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To transform the world and to change the
structure of bfe are one and the same thing "

Strashourg Situatiomsts

" The personal 12 political "
Carol Harusch

Anarchists are used to heanng that thev lack a
theory that would help n bulding a new society.
At hest, thew detractors say patrotusngly,
anarchism tells us what not to do. Don't pernut
bureaucracy or hierarchical authonty; don't let a
vanguard party malce decisions; don't tread on me.
Dron't tread on anyone. According to thas
perspectice, anarchism 15 not a theory at all. Itis a
set of cautionary practices, the voices of
lthettarian conscience - always ideghstic,
sometines a bt truculent, occasionally
anarchromstic, but a necessary retrunder.

There 15 more than a kernal of truth to ths
ohjection. Just the same, there are vanetes of
anarchist thought that can prownde a theoretical
frameworl for analysis of the world and action to
change it. For radical fermmsts who want to take



For radical fermumists who want to take that 'step m
self-concious theorefical dewelopment’, perhaps the
oreatest potential hes i Siuatiomsn.

The value of Situatiomsm for an anarchist fermmmst 15
that it combines a socialist awareness of the primacy
of capatalist oppression with an anarclust emphasis
upon transformimg the whole of public and private
ife. The pomt about captalist oppression 12 wmportant:
All too often anarchists seem to be unaware that thas
econornic system exploits most people. But all too
often sociabsts - especially Matasts - are blind to the
fact that people are oppressed m every aspect of hie:
work, what passes for Ietsure, culture, personal
relationshups - all of it And only anarclists msist that
people must transform the condibions of thew leees
themselwes - it cannot be done for them. Mat by the
party, not by the union, not by "orgamzers', not hy
aryone else,

Twro basic Situatiomst concepts are "commodity” and
"spectacle". Capitalism has made all of social
relations commodity relations: The matrlzet rules all
People are not only producers and consumers mn the
narrow econotmc sense, but the very structure of
thew daly lives 12 based on cotmrnodity relations,

society 15 consumed as



a whole - the ensemble of social relationstups and
structures 15 the central product of the commodity
econotny. This has mewtably alenated people from
thet lrres, not ust Brom thew labour, to consume social
relationships makes one a passive spectator in one's
ife. The spectacle, then, 15 the culture that springs
frotn the commodity economy - the stage 15 set, the
action unfolds, we applaud when we thank we are
happy, we vawn when we thinls we are bored, but we
cannot leave the show, because there 15 no world
outside the theatre for us to go to.

In recent tumes, however, the societal stage has hegun
to crurmnble, and so the possibility exsts of constructing
another world outside the theatre - this tune, a real
world, one i whach each of us



directly participates as subject, not as oect. The
sifuatiomst phrase for this possihibty 15 "the remvention
of everyday hife".

How 15 daly life to be remwvented?

By creating situations that disrupt what seetns to be
the natural order of things - sthiations that jolt people
out of thew customary ways of thinlang and hehawnng.
Only then wall they be able to act, to destroy the
manufactured spectacle and the commodity economy -
that 15, capitalism m all its forms. Only then will they
be able to create free and unalienated Lives.

The congruence of this actinst, social anarchist theory
with radical fermmst the ory 15 striking. The concepts of
cotnmmoadity and spectacle are especially apphcable to
the liwves of women. In fact, many radical femsmsts
have desribed these in detald, without placing themmn a
crtuatiomst framewark. To do so broadens the
analysis, by showing women's sihiation as an organic
patt of the soctety as a whole, but at the zame time
without plaving sociahst reductiomst games. Women's
oppression 15 part of the overall oppression of people
by a capitalist economy, but it 15 not less than the
oppression of others.



MNor - from a situatiomst perspectrve - do you hawe o
be a particular vanety of woman to be oppressed, vou
do not have to be part of the proletanat, either hteralls,
as an ndustrial worleer, or metaphoncally, as someone
who 15 not mdependently wealthy., You do not have to
wait breathlessly for sociahst femumst mamfestos to
tell wou that you quabfy - as a housewte (reproducing
the next generation of workers), as a clencal worker,
as a student or a rmiddle-lewel professional employed
by the state (and therefore as part of the "new
workang class"). You do not hawe to be part of the
Third "World, or a leshian, or eldetly, or a welfare

recipient. All of these women are objects i the
commodity economy, all



are passive viewers of the spectacle, Obwiously,
WOtTien i1 gotne situations are far worse off than are
others. But, at the same tine, none are free in every
area of thewr bves.

