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comme non-productif et revendiquer un
salaire pour les stagiaires. Les militant-es
rompent des lors avec la vision de la
formation comme un service, et mettent
laccent sur la nécessité de reconnaitre
la valeur du travail étudiant, qui ne peut
des lors plus se monnayer uniquement
en crédits. Elles et ils dénoncent le fait
que les étudiant-es doivent « payer pour
étudier », mais rendent surtout visibles
les mécanismes de I'exploitation. En effet,
ce qui définit le travail gratuit, c’est son
appropriation, autant par les employeurs
sur les lieux de stages, que par les
institutions de formation. Au coeur des
revendications, nous retrouvons ainsi un
slogan qui a marqué la campagne Wages
for Housework dans les années 1970 :
« Lexploitation nest pas une vocation » !
Siles étudiant-es en ont « ras-le-bol d’étre
bénévoles » (117) et dénoncent l'usage de
leur force de travail dans un contexte
de marché du travail de plus en plus
précarisé, la force de leur démonstration
est surtout dans l'analyse tres fine des
multiples dominations subies. Le statut
de stagiaire ouvre en effet sur une double
subordination vis-a-vis des employeurs
et des institutions de formation qui a
rarement été analysée comme telle. A cet
égard, les témoignages sont poignants,
autant lorsqu’ils sont lus dans et pour
leur singularité, que de maniére croisée,
permettant ainsi une critique féministe
généralisée du systéeme de formation et
de ses institutions.

Surle planstratégique ensuite,les CUTE
rompent avec les modes d’organisation
traditionnels, mettant sur pied de comités
autonomes décentralisés et féminisés,
qui ne séparent pas « la prise de décision
de l'exécution, et [qui ne formulent] pas
de propositions sans se porter garantes
de leur concrétisation » (215). S. Federici
et G. Caffentzis affirment d’ailleurs que
l'ouvrage est une source d’« idées sur
les modes d’organisation les plus aptes a
mobiliser des milliers de personnes et a

les maintenir engagées sur le temps long »
(14). Lorganisation d’'une gréve générale
sur les lieux de stages présente en effet
des défis de taille : éclatement des lieux et
atomisation des personnes notamment,
sans compter les pressions politiques
et institutionnelles. Louvrage rend tres
bien compte du climat et des enjeux
qui ont marqué les trois ans de luttes,
donnant a voir des aspects généralement
peu discutés dans la littérature. Il ouvre
également la réflexion sur la convergence
des luttes, discutant ouvertement
des revers parfois déroutants des
initiatives prises par les militant-es pour
favoriser la participation des personnes
marginalisées et invisibilisées.

Aufinal, l'ouvrage va bien au-dela de ses
ambitions : il contribue non seulement a
collectiviser et garder la mémoire vive de
la revendication pour un salaire étudiant,
mais il montre surtout la vitalité et la
fécondité des perspectives féministes
pour la lutte tant sur le plan théorique,
que sur le plan stratégique.

MORGANE KUEHNI

Haute école de travail social

et de la santé, HETSL-HES-SO

Lausanne

Silvia Federici, Patriarchy of the Wage:
Notes on Marx, Gender and Feminism
(Oakland: PM Press, 2021)

THIS COLLECTION OF short essays by
Silvia Federici addresses an important
political and theoretical intervention into
studies of work and labour. It provides an
introduction to what Marx’s theory and
methods offer feminism and what femi-
nist theory and politics offer Marxism,
left-wing political organizing and Labour
Studies. It includes an introduction and
seven chapters — two published in 1975,
the rest published between 2014 and
2020. The strength of this collection is
its discussion of the central acquisition



of feminist theory’s engagement with
Marxism — the recognition that women’s
unpaid domestic labour contributes to
the production of labour power, the es-
sential commodity of capitalist produc-
tion. (43) Federici says that each essay
“represents a moment in the development
of a feminist discourse on Marx” and
asks how the divide between two main
emancipatory projects” — feminism and
Marxism — can be joined. (5)

This book traces the development of
Federici’s thinking about women’s op-
pression in capitalism. It is clearly shaped
both by her on-going conviction that
Marx’s methodology and critique of capi-
talism are necessary for any feminist un-
derstanding of women’s oppression and
by her appreciation of Marx’s failure to
examine the centrality of women’s do-
mestic labour to capitalist accumulation.
Because Marx erroneously prioritized
capitalist production and waged la-
bour as the central terrains of the class
struggle, his analysis offers only “a partial
view of the capitalist system” that “un-
derestimated its resilience and its capac-
ity to mobilize sectors of the proletariat
as instruments of both sexist and racist
policies.” (2) This failure, she insists, is
perpetuated by most of the left. The book
aspires to correct such problems. Its eval-
uation of Marx’s contributions is sound.
It is less successful in clarifying what
feminist politics based on that analysis
might involve.

