanding repeal
of the laws restricting the right of women to obtain abor-
tions. . . -

From the beginning, the feminist component of the abor-
tion rights movement had been the most uncompromising
in its stand for total repeal of abortion laws and the

right of a woman to choose abortion. One of the dangers.
of the developing controversy over abortion was that

the population-control advocates who were influential at
this time in many pro-abortion groups would direct the
debate into a losing fight over population control vs.

"right-to-life." Leadership by the women's liberation move-
ment was needed to shift the debate off this axis and
squarely pose the question on the basis of a woman's
right to control her own body This was particularly
important in order to mvolve Black, Puerto Rican, and
Chicana women in the abortion struggle, since most pop-
ulation control theories and proposals are marked by
racist attitudes and assumptions. Clear political leader-
ship by the feminist movement was also needed to fight
liberal proposals that women should be allowed abor-
tions only under special conditions, such as rape, incest,
or threat to the life or health of the pregnant woman.

The demands embodying a clear, principled position
based on a woman's right to choose were: "Repeal all
anti-abortion laws" and "No forced sterilization."

A broad women's coalition, umted behind these de-
mands was needed We supported the idea of a women's
coalition for two reasons. ‘

1) We agreed that women should. organize themselves
to fight against their oppression as women. Those who
suffer directly from 'a particular form "of exploitation,
injustice or oppression will, in their overwhelming ma-
jority, be the most uncompromising in their struggle
against it. Women alone cannot make a socialist rev-
olution and establish the material prerequisites for ending
their oppression. But this does not alter the fact that wom-
en must organize and lead the fight to liberate themselves.
No one else can or will doit for them. Organizing women
to fight on the abortion question was a way of setting
an example for how women should fight, a way to pro-
vide a perspective for the entire women's liberation move-
ment; to demonstrate in action how to struggle. A wom-
an's coalition could help increase the confidence of women
in their ability to lead, to organize, to fight and win.

2) In the absence of a mass revolutionary party, a
coalition of conscious women®s liberation forces, united
around the demand for abortion as a woman's right,
provided the strongest possible left wing of the abortion
struggle. With an organized and politically clear left wing
leading the abortion struggle, the women's liberation move-
ment could reach out to broader forces and involve them
in the abortion rights fight. This could be done with less
danger of the struggle being derailed by the non-feminist
and liberal forces who were not committed to fight for
abortion as a woman's right.

WONAAC, the feminist coalition we helped originate,
thus had a double function. First, it was a component
part -of the women's liberation movement, an expression
of the rising militancy and determination of significant
numbers of women to fight for their liberation. It pro-
vided a focus; a perspective and an example of how to
wage that struggle.

Secondly, WONAAC was a bridge to, and provided
leadership for, other non-feminist forces, both women and
men, who-were willing to join in the fight on a specific
issue of women's oppression.. WONAAC reached out to
unions, women's organizations, family planning centers,
health organizations, church groups, the welfare rights
organization, - professional clubs,- and many ‘others. It
was a vehicle through which  feminists could provide a
class struggle leadership to much broader social forces.

The class struggle policy that was advocated by us
in the abortion fight was based on three fundamental
concepts:



First is our orientation toward issues that are funda-
mental to the exploitation and oppression of the working
class. We advance a political line and perspective that
speaks to the real problems and needs of the working
masses. Struggles to resolve these problems begin to chal-
lenge the interests and prerogatives of the ruling class.

Second our class struggle policy is based on political
independence from: the individuals and institutions of the
ruling class political apparatus — parties, politicians, leg-
islatures, etc. We defer nothing, we subordinate nothing
to the needs of any alien class interest. While capitalist
politicians and others of their ilk are welcome to support
our demands and our actions, they do so on our terms.

Third are the methods of struggle employed, which
are proletarian methods —the use of extra-parliamentary
action as opposed to reliance on the capitalist legislature.
We teach the struggling masses to rely on their own
strength and united power as opposed to.the institutions,
representatives and spokespersons of the class.enemy.

What Did WOQNAAC Represent?

Together with other forces, the SWP and YSA helped
initiate the Women's National Abortion Action Coalition
in July of 1971.

The initial organizing efforts, including the first na-
tional WONAAC conference, were successful in involving
and inspiring hundreds of women with the perspective
of united action to beat back the anti-abortion forges and
participation in a struggle which could register an impor-
tant victory for women. At the same time, from its very
inception, a debate raged within and around WONAAC
between the supporters of a mass-action approach and
the sectarians and liberals who saw WONAAC as a threat
to their orientations. .‘ :

The alternatives to mass action were posed atthe various
WONAAC decision-making meetings in the form of pro-
posals to change the focus of WONAAC's activities by:
(1) adding such demands as "free abortion," "free child-
care centers,” and "freedom of sexual expression"; (2)
eliminating demonstrations; (3) concentrating on lobbying

legislators or aiding Democratic or Republican party poli-

ticians who endorsed the right to abortion.

The continuing debate within WONAAC served toeducate
a whole layer of feminist activists about the need for an
action perspective oriented toward the masses. There were
several major lessons that came out ot these debates and
WONAAC's experience. :

1) One major debate was over the importance of the
abortlon issue itself. Many of the women who proposed
WONAAC take up other issues did so because they believed
abortion was not a matter of concern to most women.

Their arguments took many forms. Just as sectarians
in the antiwar movement had objected that the demand for
U.S. withdrawal from Vietham was "not radical enough,"
that it "wouldn't stop the seventh war from now," so too
did representatives of these currents in the women's move-
ment try to say that the demand for legal abortion was
"not radical,"” or that the. capitalist class would easily
grant it and therefore it was not worth struggling for.

Some argued that the right to abortion was not of
concern to working women, either because they could not
afford even a legal abortion unless it was free, or because
they were more interested in getting childcare centers.

