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For about three years I’ve been reading a
paper called News and Ieti‘ers, formerly
pubhshed in Detroit, now in Chicago. De-
scribing itself as a Marxist-Humanist pub-
lication, it combines worldwide capsule
reporting, feature articles making con-
nections among political movements and
events, -discussion of Madrxism, past and
present, with particular emphasis on “the
Black/youth/women’s dimension” of liber-
ation. It features the thinking of Raya
Dunayevskaya, its founder and clearly its

guiding hand and spirit. Who, I soon began -

-to wonder, is Raya Dunayevskaya"

I question now why her name remained so
long unknown to me. From her. back-of-
books.bio and the extremely spare internal
evidence of her writings, she is a woman of
some years, having been active in the Black
movement in this countryin the 1920s. From
1937 to 1938 she worked as Trotsky’s “Rus-
sian secretary” during his Mexican exile,

e ltlon

. Trotsky, his wife, about whom, In' Women’s

Liberation and the Dialectics of Revolution,
she writes a moving “In Memoriam™; in
Mexico also, if my guess is correct, she met
the Black Trinidadian Marxist philosopher

- and critic C.L.R. James. With James, in the

1940s, she led a movement within the Social-
ist Workers Party, called "(after the party




names of the two) the “Johnson-Forest Ten-
dency.” This movement for an independent
Marxism broke with Trotsky over the issue of
defining the Soviet Union as “state capitalism™
(James and Dunayevskaya declared Stalinist
Russiaa counter-revolution in which the Com-
munist Party, not the people, owned the means
of production and ran the economy and the la-
bor unions). Johnson-Forest also “extended to
women and youth its idea of the special role of
the black movement.” This emphasis on
Blacks, women and youth as major catalysts

of change predated not only the Women's

Liberation Movement but the student move-
ments and the escalation of the Black struggle
in the 1960s.

Dunayevskaya and James' themselves split
over a question of strategy when the
“Johnson-Forest Tendency” was blacklisted as
a subversive crganization in the McCarthy pe-
riod. James was interned on Ellis Isiand in
1952, and expelled from the United States a
year later. Hewas to support Nkrumah and the
Ghanaian revolution, return for a time to
Trinidad, where he was considered “the grand-
father of "West Indian independence” and

-finally, from the 1960s on, banned from
Trinidad, to divide his time between the USA
and Britain, writing prolifically on politics and
literature, lecturing and teaching,!

Dunayevskaya herself remeined in the
United States, founding the “News and Letters
Committees” and the newspaper and develop-

. ing her philosophy of Marmxist Humanism.?
She has travelled, taught and lectured. in Eu-
rope, Africa, Asia, Mexico, zestfuily combin-

ing the tasks of philosopher and activist. She

has translated Marx, reinterpreted Marx,
fitted together fragments of Marx scattered in

post-Marxist schisms, refused to leave Marx:

enshrined but ill-read, or relegated to “the
dustbin of history.”

v

hy should these threads of the history

V‘/ of the sectarian Left be relevant to
ferninists, and why have I dwelt on

them so far? The answer seems obvious to me:
{eminists need to, know the history of the
Left, espectally in the United States where it
has been so occluded and silenced. But also,
Raya Dunayevskaya is part of the history of
women’s [iberation, and one of the oldest con-
tinuously active women revolutionaries now
living. Who she is and what she thinks matters.
to our understanding of what and where the
movement for women's Tiberation has been
and might go. I came out of a strain of femi-
nism (] almost said “a tendency™ which saw it-
seif as a leap forward out.of Marxism, leaving
the Left behind, and for which a term like
“Marxist-Humanism” would, inthe late sixties
and early seventies, have sounded like a funeral
knell. A major problem (not just a problem of
language but of organizing) wasto break from
& male-centered terminology of class struggle
which rendered women invisible unless in the
paid workplace, and also from a “humanist”
false universal which derived from the Euro-
pean glorification of the male Radical
feminists were of necessity concerned with

keeping the political focus on women, because
in every other focus—race, class, nation—
women had gotten lost, put down, marginal-
ized. In addition, we were fighting the dogma
of class as the primary oppression, of capital-
ism as the single source of all oppressions. We
insisted that women were, if not a class, a caste;
if not a caste, an oppressed group as worten—
within oppressed groups, and within the ruling
class.