The first two chapters (co-authored
with Nicole Cox) were written in defence
of the “wages for housework” campaign
that Federici was instrumental in orga-
nizing in the 1970s. That campaign was
one approach to the left feminist recog-
nition that women’s unpaid domestic
labour contributes to the production of
labour power and hence to capital accu-
mulation, an analysis that located women
at the heart of anti-capitalist struggles,
thus challenging the prevailing Marxist
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focus on (predominantly male and white)
industrial workers. As Federici shows,
the wages for housework activists argued
that their demand for wages for house-
work is a “political perspective” (10) that
is anti-wage and anti-capitalist. But they
faced opposition, on the one hand from
a left that resisted any challenge to the
idea of the revolutionary centrality of the
industrial working class, and on the oth-
er hand, from left feminists who either
disagreed with the demand for wages or
found unsubstantiated its claim to be
anti-capitalist. Federici appears to lump
both challenges together.

She elaborates on these positions in
the subsequent chapters. While she in-
sists that Marx’s political theory, meth-
odology, and critique of capitalism are
“a necessary foundation for an analysis
of women’s exploitation in capitalist so-
ciety,” (1) she critiques Marx’s narrow
concept of work and the worker in capi-
talism and its enduring influence on cur-
rent thinking. Writing in 2019, she says:
“the Marxist left’s inability to see the
reproduction of human life and labor
power and the gender hierarchies built
upon it as key elements in the process of
capital accumulation continues.” (90) She
denounces the left’s on-going obsession
with the revolutionary potential of the
(predominantly male and white) indus-
trial working-class and offers a detailed
criticism of the left’s failure or refusal
to recognize the centrality of feminist
struggles around unpaid work. She leaves
unanswered the questions raised by left
feminists.

Evaluating this book is complicated
because these are short essays that weave
together conventional academic argu-
ments with political polemics. To be ef-
fective, both need to be persuasive, but
by meeting somewhat different criteria.
Federici combines sweeping claims with
detailed critiques of a few authors but
without engaging with the range of other
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arguments available. For example, while
I agree with her critique of the way many
leftists ignore social reproduction, I no-
tice that she does not cite the extensive
literature that highlights social repro-
duction nor does she engage in the de-
bates occurring within that literature.
In another example, she attributes the
development of the working-class male
breadwinner — female housewife family
and household form to the capitalist class
and its state, supported by self-interested
male workers. She offers no discussion of
the extensive social history of the fam-
ily that shows why many working-class
women favoured that arrangement de-
spite its oppressive consequences for
women. She ignores the centrality of
families for subordinated populations,
especially Indigenous and racialized
communities. She seems to have no ap-
preciation of the way contradictions play
out politically.

The main weakness of the book is
Federici’s lack of engagement with the
criticisms of wages for housework raised
by left feminists. She claims that: “The left
attacks our struggle, because as house-
workers we do not measure up to the
“productive” role they have assigned to
the working class.” (26) She supports this
assertion by quoting Wally Seccombe,
who says: “Revolutionary transforma-
tion is only possible because the prole-
tariat is directly engaged in socialized
labour and therefore bears as a class the
prerequisite of a socialist mode of pro-
duction. While the labour of housewives
remains privatized, they are unable to
prefigure the new order or spearhead the
productive forces in breaking the old.”
(cited in Federici, 26) Federici insists
that “this amounts to writing women
out of the revolutionary process.” (27)
Rather, Seccombe notes that as long as
housewives’ work is privatized in single
households, so they are isolated from
others, they can not work collectively

for revolutionary transformation. The
question is what social conditions could
enable housewives to organize. Federici
may disagree with Seccombe’s point, but
as she offers no analysis of how house-
wives could mobilize collectively, her as-
sertion lacks conviction.

She insists that the wages for house-
work demand is not for a monetary
payment but says women want a wage be-
cause they need financial independence.
(20) What is she actually calling for? She
notes that the power to withhold produc-
tion “has always been the decisive factor
in the social distribution of wealth” (13)
but fails to examine what withholding
domestic labour might involve. She ad-
vocates the politics of the commons — to
“enhance social cooperation, undermine
the market’s and state’s control of our
lives, and put an end to capital accumula-
tion.” (54) She acknowledges the impor-
tance of race or decolonization but says
little about how these ideas contribute to
challenging racism or colonialism. She
does not discuss how housewives could
organize to improve their daily working
conditions, relieve their financial depen-
dence, and improve their lives and the
lives of those they care about and for.
Nowhere in this collection does she dis-
cuss what specific forms of struggle by
unwaged housewives might challenge or
destroy capital.

Convincing Marxists to take feminism
seriously and persuading feminists to
integrate Marxism with feminist theory
continues to be a formidable challenge.
Federici’s sophisticated knowledge of
each and her passion for the political
project make for compelling reading. Her
contributions need to be grounded less in
declarative assertions and more in spe-
cific details and careful assessments of
competing arguments.

MEG LuxTOoN
York University