They argued that since the right to abortion is not a
significant issue, the role of socialists or "anti-imperialists”
or "real" feminists in the abortion movement should be to
raise "more radical" demands, such as "free abortion on
demand” and "free, 24-hour childcare centers,” or "freed om
of sexual expression.”

The SWP rejected these arguments as did the majority of
WONAAC activists. The right to abortion is a basic demo-
cratic right of women that must be wholeheartedly cham-
pioned by any socialist. Under the laws in force prior to
the Supreme Court decision statistics showed that one
woman out of every four would have had an abortion
at some time in her life. Almost every woman had been
haunted by the fear of unwanted pregnancy, and the
fear of having to resort to illegal, backstreet abortionists.

We pointed out that the right to legal abortion is especial-
ly relevant to working women, Black, Puerto Rican and
Chicana women since these are the women who have the
least access to birth control information and devices, and
the hardest time getting safe, inexpensive abortions under
illegal conditions. They account for the overwhelming
majority of botched-abortion fatalities.

We saw the fight for the right to abortion as a struggle
challenging one of the most important ideological props
of women's oppression. Freedom to decide when or if to
bear a child is necessary if women are to begin to have
any control over the course of their lives. Along with
"women's duties” in the home, vulnerability to unplanned
pregnancy has been one of the basic "justifications" for
discriminating against women in all areas, including jobs
and education. It is one of the fundamental components
of reactionary ideology defining women as mferlor, depen-
dent beings, whose proper place is in the home.

We believed that winning a victory on this question
was possible, and that it would represent a giant step
forward for the. women's liberation movement. It would
alleviate an important ‘aspect of women's oppression and
represent a defeat for the reactionary anti-abortion and
anti-feminist forces. It would lay the basis for further
struggles by women. : '

2) The second debate was over the mass action strategy -
and the tactic of focusing on the single issue of legalized
abortion. Opp osition to the class-struggle approach wasthe
reason why some women sought to raise other issues that
would cut across concentration on legalized abortion.

Neither the socialists nor the feminists in this country
"created" the abortion issue. We did not arbitrarily "decide”
that: repealing the' abortion laws was the question on
which:- a major fight would develop. That was dictated
by social forces ‘muc¢h stronger than us. The right to
abortion had achieved prominence as a major national
political issue because of the objective social factors cited
above. With or without us, struggles were beginning to
occur around this question.

We rejected the notion” that this struggle could be made
"more radical” if WONAAC raised other demands which
changed the foéus of the fight The social question that
had come to the fore—because of forces beyond our con-

- trol—was legalized abortion, not socialized medicine as

implied by those who wanted to focus on "free abortion,”
or gay oppression of free childcare.

The effect of adding such demands would not be "more
radical” actions, but rather to let the capitalists off the hook



in the real struggle developing over legalization of abor-
tion by not bringing to bear the potential power and anger
of the many women concerned about this issue.

The most radical thing WONAAC could do, we said,
was to begin to affect the consciousness of the masses of
working people and to mobilize significant numbers in
struggle. It is only through the experience acquired through
such struggle that large numbers of people will begin to
understand what we already know: that much more than
leg_élized abortion is needed to end the oppression of
women. It is only when masses are in motion, engaged
in struggle, that their consciousness begins to undergo
a qualitative change. Until such motion develops and
unfolds according to the dynamics of mass struggles,
it is nothing but ultraleftism and sectarianism to proclaim
the need for struggle around "more radical” demands.

Actually the proposals to add other demands to
WONAAC's program were presented not out of concern
for winning those demands, but rather as a ploy to mask
opposition to an effective mass-oriented campaign to win
the right to abortion. They were put forward by sectarians
and counterculture-oriented forces who were either opposed

to building mass actions or lacked any conception of

how to do so. None of these forces tried to build fights
around the demands they raised.

Those who fought hardest for the demand "freedom
of sexual expression,” for example, were woman who
viewed changing their own consciousness and lifestyle
as the way to win liberation. Their insistence that the
abortion campaign also deal with gay oppression reflected
their desire to keep the movement small and "pure" and
demonstrated their lack of interest in reaching out to
nonfeminist women and involve them in struggle.

The bankruptcy of the sectarians and "living room femin-
ists" was clearly manifested during the 1972 election period.
Immediately after WONAAC was formed, most of the
women in the feminist movement began to look toward
the 1972 elections with illusions that "lesser-evil" politics
was the way to win gains.

When McGovern repudiated the abortion rights demand
and the reformists were telling women to "put the abortion
issue on the back burner,” and to switch to "quiet, behind-
the-scenes lobbying action,” the sectarians and "living room
feminists" offered no struggle alternative, and generally
ended up supporting "lesser evil" capitalist politicians.

The record of WONAAC, on the other hand, stands
up well during this period. WONAAC was the only group
to continue the fight, independent of capitalist politicians
and parties, for the right of women to abortion.
WONAAC's Abortion Action Week in May 1972 and the
local tribunals in the fall of 1972 were the only counter
to the T'right-to-life" campaign and to Nixon's and
McGovern's anti-abortion statements.

"Left Critics”

Among the main proponents of the addition of "free
abortion,” "free childcare,” "freedom of sexual expression”
and other demands were the International Socialists (IS).
Their conception of the role of Marxists in the abortion
struggle was not to take responsibility for helping to
lead and organize an effective struggle to win legalized
abortion, but to act as congenital "left" oppositionists,
concerned only with proving themselves "more radical”
than the rest of the women involved in the struggle.

IS also advanced the most sophisticated version of the
"raise other demands” position. This was their argument
that WONAAC should demand free abortion because that
would be the basis for continuing the struggle after abor-
tion law repeal was' won. The argument went: "Perhaps
the masses of women wouldn't understand or agree, but
at least a vanguard ‘layer would have been educated
about the need for free abortions and they would keep
fighting." They asserted that WONAAC didn't do this
out of fear of "scaring off bourgeois women" or "d1v1d1ng
the movement along class lines."