Wiotnet hawe a dual relationship to the comemodity
economy - they are both consumers and consumed.
Ag housewnwes they are consumers of household
goods purchased with money not ther owr, because
not 'earned' by them. This may sve them a certamn
arnount of purchasing power, but wvery hittle power
over any aspect of thew bves, As young, single
hetrosexuals, women are purchasers of goods
destgned to make them bring a lugh price on the
martiage market Az anvthing else - leshians, or
eldetly, single, or self-sufficient wormnen with
'vareers', women's relationship to the marketplace as
consumers 12 not so sharply defined. They are
czpected to buy (and the more affluent they are, the
more they are expected to buy) but for some
categonies of womer, buying 12 not defined primanly
to fill out some aspect of a woman's role.

S0 what else 13 new? [en't the 1dea of woman as
passwe consumet, mampulated by the media

patromzed by shck Madison Avenue men, an



overdone chche? Well ves and no, A Situatiorust

analysis ties consumption of economuc goods to
consumnphion of ideclogeal goods, and then tells us to
create sttuations (guerrile achions on many levels) that
will breal that pattern of socialised acceptance of the
wiortld as it 15, Mo guilt tripping, fio criticising wotmen
who have hought' the consumer perspective. For they
hawe mdeed bought 1t 1t has been sold to them as a
way of survival Brom the earhest moments of hife. Buy
this: It wnill tnake vou beantiful and and lovable. Buy
this: It wall keep vour farmly i good health. Feel
depressed? Treat yourself to an afternoon at the
heauty patlowr or to a new dress. Gult leads to
maction. Only action, to re-mvent the everyday and
male it something elze, will change social relations.

THE GIFT
Thinlang she was the pft

they began to package it early.
they waxed its srmle

they lowered its eves

they maned its ears to the t&]ephnne
they curled its har

they straightened its teeth

they taught 1t to bury its wishhone
they poured honey down its throat

they made 1t say yes yes and yes
they sat on 1ts thumbs




That box has my name on it

sard the man It's for me.

#And they were not surpnsed.
Whule they blew ksses and wanked
he took it home. He put it on a table
where his fnends could examme it
saying dance saying faster,

He plunged its tuntie]

he burned his name deeper.

Latet he put it on a platform

under the Kheg hghts

saying push saying harder

sawing st what [ wanted

YOU've MVEN tNE & S0,

Carol QOles

Women are not only consumers mn the commrmodity
econotry, they are consumed as commodities. This 15
what Oles' poem 15 about, and 1t 15 what Meredith Tazx
has lahelled 'female schizophrema'. Tax constructs an
mner monologue for the housewnte-as-cormrmodity: '
am nothing when I am by myself Inmyself T am
nothang, I only know that I esust because [ am needed

by someone who 18 real, my hushand, and by my
children".



When fermusts describe sociahzation mto the female
sex role, when they pomt out the trats female children
are taught (emotional dependence, childishness, trndity
concern with bemg beautful, docility, passraty, and so
o), they are tallang about the careful production of a

corrnodity - althoush if 15n't usually called that When
they describe the oppressiveness of seamal
ohjectification, or of lovng in the muclear farmly, or of
bemg a supermother, or of worlang in the lands of low
lewel underpaid jobs that most women find in the pad
labour force, they are also descnbmg woman as a
cormodity. Women are consumed by men who treat
them as sex objects; they are consumed by thew
chuldren (whom they have produced:) when they buy
the rale of the Supermother: they are consumed by
authontarian hushands who expect thern to he
subrrusstve servants; and they are consumed by bosses
who bring them m and out of the labour force and who
extract a masumum of [abour for a mummum of pay.
They ate consumed by medical researchers who
tryout new and unsafe contraceptives on themo They
are consutmed by men who buy thewr bodies on the
street, They are consumed by church and state, who
expect them to produce the nesxt generation for the

glory of god and country,



they are consumed by poliical and social orgamzations
that expect thetn to "volunteet" thet tine and energy.
have little sense of gelf because therr selthood has
been zold to others.

[ ==

Women are 50% of the world’s population, put in two-

thirds of the world’s working hours; receive 10% of the
world's income and own less than 1% of world property.