And, as Dunayevskaya is quick to point out
{in Rosa Lwxemburg),

the Women's Liberation Movement that

burst onto the historic scene in the

mid-1960’s was like nothing sean before in all

its many appearances throughout history. Its

most unique feanure was thar, surprisingly,

not only did it come out of the left but it was

directed against it, and not from the right,

* but from within the left itself, . 99

It's clear how eagerly she welcomed this new
foree as it sent shock waves through radical
group after radical group, starting with the
Stident Non-Violent Coordinating Commit-
tee in 1965. But while her thinking has obvi-

ously been incited and nourished by the

contemporary- Women's Liberation Move-
ment, she had, as early as the 1940s, recog-
nized “the woman dimension,” and one of the
earliest essays in Women's Liberation and the
Dialectics of Revolution (hereafter referred to
as WLDR) is an aceount of organizing by
miners’ wives in the 1949550 anti-automation-
strikes in West Virginia, Dunayevskaya wants
women recognized not just as “Force” (con-
tributing support, courage, strength) but as
“Reason” in revolution—as jnitiators,.
thinkers, strategists, creators of the new.

Dunayevskiya has spent a lifetime in the
philosophic and organizing struggles of the
Left, in the study of Hegel, Marx, Rosa Lux-
emburg, Mao, Sartre, among others, and of
more obscure documents of the radical move-
ments of our century and before. While I've
felt the challenging dimensions opened up in
trying to review her, I've dlso felt that her work
deserves examination from a feminist who has
fived alongside, but not immersed in, that
world at once so splendid, poignant, schis-
matic, sometimes visionary, somgtimes:
stiffing, always embattled —nowhere more
than here in the US.

I was drawn to Dunaymkay;'s-. r
years ago by the title of her m:hi:
“_Woman as Reason and as Force in Revoly.
uop,”_an early presentation of some of the ma.
terial in WLDR, I was coming out of aperiod
of increasing discontent with tendencies in
feminism toward a kind of “inner emigration”
(Hannah Arendt’s term for the withdrawal of
many Germans during the Third Reich into an
“interior life,. . .to ignore [the] world in favor
of an imaginary world ‘as it ought to be’ or as
itonceupon atime had been.™ Pm talking not
just about lesbian separatism but about ver-

.sions of female oppression which neglect both
female agency and female diversity, in which
“safety” for women becomes valued over risk
taking, and woman-only space—often a stra-
tegic necessity—becomes a place of emigra-
tion, an end in itself. .

I was first struck, in the pamphlet and then
in ranging through Dunayevskaya's books, by
the vitality, combativeness, relish, impatience,

.of her voice. Hers is not the prose of a Marxist
mandarin, a dissmbodied intellectual. She ar-
gues; she challenges; she urges on; she ex.
postulates; her essays have the spontaneity of
an extemporaneous specch (some of them are)
or a notebook—you can hear her thinking
aloud. She has a prevailing sense of idsas as
flesh and blood, of the individual thinker,

-limited by her or his individuality yet carrying
onaconversation in the world, The thought of
the philosopher is a product of what s/he has

lived through.

arxism and Freedom, first pub-
lished in 1958, is a history of the
process of Marx’s thought, as it
evolved out of eighteenth-century philosophy

- and Hegel's dialectic through the mass politi-

cal movements of the nineteenth century, as it
became adopted and modified by Trotsky and
Lenin and finally, in Dunayevskaya’s words,
“totally perverted” by Stalin. She traces the
shift from Marx’s idea of a workers’ state with
no separation of manual and mental labor, to
Lenin's idea of a bureaucratically run “work-
ers’ state,” to Stalin’s-creation of a corporate
totalitarian state run by the Communist
Party—which she defines as counter-revolu-
tion. She sees, In the East German workers’
strike of 1953, the Hungarian Revolution of
1956, evidence of a ontinving revolutionary
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spirit in Basteid Europe (she was, of course,

writing wel} before the Polish Solidarity move-
ment). She ends the-first edition of Marxism .
and Freedom with the Monigomery bus boy-
cott as “a spontaireous movement kept within
_the hands of the Blacks™
In Marxism and Freedom, Dunayevskaya is
grappling, in the face of the Stalinist legacy,
with the question which continues to engage
her: What Fappens after? What happens
when the old oppression has been successfully
resisted and overthrown? What turns a revolu-
- tionary leader into a tyrant? Why did the Rus-
sian revolution turn backward on itself? How
do we make the “continuing revolution,” “the
revolution in permanence” in which this can-
not happen? She is passionate about “the

moventent from theory to practice and-from-

practice to theory” as a Living procus.,aqd
about the necessity for the “voices from be-.
low” to be heard and listened toif a movement -
isto keep on moving. She has the capacity, rare
in leas learned as sheis in Western philos-
ophy and theory— including Marxists—10 re-
spect and learn from other kinds of thinking
and other modes of expression: ‘those of the
Third World, of ordinary militant women, of
working-people who are perfectly aware-that
theirsis“alienated Iabor™ and know how 1o say
that without political indoctrination, Maybe
Dunayevskaya would clzim she originally
learned thisfrom Mark:

But Marxismuand Freedom s alsoa creation-
6f its own historical environment, Dunayev--"
skaya writes of the shaping impact of the
American Civil War on Marx’s thought when
-he was-writing Capital; she acknowledges-the. -
unfinished legacy of Reconstruction; and is
abie to recogriize the acute significance of the _
Montgomery bus boycott— the“Black dimen-
sion.” Women, however, whether as “forca” or .
“reason” are here invisible except in a few refer-
enges to Rosa Luxemburg.-She does not men-
tion Lemin’s ideas on the emancipation of
women, wonten’s leadership in the Patis Com-
mune, nor the reversal of liberal sexual legisla- -
tion in the Soviet Union. At this stage, for
Dunayevskaya, women seem t¢ have been still
subsumed under “the proletariat.”

I make this point because it's clear, from
several essays in WLDR, that already in the
fifties, long before Marxism and Freedom was
written, Dunayevskaya was keenly attuned to
wornen’s leadership and presence both within
and outside radical groups. In “The Miners’
Wives™ (1950) she notes that while the press
depicted the women as bravely going along
with the strike, they were in fact activists,
sometimes pushing the men. In an unpub-
lished essay of 1953, she sharply criticizes the
Socialist Workers Party for failing to recognize .
that the women who had streamed by the mil-
lions into factories in the US during Worid )
War II were “a concrete revolutionary force™
searching for “a total reorganization of soci-
‘ety.” “By continuing her [sic] revolt daily at

home, the women were giving a new dimension
1o politics.” Perhaps it’s not by mere oversight
that this essay remained unpublished until
-pow. In it Dunayevskaya makes clear that the
equality of some women as leaders within the

party did not extend to any real recognition of
women as a major socizl force. Possibly her
Own consciousness of woftien, thoygh keen,
received little affirmation in the organization
of which she was then a part.

Philosophy and Revolution is the most aca-
demic, least accessibie ‘of Dunayevskaya’s
books; it retraces someof the history of philos-

—ophy in Marxisnt and Freedom; moving o
from thereto discuss the Cuban revolution and
:the student and yonth uprisings of the Sixties,
.along with the emergence of the' Women’s
"Liberation Movement. This work fesls —upto
the last chapter—less dynamic and more
-laborieus, more like a political philosophy
textbook. But in both books, Dunayevskaya s
. on 2 wery specific- mission: to rescue Marx’s
—Marxism from the theoretical and organiza-
tional systems attributed to him: to reclaim his
ideas from what has been served up as Marx-
ism, in Eastern Europe, China, Cuba and
amopg Western intellectuals, She insists that:
You cannot sever Marx’s economics from his
‘humianism; huragism here meaning “the self-
emancipation of Human’ beings,” necessarily
[{rom the capitalist mode of production, but
not only from that. The failure of the Russian
revolutions Yo continue as “revolution in
permanence” — their disintegration into a sys-
tem of forced-labor camps and political
_prisons—wis-the shock that sent Dunayev-
skaya back to “the original form of the Hu-
manism: of Marx,” translating his early
bumanist essays herself because “ths official.
Moscow publication (1959) is marred by foot-
notes which flagrantly violate Marx’s content
and intent.” “Marxism is a theory of liberation

- or it is nothing™; but she refuses to

Marx as “hmanist,” shor of his economics..
-4

a critical philosophical biography. But
that it certainly is: un account of Luxem-
burg as woman, thinker, organizer, revolu-
tionist, A central chapter is devoted to Marx
and Luxemburg as theorists of capital, dissect-
ing Luxemburg’s critique of Marx in her Ac-
cumulation of Capital, In the midst of a vivid
and fascinating biography, the nos-economist
reader may find herself dragging with effort
through terminology like “variable capital”
and “underconsumptionism.” Dunayevskaya
dissents at many points from Luxemburg’s
effort to fulfill, as she sawit, Marx’s unfinjshed
work. But beyond the economic. debate
Dunayevskaya asserts. that Luxemburg, de-
spite her eloquent writings on imperialism,
never saw the potential for revolution in the
colonized pecple of color in what is now called
the Third World; and, despite the centrality of
women to her anti-militarist work, never saw -
beyond the purely economic class struggle’
thmMmhadseen“newforcsandnng_
passions spring up in the bosom of society” as
capitalism declined, Luxemburg saw only the
“suffering masses” under imperialism, . :
Lnxemburg was “a reluctan: feminiét™ who-
was “galled in a most personal form” by the.
“Woman . Question™ but, “just as she had
learned to live with an-:underlying. anti-
Semitism in the party, so she learned to live
with. . .male chauvinism.” (Does this have a
familiar ring?) In particular, she lived withitin
the person-of August Bebel, a self-prociaimed
feminist who wrote of her “wretched female’s
squirts of poison” and Viktor Adler, who
called her “the poisonous bitch. . .clever as a
monkey,” However, when she was arrested in