In reality, however,- WONAAC did divide the women's
liberation movement. Not according to the sociological
origins of the women involved, of course, which is what
the sectarians usually miean by "dividing the movement
on class lines." The divisions were over the political per-
spective that WONAAC adopted. It was a class struggle
perspective, even though'that term was never used, and
most women did not consciously see it that way. It was
precisely because WONAAC advanced a perspective of
uncompromising struggle to mobilize the masses of women
to fight for social changes in their interests, and against
the interests of the ruling class, that the resistance to this
orientation was so bitter

Secondly, our concern in opposing the addition of "free
abortion” or some other demand was not whether it would
"scare off" potential supporters. The question was what
would advance the fundamental strategic goals of
WONAAC. For example, we supported making thedemand
for "No Forced Sterilization"” part of WONAAC's program-
matic aims although this was unacceptable to many sup-
porters of abortion law repeal.

In determining what demands ‘to raise, the question
that must always be answered is: at this time, and in
this political situation, what aré the demands which meet
the objective needs of the masses and advance the struggle,
even if they are not yet fully understood. Answering that
question correctly is the art of politics.

The correct answer to that question in 1971, in the
women's liberation movement, was the demand to legalize
abortion, and that correctly became the axis of the
struggle.

Thirdly, it is sheer idealism to believe that all that is
necessary to keep a campaign or mobilization going after
the issue that brought it into being has been settled is
to raise a "more advanced” demand. We don't arbitrarily
pick the issues around which people will mobilize. In
1971 there was no reason to single out free abortion
or free medical care, as opposed to childcare or some
other demand, as the issue eround which women would
be mobilized in struggle following a victory for legalized
abortion. Such questions are not predictable. _

As for the question of how best to relate to the women
who were the most open to radical ideas, we thought
it was necessary to educate them on much more than
just free abortion. We put forward our entire program
of revolutionary Marxism, and our strategy for mobi-
lizing and leading the masses of working people in
struggle. We did that partially in action through
WONAAC, and we did it in propaganda through The
Militant, . ISR, the Young Socialist, our forums, classes,
election campaigns, etc. The result was that we won to
the YSA and SWP hundreds of women—a much more



important factor in continuing the struggle for women's
liberation than if we had simply educated them about
free abortion on demand. :

3) A third dispute in WONAAC was over the pohcy
of non-exclusion. From its very inception, all opponents
of WONAAC's action. program joined in a vicious red-
baiting campaign reminiscent of. those we experienced
in the Black movement and the early period of the antiwar
movement. The red-baiting was directed against WONAAC,
the SWP and the YSA. Its aim was to camouflage dif-
ferences with WONAAC's mass action perspective, and
with the policies of the SWP and YSA in the women's
liberation movement, by scare tactics designed to frighten
women away from even considering -these views. The
smears against WONAAC and the SWP ranged from a
public red-baiting press conference held by opponents
of WONAAC immediately following the founding con-
ference of the coalition, to unrestrained red-baiting at the
WONAAC conferences themselves, to attacks.on WONAAC
and the SWP on the floor of the 1971 NOW convention.
Numerous slanderous articles and dossiers against the
SWP were circulated throughout the movement. Some of
the red-baiting was obviously the work of ultra-right,
anti-feminist forces seeking to divide and discredit the
entire movement. These included an attack on WONAAC
in Phillip Abbott Luce's "Pink Sheet on the New Left,"
and the anonymous red-baiting letter sent to reporters
and speakers who had agreed to address the November
20 WONAAC demonstration in Washmgton, D. C.

WONAAC set an example for the movement by.rebutting
the attempts to weaken and divide the movement in this
manner. The majority of 1ndependent activists at
WONAAC's decision-making meetings reacted by insisting
instead on free and fair debate of the p011t1ca1 questions
involved, and complete democracy in the movement.
WONAAC refused to buckle under the red-baiting pressure,
and refused to take any measures to exclude socialists
or to make socialists second-class members of the co-
alition. If WONAAC had succumbed to these red-scare
tactics, it would have provided the opponents of abortion
law repeal with a weapon to destroy the left wing of the
movement.

Balance Sheet of the Abortion Campaign .

In supporting the idea of building a national abortion
law repeal campaign, the SWP envisioned the potential
for a movement of significant proportions around this
question. In drawing the balance sheet of this campaign,
we must examine WONAAC's accompllslnnents, as well
as discuss why no massive mobilizations on the abortion
question developed.

The most dramatic proof of WONAAC's correctness
was the Supreme Court decision itself. The ruling reflected
the social impact of the burgeoning women's liberation
movement as a whole. It was also affected by WONAAC's
arguments and activities. The political concept that
WONAAC fought for as the axis of the abortion struggle
was incorporated into the decision itself with the recog-
nition of abortion as a woman's right. )

WONAAC's direct achievements are impressive. It
carried out the November 20, 1971 Washington demon-
stration, the first national action for the right to abortion.
It carried out manifold activities in local areas in May
1972. The New York WONAAC demonstration held

during that Abortion Action Week was the only visible
protest action by the abortion rights movement to offset
the nearly successful attempts by the anti-abortion forces
to have the New York abortion law repealed.

WONAAC's three national conferences served to' unite
large sections of the movement-for valuable discussions
of political questions, priorities, and exchanges. of experi-
ences in the abortion rights struggle. The largest conference
in Boston attracted 1300 women. The WONAAC news-
letter played an important rolein giving national direction
and inspiration to the abortion fight as well as prov1d1ng
a forum for discussion. .

The coalition organized the successful defense of Shlrley
Wheeler, the first woman tried and convicted in the U.S.
for having an abortion. It spurred the rest of the move-
ment to join in this-defense effort.

