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SHULASMITH FIRESTONE THE DIALECTIC OF SEX (1970)

Although Shulasmith Firestone acknowledges the groundbreaking and nature of de
Beauvoir’s work (she was the “only one who has come close to--or done the definitive
analysis” [22]), she brands de Beauvoir’s Existentialist version of feminism as ironically
misguided in its idealist emphases:

Why postulate a fundamental Hegelian concept of Otherness as the final
explanation--and then carefully document the biological and historical
circumstances that . . . ‘women’ into such a category. . . .  To posit a priori
categories of thought and existence--‘Otherness,’ ‘Transcendence,’
‘Immanence’--into which history then falls may not be necessary.  Marx and
Engels had discovered that these philosophical categories themselves grew
out of history.  (22)

Firestone offers a rethinking of de Beauvoir’s Existentialist definition of woman which is,
rather, physiologically grounded, that is, one based on the here and now, on the physical
and existential as opposed to the ideational.  In Firestone’s account, it is the woman’s body
that must first and foremost be taken into account in any attempt to define her femininity. 
Indeed, according to Firestone, it is the difference of the female’s body relative to men’s
that is the most important factor structuring human relations and, ultimately, human
consciousness.  The gist of Firestone’s argument is that, biologically-speaking, men have
bodies that predispose them to different activities from those to which women are
physically suited.  This physiological predisposition is the most basic existential fact
structuring human social relations, a predisposition leading to the economic, social,
political and ideological consequences enumerated by Engels.  Although she disagrees with
what he identifies as the primary determinant, Firestone agrees with his account of how
men have historically assumed economic and, thus, social and political dominance over
women.  Hence, the following tri-dimensional rewriting of the Marxist feminist rewriting of
the conventional Base/superstructure model is implied in The Second Sex:

SUPERSTRUCTURE--ideologies of gender difference that denigrate women
--social institutions which privilege men

----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
----

ECONOMIC BASE --gender-stratified Social Relations of Production (class division
coupled with the sexual division of labour)

--Forces and Means of Production
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

----
SUBSTRUCTURE --anatomical difference between males and females

Firestone is intensely interested in the ideological consequences of this domination.  The
crucial issue for her is how this basic biological fact, translated into an economic and, thus,
social hierarchy privileging men over women, has come not only to be justified (this, for
Marxists, is the most important function of ideology, to be precise, the justification of the
existing social relations of production) but also to shape the very structure of human
consciousness.  

In other words, Firestone would agree with Engels that the structure of patriarchy is
predicated on a dialectical, unequal relationship between males and females.  Where
Engels traces the underlying cause of this to economic factors, Firestone goes back one
more step in order to trace it ultimately to biological differences (she argues that we “must
enlarge historical materialism to include the strictly Marxian” [21]).  Both would agree,
however, that this inequality between male and female has had important economic,
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social, political, and ideological consequences.  Biology itself, she writes, to be precise,
procreation

is at the origin of the dualism.  The immediate assumption of the layman
that the unequal division of the sexes is ‘natural’ may be well-founded. We
need not look beyond this.  Unlike economic class, sex class sprang from a
biological reality: men and women were created different, and not equally
privileged.  Although, as de Beauvoir points out, this difference of itself did
not necessitate the development of a class system--the domination of one
group by another--the reproductive functions of these differences did.  The
biological family is an inherently unequal power distribution.  (22-23)

The reason for this is that the biological family (what she defines as the “basic
reproductive unit of male/female/infant” [23]) is characterised by the dependency of
human infants on its parents longer than any other species.  As a result, this “basic
mother/child interdependency has existed in some form in every society, past and present”
(23) and this has in turn “shaped the psychology of every mature female and every infant”
(23).   Indeed, she argues that although there have been numerous variations on the
biological family, the biological family “has existed everywhere throughout time” (23) and
caused “specific psychological distortions in the human personality” (24).  Firestone
concludes that is it these “natural reproductive differences between the sexes” (23) which
“led directly to the first division of labor at the origins of class, as well as furnishing the
paradigm of caste (discrimination based on biological characteristics)” (23).  

In short, Firestone offers in The Dialectic of Sex a striking explanation of de
Beauvoir’s description of the male-female binary which avoids the idealism into which de
Beauvoir lapses.  That is, in describing how the simple fact of biological difference
produces a tendency to conceptualise gender relationally and, by extension, to think in
terms of a Self/other dialectic, Firestone gives us a way of understanding the material
causes of the dualistic structure to which human consciousness, according to Hegel, is
predisposed.  At the same time, she adds a much needed supplement to conventional
Marxian analysis of gender by taking “class analysis one step further to its roots in the
biological division of the sexes” (25).  
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