R osa Luxemburg is something more than




1915 it was on the eve of vrganizing an interna.
tional women’s antiwar conference with Clara
Zetkin, Of their relationship, Dunayevskaya
says: . ;

. . .far from Luxemburg’s having no interest

in the so-called “Woman Question,” and far

from Zetkin having no interest cutside of

that question,. . .both of them. . .were deter-

mined to build a women's movement that

. concentrated not only on organizing women

workers butouhavingthcn;demlopas-

leaders, as decision-makers, and as inde-

pendent Marist revolutionaries, @ 13)
In fact, from 1902 on Luxemburg had been
writing and speakiig on the emancipation of
women and on woman suffrage; in 1911 she
wrote to her friend Luise Kautsky, “are you
coming for the women’s conference? Just im-
agine, I have become a feminist!™ She debated
Bebel-and Kautsky over the “Woman Ques-

" tion,” and broke with-Kautsky in 1911, yet, in

her short. ard brutally ended life, feminism
-and proletarian revohution never became in-
tegrated. Dunayevskaya is.critical of Luxem-
burg, but also impatient with present-day
femninists who want to write her off.

in Luxemburg, Dunayevskaya portrays a-
brilliant, brave and independent woman, pas-
sionately internationalist and antiwar, a be-
liever in the people’s “spontaneity” in the canse.
of freedom; a woman who saw herself as
Marx’s philosophical heir, who refused the
efforts of her lover and other_men 1o dis-

courage her from full participationin “making

history” because she was a woman. But the bi«

ography does not stop here..The book opens -

out into a sequence of essays generated, as
Dunayevskaya tells us, by thres events: the
resurgence of the Women’s Liberation Move-
ment out of the Left; the publication for the
first time of Marx’s last writings, The Ethno-
logical Notebooks; and the global nationai’
liberation movements of the. 1970s. which
demonstrated to her that Marxism continues
to have meaning as a philosophy of revolution. _
Luxemburg’s life and thought become 2 kind

of jumping-off point into the present and-

future —~what she saw and didn't see, her limi-
tations as well as her understanding, We can
learn from her mistakes, says Dunayevskaya,
as she begins developing the themes which she
will pursue in WZLDR..

views, letters, lectures, you see Dunayev-

skaya going at her central ideas in many
differen: ways, Agreeor not with her analysis
here, her interpretation there: these working
papers are some of-the most tingling, in-
vigorating writing since the carly days of
Women’s Liberation when writing and or-

Iu this 35-year-collection of essays, inter-

ganizing most often went hand in hand. Thisis -

an irresistible depiction of women in move-
ment, across the world and through history;.
Dunayevskaya really does hold to an interna-~
tional perspective. She chides and criticizes Si--
mone de Beauvoir, Sheila Rowbotham, Gerda
Lerner; praises Wiuthering Heights, A Room

‘of One’s Own, the “Three Marias” of the New

Portuguese Létters, the poetry of Gwendolyn
Brooks and Andre Lorde; she says Natalia

Trotsky went further than Trotsky; she
chastises Engels for diluting and distorting
Marx, and post-Marxists and feminists: for
taking Engels’ Origin of the Family as Marx’s
\mrdqnwomcnandmcn. Herquarrel with the
Western post-Marxists is that they've taken
parts of Marx for the whole, and that what has
been left out (especially the dimensions of
women and the Third World) is crucial in our

. time. Her quarrel with the Women's Move-

mentis that feminists have jettisoned Marx be-
cause Me was a man, or have belicved the
post-Marxists without looking into Marx for
themselves, She insists that Marx's philoso-

phy, farﬁ-ombdngaclosedandhmocmﬁcsys— )

tem, is open-ended, so that “in éach age, he
becomes more alive than in the age before.”
Thag Marx was himself open td an extraordi-
nary degree to other voicas than those of white
males,

-But why do we-need Marx, anyway?
Dunayevskaya believes he is the only philoso-
pher of “total revolution” — the revolution thar
will touch and transform all bumari relation-
ships, that is never-ending, “revolution in per-
manence,” Permanence not as a Party-led state
which has found all the answers, but a society
all of whose people participate in both govern-
mént and production, and in which the divi--
sion between manual and mental labor will be
ended. We need such a philosophy as ground-
ing for organizing, since, as she says ih Rosz
Luxemburg, “Without a philosophy of revolu-
tion activism spends itself*in mere anti-
imperialism and anti-capitalism, without ever
revealing whar it is for.” -