WONAAC encouraged and helped. to draft the Abortlon
Rights Act introduced inta Congress by Bella-Abzug. It
helped initiate class action suits in several states, including
California, Massachusetts, and Michigan. It educated
around the questions of availability of birth control, and
of the practice of forced sterilization ‘and polemicized
against those who viewed abortion as a "population con-
trol" issue. WONAAC supporters throughout the country
were the major force engaging the "right-to-life" forces
in head on confrontation, rebutting their reactionary
campaign in debates and literature.

Despite its limited resources;, WONAAC was able to
contribute to and encourage the struggle for the right
to abortion in other countries. Its call for an international
day of protest November 20, 1971, was answered by
actions in France, England, Canada, Italy, Germany,
New Zealan?, and other countries. In addition, WONAAC"
sponsored international tours for two of its leaders, and
built the International Abortion Rights Rally in March
1973 in an attempt to utilize the victory of the Supreme
Court decision in this country to aid women still struggling
for the right to abortion in other countries.

In addition to its contributions to the abortlon rights
movement, WONAAC made an important contribution
in advancing the feminist struggle as a whole. It provided
a medium for women's liberation activists to put their
ideas into practice. It provided an example of how to
struggle effectively for the needs of women and an al-
ternative to the sterile perspectives of counter-culturalism,
sectarianism, reformism, and liberalism rampant in the
rest of the movement. '

WONAACE€ became a subject for discussion and debate
within existing women's liberation groups including NOW,
the citywide women's liberation groups and the campus
groups.. Although the vicious red-baiting limited WO-
NAAC's ability to involve in action members of NOW
and the citywide groups, an important layer was won '
over, and many campus groups wholeheartedly Jomed
the WONAAC campaign.

WONAAUC, however, was never able to involve in fts
activities significant numbers of women in addition to
the activists of the women's liberation movement. It did -
not become a mass movement before the Supreme Court
handed down its favorable : decision. The size ~of
WONAAC's actions were smaller than we had anticipated
they would become. The reason is that we underestimated -
the combined impact of various obstacles to the pace
of WONAAC's development. These obstacles included:



1) The intense opposition to the national abortion cam-
paign within sections of the women's liberation movement,
expressed, among other ways, in the.virulent red-baiting
of WONAAC. The initial strength of the ultralefts and
liberals was greater than we had foreseen. We had felt
that a national abortion campaign would be able to
involve NOW, for example, but NOW as -a national
organization .refused to lend its support in any effective
way to. the struggle for: abertion. Mest of the ferocity
of the opposition to WONAAC came from the substantial
layer of conscious opponents of-a mass-action strategy —
both ultralefts and- liberals—who had long experience
in fighting against class-struggle politics in the antiwar
movement and other fields. This early period of WONAAC
was similar to the early years of the antiwar movement.
But unlike the antiwar movement the -abortion rights
victory came before. WONAAC was able to- harvest the
fruits of the initial intense struggles over political orien-
tation and perspective. It was only towards the end of
the campaign that WONAAC began to really cut through
the -obstacles created by the opponents of the campaign
in a significant way.

. 2y We. underestimated the strength and effectlveness of
the reactionary anti-abortion forces. The struggle for the
right to abortion was a new battle, and it was up against
deep-seated and widespread prejudices. The well-financed
and energetic -anti-abortion campaign 'succeeded in con-
fusing many people over the issue, as was demonstrated
in, the defeat of the abortion referendums in Michigan
and.North Dakota.

Thus while sentiment ‘for - the nght -to abortion had
developed rapidly, it still remained-a very controversial
issue. This contradictory situation was reflected in the
treatment of the abortion issue by the McGovern campaign
and at the Democratic Party convention. On the one hand
there was for the first time a floor discussion on the abor-
tion issue —showing the great interest that'’had been engen-
dered in the issue. On the other hand, however, McGovern
refused to support the right to abortion because he didn't
want to antagonize the Catholic Church hierarchy, and
even many pro-abortion delegates at the convention were
persuaded to vote against the pro-abortion platform plank
on the grounds . that such: a position would hurt
McGovern's chances. ‘

3) The. abortion campaign was launched at the begin-
ning of the 1972 election period, which extended over
the first year and -a half of WONAAC's existence.
WONAAC was constantly under the pressure of the
strong liberal forces who wanted to subordinate the abor-
tion fight to lesser-evil::support for capitalist party can-
didates. The elections were an especially important factor
in determining the limited amount of support WONAAC
was able to gain from NOW and the Women s Political
Caucus. o

4) The w1thdrawal of U S. troops from Vietnam and
then Nixon's deal with Moscow and Peking against the
Vietnamese, along with other factors enumerated in the

political resolution, led to a general downturn in the anti-

war movement, and radical activities on: the campuses.
Just as the upsurge .of:the general radicalization in
1968-70 had its effect ‘in spurring on the struggle: of
women, the downturn affected the movement too. In retro-

spect we can now see that the women's liberation move-
ment was born at the very height of the radical upsurge:
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of the last decade. In its struggles it was swimming up-
stream from the start.

During this downturn, the student movement was more
susceptible to tendencies toward counter-culturalism —that
is, the concept that it is not necessary to change s'ociety
because it is sufficient to change one's own life-style to
be "liberated." Thesé developments in the student move-
ment reinforced simﬂar currents in the women's move-
ment

All of these elements combined to slow down the pace
of development of the abortion movement. There began
to be a reversal of this, however, in the summer and
fall of 1972 when WONAAC's campaign picked up steam.
The turmng point came with a number of startling suc-
cesses registered by the antl—abortlon forces including a
"right-to-life" demonstration of 10,000 in New York, the
defeat of pro-abortion referendums in Michigan and North
Dakota and the near defeat of the New York law in the
state legislature. These setbacks in the spring and summer
of 1972, and the clear danger that the New York law
would be lost during the upcoming session of the New
York legislature helped convince large numbers of women
of the urgent need to unite and take action to defend
the gains already won and to extend them further.