It 1z difficult to consume people whao puat up a fisht,
who resist the canmbab=ng of ther bodies, ther minds,

thew daily hwes. A few people manage to resist, but
most don't resist effectvely, because they can't. It s
hard to locate our tormentor, because 1t 15 50
pervasmve, so famibar We have lmown it all our lives.
It 12 our culture.

situatiomsts charactense our culture as a spectacle.
The spectacle treats us all as passive spectators of
what we are told are our ves, And the culture-as-
spectacle covers everything We are horn mito if,
soclalized by it, go to school m 1, work and relas and
trelate ta other people i it Even when we rebel
against if, the rebellion



1z often defined by the spectacle. Would ansone care
to estitnate the number of sensitive, aienated
adolescent males who a generation ago modelled thewr
hehawour on James Dean i "Eebel Without a
Cause"? I'm tallang about a mowe whose capitalist
producers atd whose star made a great deal of money

fromm this Spectacular.

Eehellious acts then tend to be acts of opposthion to
the spectacle, but seldotn are so different that they
transcend the spectacle. Women have a set of
behawiours that show dissatisfaction by bemng the
oppostte of what 15 expected. At the same tune these
acts are cliches of rebellion, and are thus altnost
prescribed safety valves that don't alter the theatre of
our lives. What 15 a rebelhous woman supposed to do?
We can all name the behawours - they appear in every
newspapet, on prine time telewsion, on the best seller
hizt i1 popular magannes - and, of course, i everyday
hfe. In a sething that walues perfectiomst housekeeping,
she can be a slob; i a subculture that walues large
farmilies, she can refiuse to have children. Other
predictable msurgencies? She can defy the sezmal
double standard for marnied women by havmg an
attarr (or seweral), she can drnle, or use what 12
termned "lockerroom” language; or have a nervous



hreakdown, or - 1if she 15 an adolescent - she can "act

out" (a revealng phrase:) by runnng away from home
and hawing sex with a lot of men.

Any of these things maw make an mdrmdual woman's
hite more tolerable (often, they malke it less s0); and all
of themn are quaranteed to make conservatives rant
that society 12 crumbling. But these kands of scnpted
msurrectons havent made it cramble vet, and, by

themselves, they aren't lcely to. Anvthing less than a

direct attack upon all the conditions of our hves 12 not

enoagh.

When women talk about changing destructire sex role
socialization of females, they piclk one of three possthle
solutions: (a) orls should be soctabzed more or less like
hows to be mdependent, competitive, aggressrve, and
so forth, In short, it 15 a man's world, s0 a woman who
wants to fif i has to be "one of the boys". (b) We
should glonty the female role, and realize that what we
hawe called weakness 15 really strength. We chould be
proud that we are tnaternal nurturant, sensitive,
etnotional, and so on. (&) The only healthy person 1s an
androgynous person: We must eradicate the arbficial
diwiston of humartty nto "tmasculne” and "fermmne”,
and help both sexes become a



trux of the best traitz of each,

Within these three models, personal solutions to
problems of sexst oppression cover a wide range:
Gtay single; hwe cormrmunally (enith both men and
wotmety, of with wormen only.) Don't have cluldren:
don't hawe tmale chiddren; hawve any land of chiddren
yvou want, but get parent and worker controlled chald
care. Get ajob; get a better job; push for atfrmatve
achion. Be an informed consumer: Ble a law st
learn learate; talee assertivencss traming. Develop the
leshian within vou, Dewelop vour proletanan wdentity,
All of these make sense in particular sthaations, for
particular women. But all of them are partial solutions
to tmuch broader probletms, and none of them
necessanly requite seethg the world o a qualitatively
different wray.

S0, we move from the particular to more general
solutions. Destroy capitalsm. End patnarchy. Smash
sexstn. All are obwiously essential tasks m the
budding of a new and truly human world. Warasts,
other soctalists, social anarchists, fermmrists - all would
agree. But what the socialists, and even some
fermirists, leawe out 15 this: "We must smash all forms
of dormunation. Thats not just a slogan, and 1t 15 the
hardest task of all. It means that



we have to see through the spectacle, destroy the

stage sets, know that there are other waws of domg
things.

It means that we have to do more than react m
programmmed rebelions - we must act. And our actions
must be collectrrelw taken, while each person acts
autonormously. Does that seem contradictory? It sn't -
but it wall be very difficult to do. The mdmndual cannot
change anything very much; for that reason, we have
to worls together. But that worls must be without
leaders as we know thern, and without delegating any
control ower what we do and what we want to uld

Can the sociahists do that? Or the matrnarchs? Or the
sparttuality-tnppers? You know the answer to that.
Worls wath them when it malces sense to do zo0, but
awe up nothing, Concede nothing to thetn, or to
arryone else.

|
“The past leads us 1f we larce 1t to.

Otherwise it containa ua
in its aaylum with no gates. i
We make history or it
EEXes us.'

Vargs Piersy

CAROL EHRLICH