Dunayevskaya bases her claims for Marx on
her reading of his entire werk, but attaches
special importance to the Ethnoiogical Note-
books (only transcribed and published in
1972) as showing that at the very end of his life,
as in his early writings, he was concerned with
“humanism*—not simply class struggle but

. with thevalues and structures of pre-capitalist,

non-European societies, and the relationship
of thesexesin those societies. I found the Nore-
books intriguing, though hardly a good quick
read. In these manuscripts, jotted between
1880 and 1883; Marx reviewed the anthropo-

logical/ethnological writings of Lewis Henry

. Morgan (Engels based his Origin on Marx's

notes on Morgan), John Budd Phear, Henry
Maine and John Lubbock. You have to im-

“dgine a German Jew of vast scholarship and

irascibility, reading and taking notes in Eng-
lish with occasional ironic German or English
asides. And indeed, Marx seems to be on a
search for how gender has been structured in
pre-capitalist, tribal socisties. . -

Marx did not go along with the ethnologists
in their definitions of the “savage” as measured
against “the civilized.” Capitalism dpcoesn't
mean progress; the civilized are also the
damaged. He-saw “civilization” as a divided
condition — human subjectivity divided
against itseif by the division of laber, and also
divided from nature. He was critical of Mor-
gan far ignoring the genocide and sthnocide
against the American Indians, of Phear’s con-
descension toward Bengali culture and of the
cthnocentricity of thg ethnographers in
general.

But neither did Marx idealize egalitarian
communal ‘society; he saw, says Dunayev-
skaya, that “the elements of oppression in
general, and of woman in particular, arose

- _from within primitive communism as prop-

ertyandrank begantoemerge. . . Thatistosay,
within the egalitarian communal form.arose
the elements of its opposite—caste, aristoc-
racy, different material interests.” He watched
closely how the family evolved into-an eco-
nomic unit, within which were the seeds of
slavery and serfdom, how tribal conflict and
conquest also led toward slavery and the ac-

* quisition of property; but where Engels

posited “the world-wide historic defeat of the
female sex,” Dunayevskaya asserts that Marx
saw the resistance of tlie women in every revo-
lution, not simply how they were disem-
powered by the development of patriarchy and
by European invasion and colonization. The
Etknological Notebooks are _crucial in
Dunayevskaya's eyes because they show Marx
atapoint in his life where hisidea of revolution
was becoming even more comprehensive the
colonialism tfiat evolved out of capitalism
forced himtorerdirn to pre-colonial societies to
study humtan relations, and “to see the possi-
bility of new human relations, not as they
might come through a mere ‘updating’ of
primitive communism’s equality of the sexes,
- - .but as Marx sensed they would burst forth
from a new type of revolution.” “Marx ‘nvi-
sioned a totally new man, a totally new
woman, a totally new: life form (and by no -
means only for marriage); in a word, a totally
new society.”

Dunayevskaya vehemently opposes the view
that Marx’s Marxism means class struggle is
pritnary, of that racism and sexual oppression
will be ended when capitalism falls. “What
happcr_:s after?” she says, is the question we
have to be asking all along, And this, she sees,
the Women's Liberation Movement, Black
and white, has insisted on; '

AfterChernobyl, 20,000 women in Finjand
deciare they refuse 10 become preznant until
nuclear reactors are banned. Inthe heart of the



South African revoiunton are women, as there
always have been: women' and youth, the
children of Soweto boycotting substandard
schoois, the women of Soweto organizing in
self-help groups for literacy, food, health care.
In the heart of Reagan's war against Nicara-

gua, its péople are discussing a new constitu- -

tion, including proposals for gay rights and
abortiod rights. In the Philippines, one of the
worst sweatshops of the global factory that is
wasting women, a bloodless popular revolu-
tion gathers around a woman, Corazén
Aquino. At Big'Mountain, where as I write
Navahos are readyitig themselves against for-

cible relocation, the gtandmothers stand fast.