As a result, WONAAC meetings and activities began
to win new and broader support. The local tribunals,
held in the fall of 1972, were successful in involving
sectors of the women's movement and the traditional abor-
tion rights organizations which had refused to work with
WONAAC in the past.

WONAAC began to regroup broader forces that had
the potential for organizing sizable actions. Three hundred
people including prominent supporters of abortion in the
New York Assembly and representatives from various
abortion groups participated in a WONAAC-sponsored
meeting in early December which mapped out plans to
defend the New York law. Groups such as Planned Parent-
hood, the American Civil Liberties Union, the Women's
Political Caucus and the National Association for the
Repeal of Abortion Laws begain to join with WONAAC
to build specific actions. An extremely broad list of en-
dorsements was obtained for the planned Abortion
Tribunal. - .

WONAAC also began to work with some significant
union forces, including individual union leaders of the
hospital workers (Local 1199), the International Ladies
Garment Workers Union, the Furrier, Leather and
Machine Workers Union, the Cleaners and Dyers Joint
Board, the Social Services Employees Union and others.

Although we initially misestimated the pace of
WONAAC's growth and this was sometimes reflected in
what we wrote in our press, WONAAC's overall impact
and accomplishments confirm the general analysis and
projections that led us to support and build the campaign
for legalized abortion. '

The dramatic upsurge of the abortion rights struggle
internationally — involving demonstrations of up to 10,000
in both France and Belgium —indicates that the abortion
issue does indeed have the potential, as we consistently
and correctly emphasized, to provoke significant struggle



for this basic need of women. It:-was preci;seljthis potential
that the ruling class. was attempting to defuse through
the concession it made with the high court ruling. .

Present Status of the Abortion Rights Movement .

The Supreme Court decision;represented a turning point
in the struggle for legalized abortion. Given the character
of the decision, it will not be easy for anti-abortion forces
to get it reversed. But this eventuality is by no means
precluded. As we have seen in Britain, for example, re-
actionary- forces will not and cannot give up easily on
this question. In 1972, some five years after the liber-
alized laws went into effect there, a.demonstration of
50,000 was organized by the "right-to-lifers."

The reactionary "right-to-life" forces in the U.S.: have
already organized considerable activity aimed at reversing
the Supreme. Court decision. The -Catholic Church, -in
particular, .can be counted on to continue to use its vast
resources and influence in this effort. Already, eleven state
legislatures have voted to support an amendment to the
Constitution which would outlaw abortion. An anti-abor-
tion conference of nearly 1,000 was held recently in Detroit.
This means that supporters of the right to.abortion, in-
cluding WONAAC, must remain ready to respond to
attempts to roll back the abortion victory.

An important element in the long-run struggle ‘to main-
tain the right to abortion will be the outcome of struggles
over abortion now taking place in many parts of the
world. The U.S. Supreme Court decision is already having
an important influence on these struggles. Similarly, we
can expect that the size and outcome of the struggles
abroad will have an effect on our ability to-maintain
legal abortion in.this country. Ty

Like other- concessions won in struggle, the right to

abortion will not be complete or secure until.after the -

socialist revolution. The abortion issue rousés: some -of
the most ingrained prejudices about women perpetrated
by class society. Opposition to abortion will : continue
to be raised by right-wing or developing fascist. move-
ments as one of their rallying points until they are de-
cisively defeated through a socialist revolution.

The Objective Situation Facing the Women's " Lzberatzon
Mov ement

The objective contradictions to whlch we pointed at our
last convention as underlying factors in the rise of the
women's liberation movement. continue to exist-and in
some ways have intensified. Agcording to the.19370 census,
43.8 percent of all wprking;a,;gé women are now employed,
and 40 percent of working women are the.sole or major
wage earners-in their families. Working women accounted

for two-thirds of the mcrease in total employment in the
1960s.

At the same time, the gap in pay between male and

female workers has not narrowed. Women. still suffer a
higliexj -unemployment rate than men, women are. still
kept out of the higher-paying job categories, and millions
of women still receive substantially less thanequal pay
for equal work.

The trend toward more and more educatlon for women

continues:: They received 42 percent of the bachelor degrees
awarded at the end of the 1960s, and 37 percent of the
masters degrees. At the same time, women face discrim-
ination in admission standards, scholarships, and in em-
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ployment and promotion in the educational system. They
received ‘only ‘13 percent of the doctorates, and are grossly
underrepresented in all professional schools. '

Moreover, -while there has been a constant rise in the
employment and- education ‘of women durmg the past
decade, even these gains® aré not secure. As théir ‘economic
situation requires, the ruling cldss will take whatever mea-
sures they -deem necessary to' try to push numbers of
women out of the labor forcé and undermine any gains
made in feminist struggles which legitimize women's par-
ticipation in production on an‘equal basis with men.

Even in:the midst of today's profits boom, the capital-
ists are anticipating the long run difficulties of absorbing
into the workforce the large number of women who pres-
ently hold jobs. ‘Bourgeois ¢économists frequently point out
that the present unemployment rate of five pércent is not
the "true" rate of unemployment since so many women
are working or looking for jobs. The "real" unemploy-
ment rate they claim —for male heads of households—
is much lower. There are even proposals being made
to "redefine" unemployment so millions of women W111
not be counted. '

Class society must maintain the family system as the
fundamental mechanism by which class divisions are per-
petuated from one generation to the next. The family
system also serves as an indispensable ideological prép
for an economic system based on dog-eat-dog compe-
tition and institutionalized inequality. Capitalism cannot
take on the collective responsibility ard social burden
of childcare and integrate ‘women mto tHe - labor force on
an equal basis.