havelearned so much from Dunayevskaya,
have s muchr respect-for her political im-
_agindtion, her tenacity, her own dialectical
growth, that I want to hear what she has to say

on many of the edges of struggle where we find _

ourselvesin 1986. She mentions in passing, for
examplc. that “It is that topic, sexuality, that is
still i need of a relation to revolution.” Nei-
ther sexual purity nor sexual liberation has es-
tahhshed that relation for women. She affirms
the lcsb:an and gay liBeration movement, but
want more. We're stilunclear how and by what
historical forces heterosexuality has been so-

cially constructed, indoctrinated; thedegreeto

which lesbian and gay liberation has been 2
revolutionary force; how actual sexual practice

informs theory; the conditions under which”

sex is work, recreation, or,'in Audre Lorde’s
phrase, “the erotic as power.” In North Caro-
lina Mab Segrest; a white lesbian anti-Klan ac-
tivist, is'on the line between the gay-baiting
and queer-bashing of the Right and the homo-
phobiaof some anti-Klan organizers. (Her My
Mama's Dead Squirrel: Lesbian Essays on
Southern Culture, recently published by Fire-
brand Books, draws important connections
between . sexuality, race and action for social
justice) Yesterday I had'a call from a gay liber-
ation Central Americ4 activist on his way to

,Nicaragua to study and report on gay and .

abomon rights in that revolution. Lesbian
liberation sent a rocketing pulse of energy into
the women's movement, and we can only con-

jecture how  ILeft sexism, anti-Semitism,.
_ homophobia have constricted the political

scope of radical women, Jews, gays and les-.
bians, people drawn to the work of justice but
often disaliowed the search for justice for
themselves, -

In El Paso, Texas, last March, I listened 10
the attorneys of the Immigration and Natural-
ization Service trying-to establish that the
writer, photagfipher .and teacher Margarét
- Randall should be deported from the US on
account of what she has written; over and over

the word “Mandsm” was used asidentical with
Communism and both as identical with evil,
Randall’scross-examination by the INSwas an
unabashed attempt to intimidate and smear
many levels of political dissent. She was Red-
baited, but also woman-baited, Her independ-
ent life, her having had children by different
fathers, her having once worked in a gay bar
and posed as'a nude model, were cited by the
INS to labet her an undesirable element, Ins her
testimony, Randall stated that “I do subscribe
to some ideas of Karl Marx as a tool to look at

history.” Clearly, in the present climate of -

officialdom, that is an activity liable to sup-
pression.

What I hear Dunayevskaya saying above all
is that we have reached the point in history’ _
where real freedom is attainable, if we are will-
ing to commit ourselves to 2 rore inclusive de-
finition of freedom, than has ever been
attempted. If indeed Marx was movingin such

a direction, we can’t leap forward from Marx °

without understanding where he left off, and
what he left to us: O

t C.L.R. James. Arthe Rendezvous of Victory (Lon-
don: Allison and Bushy, 1984), p. ix,

* See News and Letters, Yol. 31 No. 5 (June 1986),
P-4

1 Hannah Arendt, Men.m Dark Times (New York:
Harcourt, Bmce,]qvangmch._i%&). p-19.



A letter to Adrienne Rich-

by Raya Dunayevskaya

author of Women’s Liberation and the Dialectics
of Revolution: Reaching for the Future,

Editor’s Note: Adrienne Rich’s review of Raye Du.
nayevskaya’s major writings appeared in the Septem.
ber, 1986 Women’s Review of Books. Excerpts were
reprinted in the November N&L. Raya Dunayevskaya
asked us to share with our readers part of her response
to Adrienne Rich’s review.

Sept, 18, 1986
Dear Adrienne Rich:

Your review of my four major works created an ad-
venturous journey for me. It was an adventure because
it showed that not only does the uniqueness, the new-
ness of today’s Women’s Liberation Movement no long-
er stand in the way of its appreciation of Rosa Luxem-
burg, the great revolutionary Marxist feminist, but it
poses as well other ecritiques to today’s Marxism.

The simultaneity of the appearance of Women's Lib-
eration—that had developed from an Idea whose time
had come to 2 Movement—and the appearance of the
transcription of Marx’s Ethnological Notebooks ied me
to think (evidently wrongly) that the work I was rush-
ing to completion—Philosophy and Revolution—with
its final chapter tackling “new passions and new forces,”
would result in a veritable union of radical feminism
and Marxist-Humanism.

Instead, as you so cogently expressed it in your re-
view,“..a term like ‘Marxist-Humanism’ would, in the
late sixties and early seventies, have sounded like a fu-
neral knell” to the Women's Liberation Movement at
that time. H

From the reception (mostly the lack of it) of my
works by so-called orthodox Marxists, on the one
hand, and by radical feminists, on the other hand, I felt
that both the radical feminists and the post-Marx
Marxists. lack a philosophy of revolution needed for to-
tal revolution. It became clear to me that the Marxists
were raised on Engelsian Marxism, not Marx's Marx-
ism, i.e., what Marx from the very start called “& new
Humanism...”

It seemed to me that not only was a critique of Wom-
en’s Liberation Movement needed, but it was also nec-
+ essary to draw up a balance sheet about that missing
link—phitosophy-—not only in the Women’s Liberation
Movement, but among even the great Marxist revolu-
tionaries,

*Over a decade after those Letters on the Absolute Idea were written,
(see my Archives, The Raya Dunayevskeya Collrction at Wayne
State University, pp. 2431-66 and pp. 5041-5109), as ] wegan writing my
draft chapters of Philosophy and Revolution, I found that Hegel
scholars had left the three final syllogisms of Hegel's Encyclopedia
(paragraphs 575, 576, 577) fairly untouched, without realizing that it was
not Logic, but Nature that had been the mediation, the ground for the
self-movement of the Idea, from Phenomenology, Science of Logic,
Philosophy of Nature, Mind, ie. the whole Eneyclopedia.

Pardon me for smiling at the word “academic” in
your description of Philosophy and Revolution as “the
most academic.” What is true is that way back in 1950
when I was active in the Miners’ General Strike and
writing the dispatches also on the miners’ wives, I also
dug deep into a study of Hegel's works. Having never
been part of academia, (I'm 76), I was not even aware
that when, in 1953, I first broke through to a new con-
cept of Hegel's Absolutes,® I had broken with the whole
Hegelian tradition which saw Hegel's Absolutes as a hi-
erarchical system. Instead, I saw in the Absolute, new
beginnings, a movement from practice as well as from
theory.

his is why Marx never let go of the Hegelian dialec-

tic, which he saw as “the source of all dialectics.”
Marx held Absolute Negativity—"“the negation of the
negation”—to be an active creativity that Fenerbachian
materialism’s critique of Hegel’s idealism had not
matched. Marx's dialectical, historical materialism did
not depart in its critique of Hegel though Marx had dis-
covered a whole new continent of thought and revolu-
tion, of class struggles, of the Man/Woman relation-
ship—in & word, “revolution in permanence.”

It was only when the turbulent 1960s ended with De-
Gaulle winning in Paris, 1968, without firing a shot, at
the very height of that massive activity that had rele-
gated theory to something that could supposedly be
caught “en route,” that I finally felt compelled publicly
to delve into that missing dimension of philosophy—the
Hegelian dialectic that Marx had been rooted in. To
tackie the dialectics of thought and revolution, was, I
held, what all the new passions and new forces needed
‘to have as their ground. ] knew I was treading unchart-
ed waters, not only armong Women’s Liberationists, but
among orthodox Marxists, but I did not expect the re-
sponse to my findings would be such total silence.

You have hit the nail on the head when you wrote:
“If, indeed, Marx was moving in such a direction, we
can't leap forward from Marx without understanding
where he left off and what he left to us.” That's what I
thought 1 was doing when I concretized the task as the
need to work out the new signalled by the 1950s that I
had designated a movement from practice that is itself
a form of theory. I involved myself in the recording of
those new voices beginning with the miners on general
strike, and their wives, in those activities against that
machine, the “continuous miner,” which they callefl a
“man killer.” With it they had posed the question:
“What kind of labor should man do?...”

assions, 1 might add—and Marx was a great one to

talk about “new forces and new passions”~—were not
restricted to what Audre Lorde calls the “erotic as pow-
er.” Any struggle for new human relations required not
only philosophy and revolution, but self-development,
and that both the day of revolution and the day after.
That nothing new, much less a totally new society,
could be achieved coldbloodedly shows that the creative
urge demanded passion. This is what brought forth
from Marx such new language as “time is space for hu-
man development”—and that in an article on econom-
ics. .
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Towards the end of your review of my books, you
place a whole new series of problems before me. You
single out “the edges of struggle,” asking me to expand
on the question of women’s liberation's relationship to
revolution, since sexuality—'neither sexual purity nor
sexual liberation”—has established any relationship to
revolution. What remains “still unclear (is) how, and by
what historical forces heterosexuality has been socially
constructed; the degree to which lesbian and gay libera-
tion has been a revolutionary force; how actual sexual
practice informs theory; the conditions under which sex
is work, recreation, or in Audre Lorde’s phrase, ‘the
erotic is power.’ '

My problem is: how can I answer the specificity of
sexuality in the sense it is now used without seeming to
slough it off if I reply: You are the one who must do it;
workers work out their own emancipation and Blacks
theirs, so must all other forces of revolution—youth,
women, and women not just in general, but the very

concrete question of lesbianizm, or, for that matter, all
of homosexuality.

It is true that women revolutionaries in the 19th and
early 20th century referred to sexuality (if they used
the word at all), and meant by it only the discrimina-
tion against women in labor and wages, never bringing
the topic in to the “Party”, as if it had no relation to
men in the movement. And it is true that by the mid-
20th century, when we began posing the subject, we
were still referring, not to specific practices, but using
the word sex as if it encompassed homosexual as well as
heterosexual, and thus leaving the impression that we
actually narrowed sexism to conditions of labor, class
struggle, or race, rather than different sex practices.
What was true was that as revolutionaries we were al-
ways putting the priority on the dialectics of revolution.