The capitalist system also -gains mnumerable advantages
from the fact that women are an extremely flexible and
maleable component of the reserve army of labor. Be-
cause of the soeially accepted belief that women's "natural”
place is in the-home, women can be much more easily
drawn into and-pushed out of the'labor market accordmg
to the needs of the bosses.

The role of women as wxfe—mother-houSekeeper —and the
continued acceptance of this role by millions of men and
women —is so indispensable to' the -capitalist rulers that
they can be expected to use every possible means to
try to undercut-the -radicalizatiorn -of ‘women. While they
can be forced to give concessions like the Supreme Court
ruling, they will try to chip away atwhatever gains women
make. This can take many forms-all the way from put-
ting economic pressure on women by limiting available
childcare, to direet..ideological assaults: on the movement,
to attacks on the legalization of abortxon and the Equal
nghts Amendment - cen : : -

Where Does the Movement Stand Today?

In.the thrée years since the August”26, 1970 actions,
there -have been-no demonstrations or actions around
women's ‘ liberationn issues whlch have equaled the s1ze '
or impact of August 26.

The process of:disintegration vof'most of the women' s'
liberation groupsthat began after the first spurt of the
movement has also continued. Of the groups which' stifl’
exist, many are concentrating on issues such as rape,
prostitution - and "self-help" clinics.that are not central po-
litical. issues to the masses of women and which do not’
lend themselves to effective struggle against the institutions
that perpetuate women's oppression.



On the other hand, feminist sentiment and ferment con-
tinue to spread throughout the country and new layers
of women have become involved in struggle. One impor-
tant reflection of this is the increasingly serious coverage
o women's liberation developments in the mass media
and the seriousness with which Democratic and Repub-
lican party poht1c1ans are forced to treat women s issues.

Another expressmn of the 1nﬂuence of women's hbera—
tion was the number of conferences called to discuss the
problerns ‘of women during the past year. Last October
there was the conference of 600 predominantly Black
household workers. This March the first national confer-
ence of Stewardesses for Women's Rights took place. In
April some 700 Black women met in Detroit to discuss
concerns of Black women. In May the California state
AFL-CIO sponsored its first statewide conference of union
women. This conference of about 300 adopted impor-
tant resolutions, including support to low-cost childcare
and support to the farmworkers organizing struggle.

Interest in women's liberation is also reflected in the
success of Ms. magazine, which sells nearly a half a mil-
lion copies per month. :

The campus groups, in general, do not have the dy-
namism or militancy which was characteristic of these
groups several years ago, but campus women's liberation
groups continue to exist on a relatively widespread basis
and struggles around women's liberation issueskeep break-
ing out in the high schools and colleges. There is still
much potential for feminist activity on.eampus. Campus
women's liberation groups were, in the main, responsible
for organizing the impressive series of meetings and con-
ferences in observance of this year's International Women's
Day. More women's groups have been set up which are
officially .connected with student governments and there
has been a marked growth in the numbers of women's
studies departments and classes on women's history. Ac-
cording to an article in the March 3 New York Times
more than 100 campuses .now offer over 900 different
women's studies courses. .

The National Organization for Women and the Women's
Political Caucus have grown. Their conferences in Feb-
ruary were each over 2,000. NOW continues to oppose
the organization of any visible mass actions but at the
same time NOW's activities have not been characterized
by the introverted sectarian approach of many other fem-
inist groups and they have been able to reach out and
attract new women. NOW, which claims 30,000 members,
remains the largest group in the women's movement in
the country. i BRI EETN

Greater Participation .of Black and Working Women

Of special importance has been the.greater involvement
over the past year of Black women and working women
in struggle around feminist issues. Significant protests

by Black, Puerto Rican and other working women have.

taken place in New York, Michigan, Oregon, Pennsylvania,

Cahforma and Illinois over Nixon's, cutbacks in child-.

care services. Another important area of-women's struggle
has been the involvement of women in strikes or as sup-
porters of strikes. The majority of strikers at Farah pants
company are Chicanas, and women in Houston played

an important role in building support for the Oil, Chem-

ical and Atomic Workers strike.
Another indication of resistance to ]ob dlscrlmmatlon
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has been the thousands of individual working women
who have taken advantage of legal openings to fight for
their  rights. There has continued to be a sharp rise in
complaints of sex discrimination on the job, for example.
Charges brought before the Equal Employment Oppor-
tunity Commission increased from 33,000 in the year end-
ing June 30, 1972, to some 52,000 in the current fiscal
year. In addition, since 1970, class action suits on sex
discrimination in education have been filed against some
10 percent of the 2,556 colleges and universities in the
country.

The most dramatlc result in antldlscrlmmatlon suits
was the settlement made in January, 1973 with Bell Tele-
phone in which the company was forced to pay $38-
million in back pay and raises to women employees as
well as Black and Spanish-speaking employees.

In the electrical industry and the communications indus--
try the issue of maternity rights has been raised. It is also
significant that the Equal Rights Amenndment has begun to
gain more support in the unions. In Ohio, a group of
women unionists organized into the Clevelend Council
of Union Women have been very aggressive in publi-
cizing the fact that there is significant union support for
the ERA and in fighting to increase that support.

A Contradiction Facing the Feminist Movement

While the questions and demands raised by the fem-
inist movement pose fundamental challenges to the basic
institutions of class society and cannot be resolved with-
out a revolutionary struggle of the working class to de-
stroy capitalism, the labor movement itself is not yet
taking the road of independent political struggle.

This contradiction has marked the rise and evolution
of the women's liberation movement, just as it has af-
fected the radicalization as a whole: It is reflected in the
fact that after the first flowering of the feminist movement
in 1969-1970, the movement immediately faced a crisis
of perspective. Tendencies toward counter-culturalism,
workerism, ultraleftism, sectarianism and reformism which
developed as women fried to find some short-term solu-
tion to this contradiction were exacerbated.

This fact in no way implies that women should wait
until the labor movement goes into action, or postpone
struggles for demands which concern them. On the con-
trary, by taking the lead in fighting for their needs the
women's liberation movement can help accelerate the rad-
icalization and politicization of the labor movement. But
the seemingly overwhelming task of winning liberation
and the fact that there is no manifestation at present of
the type of social power it will take to challenge the in-
stitutions responsible for women's oppression, encourages
ultraleftism and sectarianism and the tendency of women
to seek personal solutions which, they hope, will at least
make life in a sexist society a little more bearable.

The fact that there is no labor party, Black party or
mass revolutionary socialist party means that the capi-
talists have a virtual political monopoly in this country.
This, of course, also strengthens reformist tendencies who
want to orient the movement toward lobbying and toward
support for the capitalist party politicians. It means that
during election periods, feminist sentiment is expressed in
the political arena mainly through -attempts to fight for
reforms in the Democratic and Republican parties.

A significant number of women in the feminist move-



ment correctly see the need for action by the labor move-
ment in support of women's needs. But they often do
not understand that the objective situation places limits
on the pace at which working-class struggles will develop.
They look for shortcuts around this obstacle and try to
"spark” working women into action. Under these con-
ditions a certain number of radicals are inevitably drawn
toward our various Opponents because of the "worker-
ist” positions they all hold to one degree or another.

The most extreme workerist tendencies such as the Work-
ers League or Progressive Labor deny the validity of any
struggles by women against their oppression as women.
The only activities by women that are worthy of support,
in their opinion, are struggles of women as workers,
on the job.” They reject the possibility that struggles by
women might play an important role in the radicaliza-
tion and politicization of the working class.

Others, uncomfortable about the fact'that large numbers
of working :class women are not marching in the streets,
immediately jump to the conclusion that the problem is
a subjective one—that the correct demands are not being
raised. All that is necessary is a new gimmick. If we
would just stop fighting around a single demand and
add free abortion, free 24-hour childcare, and equal pay,
working women will flock to our banner. The Guardian
tends to advocate this approach.

Such gimmicks were similar to some of the schemes
suggested by the ‘Guardian to overcome problems faced
by the antiwar movement. Many radicals were concerned,
for example, that large numbers of Blacks did not par-
ticipate in the antiwar actions. The Guardian said the
problem was that the antiwar movement wasn't making
racism one of its central issues. But as the massive Chi-
cano antiwar actions subsequently proved, the problem
did not lie in the character of the antiwar movement,
but in the crisis of leadership in the Black community.
The Guardian's error was in underestimating the national
question and thinking that the Black masses would begin
to move without their own leadership.

Simply throwing out more and more demands won't
move a struggle forward or bring the working class or
the labor movment into motion. If that were the case,
the Trotskyist movement has a better list of demands
than anyone else. Our opponents could simply throw
in the towel now.

The Communist Party is another group that hides be-
hind workerist formulations. They do so to cover their
reformist abstention from the women's liberation move-
ment.

All these groups and currents end up by actually op-
posing those struggles taking place which can begm to
have a real effect on the working masses.

The Interrelationship Between Feminist and-Class Struggles

The significance of the feminist struggles taking place
today, and the role of socialists in building these strug-
gles, can be best understood by looking at both the po-
tential impact and logic of the feminist movement as well
as its present contradictions. Although it is impossible
to jump over the objective situation and artifically spark
masses of working people into motion, the spread of
feminist ideas and struggles is today having an impact
on the consciousness of the working masses and will
have an important effect on working-class struggles as
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they develop.

One current example of this is the fight by Cleveland
Typographical Union local 53 to organize theunorganized
workers, many of them women, in the printing and pub-
lishing industry in Northwest Ohio. The militancy of the
women workers involved, who are helplng set an example
of how to strengthen the union by orgamzmg along in-
dustrial lines, is a reflection of the new confidence many
women workers have gained as a result of the rise of
feminism.

Another indication of how the feminist movement will
affect the struggles of working people was the participa-
tion of women, many of them housewives who had never
been involved in a struggle of this type before, in the
meat boycott. The more prominent role of Chicanas and
Black women in the fight for Black and Chicano libera-
tion is another indication of how feminism will be re-
flected in the class and national struggles which arise.
Feminism will help to deepen the militancy of these strug-
gles, to sharpen their political thrust, and to strengthen
the side of the working class. k

The struggles waged by working women and women of
the oppressed nationalities over such feminist issues as
childcare, abortion, equal rights on the job, equal edu-
cation and paid maternity leave will be a powerful im-
petus to the involvement of working women—and men
—in revolutionary struggle to bring down the capltahst
system.

Women's llberatxon issues will be important in the de-
velopment of a class struggle left wing in the unions and
will play a role in the fight to transform the unions into
revolutionary instruments of class struggle.

We cannot predict the forms or pace of development
of future struggles by masses of women. But we can say
that such struggles will be related to and interconnected
with general upsurges of the working class, the Black -
movement, the Chicano movement, and youth radical-
ization. At the same time they will have their won unique
dynamic, their own demands, their own organizational
forms. They will often leap ahead of other struggles,
showing the way, and drawing other forces behind them.

Our Tasks in the Period Ahead

At the present time there is no single women's liberation
issue which is a national focus for united activity of wom-
en's liberation forces. Instead, there are a number of is-
sues around which struggles have taken place, with the
issues often varying from city to city. While the nature
of our participation in women's liberation struggles will
be determined by political developments on a national’
and. local scale, political decisions about how to intervene,
and ‘around what issues, will take a greater degree of
branch leadership then when we had a central national
campaign. )

There are several issues that will continue to be of par-
ticular importance in the coming period. These are abor-
tion, childcare, andthe Equal Rights Amendment.