I believe that where I have had the greatest experi-
ence with a specific force of revolution demanding proof
of the concreteness of freedom for itself iz with the
Black Dimension. I have been active there from literally
the first moment I, a Ukrainian, landed on these shores,
the first time I saw a Black man. I asked who was that.
I took myself from the Jewish ghetto to the Black
Ghetto in the 1920s. In the 1960s, on the 100th anniver-
sary of the Emancipation Proclamation, we embarked
on a short history ‘of the whole Black Dimension in
American history, American Civilization on Trial,
which had as its subtitle, “Black Masses a5 Vanguard.”
I was questioned by a Black woman in the late ‘60s
about what the concept of freedom in Marxist-Human-
ism means to Black women.

Without feeling that I was evading her question, my
answer stressed the fact that, far from Marxist-Human-
ist philosophy limiting us in the fight for total freedom
for all, it led me to the creation of the category, “Wom-
an as Revoluticnary Reason as well as Force,” and that
before women's liberation had moved from an Idea to a

.Movement. I pointed to Black women speaking for
themselves in News & Letters not only as activists, but
as columnists such as Ethel Dunbar in “Way of the
World” and the development of a “Woman as Reascn”
columnn. I had to respond that each revolutionary force
does have to concretize the question for what it consid-
ers, holds, as the proof that freedom iz here and does
relate to them. No one can do it for Other.

then embarked on collecting 35 years of my writing

for Women's Liberation and the Dialectics of
Revolution. Clearly, dialectics of revolution was still
my preoccupation. This time, however, I wanted to sin-
gle out women as the subject. The aim was to show
how total the uprooting of the old must be, be it in
work, or culture, or leisure, or self. And with it, how to-
tal freedom must be, which was the meaning of Marx’s
“revolution in permanence,” that is, to continue after
the overthrow of the old, at which point the task be-
comes most difficult, as it involves nothing short of
such full self-development that the division between_
mental and manual is finally abolished.

The Introduction/Overview to that book, Women’'s
Liberation and the Dialectice of Revolution, tried to
spell out the dialectic of revolution... Where, in Part III
of that book, I speak of “Sexism; Politics and Revolu-
tion” in various parts of the world, I posed the question
without answering it: “Is there an Organizational An-
swer?” [ deliberately didnt answer it there because ]
feel very strongly that without that missing link—ophil-
osophy—there is no answer to the question of organiza-
tion, which of course means relationship to revolution.

This is exactly what I am in the process of working
out in my book-to-be, Dialectics of Organization and
Philosophy: the “Party” and Forms of Organization
Born out of Spontaneity. As you saw from Part IV of
my last book, I traced Marx’s New Humanism together
with the Dialectics of Women's Liberation in Primitive
and Modern Societies. Here is how I phrased it in my
new working papers: “Put. briefly, Women's Liberation
is the first dialectic of revolution when it is relation-
ship—when it comes out of—the new epoch itself, which
we declared philosoplically to be a movement from
practice that is itself a form of theory, and absolutely
inseparable from revolution. It is those three elements—
the epoch, the philosophy, and a new force of revolu-
tion—which we, and we alone, named when we saw
Women’s Liberation not only as Force, but as Reason.”

My point was that before Marx learned all those
great things about the Iroquois that excited him so
much as to create still “new moments” for him, he
wrote the first draft of Capital (which the Marx-Engels
Institute a belated century later called the Grundrisse),
where he analyzed pre-capitalist society and became
sufficiently enamored of those societies that he used a
most Hegelian phrase to designate human develop-
ment—"the absolute movement of becoming.”

This discontinuity of epochs becomes creatively origi-
nal rather than being just an “update” when it is deeply
rooted in continuity. Thé new continent of thought and
of revolution that Marx had discovered when he broke
with capitalism, as well as with what he called “vulgar
communism,” and critiqued Hegelian dialectics, he
called a “new Humanism.” That will remain the ground
needed until there has been total uprooting of all forms
of capitalism, state as well as private, including capital-
ist-imperialistn. That is first when the Self-Bringing
Forth of Liberty brings the Self-Determination of the
Idea to maturity and the dialectic is unchained. The
Universal and the Individual become one, or, as Hegel
put it: “Individualism which lets nothing interfere with
ita Universalism, ie. Freedom.” We cannot tell in ad-
vance what a fully new human being is because we aré
not. .

~ Rava Dunayevskaya