Abortion
As shown by the anti-abortion counter-offensive since

the Supreme Court decision, the battle for theright to abor-
tion is not over in this country. The women'’s liberation



movement has to remain ready to take action in response
to those who are fighting to chip away at, and ultim-
ately reverse, the Supreme Court ruling. WONAAC will
have a key role to play in this regard. We will want to
continue supporting the actions organized by WONAAC
against efforts to overturn and undermine -the court de-
cisions or -to limit the right to abortion in various ways
—such ,as stipulations. that' hospitals: are ‘not required
to perform abortions, or various restrictive regulations
like requirements for parental or husband’s.consent.

" Childcare

A significant number of militant struggles have already
taken place across the country protesting the government
cutbacks of funds for childcare. Some of them succeeded
in preventing childcare centers from being closed down
for a while. They involved many new women in struggle,
especially young working mothers. We must participate
in these fights wherever they arise, attempting to extend
and broaden them to whatever extent possible. The San
Francisco childcare referendum is an example of one way
this can be done.

Along with developing debates and struggles over child-
care, we can expect a campaign of opposition by right-
wing forces —just as in the struggles for the right to abor-
tion and for the ERA. An important task will be to help
educate —through our press, our election campaigns, and
our participation in childcare struggles—about the im-
portance of quality childcare to both women and children. -

Equal Rights Amendment

The Equal Rights Amendment has become a national
issue. It will become a test of strength between the women's
liberation forces and our most reactionary opponents.
Because of the broad implications of the ERA as a state-
ment of the principle of women's equality, the outcome
of this battle will have an impact on all struggles by
women — for childcare, equal pay, and equal opportu-
nities in all areas. g

One of the main obstacles to bulldlng support for the
ERA has been the oppostion of the AFL-CIO bureaucracy
to the amendment. We must continue to explain our view
of the necessity to fight both for the extension to men
of those protective labor laws that are beneficial and

for passage of the ERA. In unions where we have mem--

bers or supporters, we should attempt to initiate dis-
cussion around motions to endorse the ERA and to pass
resolutions of support like those already adopted by the
UAW, the Teamsters and AFSCME. The endorsement
of the amendment by the May conference of the Coali-
tion of Black Trade Unionists is a sign of the possibilities
for support in the union movement for the ERA. The
fight to defeat the union bureaucracies on this question
will help set the stage for further struggles for equal pay
and other demands of women workers.

In addition to these three questions, others have arisen
in local areas. The issues around which women are chal-
lenging their oppression have proliferated. Antidiscrimina-
tion fights, struggles by working women for maternity
leaves, conferences of women, sugport for strikes by wom-
en workers—these and others are the kinds of struggles
we should become involved in. We have to keep our eyes
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open for possibilities to participate in struggles that have
the potential to involve new layers of women in action.

Campué Women's Groups and NOW

.The campus continues to be a place where it is possible
to. carry out consistent women's liberation -activity and
where there is the greatest interest in feminist and social-
ist ideas. We will want to continue to support the YSA's
efforts to. build general women's liberation groups on the
campuses where possible. One important aspect of the ac-
tivities of campus women's groups should be to build
support- for off-campus struggles, such as for childcare,
defending the right to abortion, and the ERA. In addition,
we want to participate in education and action campaigns
for the needs of campus women, such as demands for
health care, women's studies programs, or fights against
discrimination on the campus.

We should continue our participation in NOW, as well
as keeping in touch with the activities being carried on
by the Women's Political Caucus. One of the important
issues around which NOW has been active is the Equal
Rights Amendment. In addition NOW has participated
in actions around abortion, childcare, and other struggles.

In the Unions

We should be alert to any opportunities to raise women's
liberation issues —especially childcare, the ERA, and de-
fense of the right fo abortion — inside the trade unions and
involve union women and men in supporting these strug-
gles. In addition, we want to show our support for —and
participate in, wherever possible—struggles around wom-
en's issues that arise within the unions. Examples are strug-
gles for maternity leave rights, for preservation of beneficial
protective laws and their extension to male workers, equal
pay fights, and strikes and organizing campaigns by
women workers.

Black, Chicana and Puerto Rican Women .

All of the basic demands of the women's movement
have particular relevance to women ofthe oppressed nation-
alities and special efforts should be made to involve Black,
Chicana and Puerto Rican women in struggles which
arise around these demands. We want to pay particular
attention to the issues that have involved large numbers
of Black, Puerto' Rican and Chicana women in struggle.
These include the fight for childcare, welfare rights issues,
and the fight for decent pay and working conditions for
household workers. ’

We should attempt to involve Black organizations in
supporting women's liberation issues. Also, we,want to be
champions of the rights of Black women, Chicanas, and
Puerto Rican women to full and equal participation inside
the various Black, Raza and Puerto Rican organizations.
The demands of women for full rights within the organiza-
tions of the oppressed nationalities has come up within La
Raza Unida Party and also more recently in regard to
African Liberation Day activities.

Socialist Propaganda and Education

One of the characteristics of the women's liberation move-
ment has always been the widespread desire for knowledge



about the basic causes of the oppression of women and
how to end it. Marxists are the only ones who have an-
swers to the very fundamental questions posed by the fem-
inist movement concerning the basic institutions of class
society and there is a tremendous openness within the
movement to Marxist ideas. The continuing high level
of interest in these questions, especially on the campuses,
is demonstrated by the consistently good response to the
lectures of Evelyn Reed and other party spokeswomen
and the sales of our women's liberation literature.

Our socialist election campaigns will be an especially
important vehicle for fighting for women's liberation and
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presenting our ideas concerning women's oppression. SWP
candidates can set an example for women's liberation
fighters by showing how to effectively answer the capi-
talist politicians and the reactionary opponents of abor-
tion, childcare, and the ERA. Through our campaigns
we will also be giving publicity and support to women's
struggles. . S
Through our election campaign, selling our press and
literature, through public forums and classes, we can con-
tinue to reach women activists with Marxist answers to

the cause of women's oppression and how to fight it.
July 5, 1973
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