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At present there are two major ideological.streams within the women's
movement in Australia. The first places the emphasis on the individual as the
impetus for change, advocates the search for new and positive lifestyles with­
in a women's culture and stresses personal liberation and the evolution of new
relationships between women culminating in the reality of sisterhood. Given
that women; as individuals, must break free from the oppressive nature of the
prevailing psychological, cultural and economic conditions, this ideological
stream is necessary for the continuing growth and strength of the movement.

However, when this microcosmic perspective is the sole emphasis, we see
the development of an analysis which cannot 'go beyond the .transformation
of the position of individual women. This kind of analysis will never be able
to tackle the transformation of the material conditions of all women and there­
fore can provide only partial solutions.

By,concentrating on the development of a female culture, often the under­
lying assumption is that anything male is by definition anathema to the cause
of women. By dismissing all male theoretical writings as being inherently
sexist, the implications of those writings for the women's movement can be
lost. Marx and Freud have been classic casualties of this limited perspective.

The second ideological stream in the women's movement is a structural an­
alysis of society which concentrateson the transformation of the relations of
production as the impetus for change, stressing the importance of the econorn­
ic factors intrinsic to women's oppression. However, when this macrocosmic
perspective is the sole emphasis, we can see the development of an analysis
which can easily become, or appear to be, insensitive to the total lives of wo­
men . Its failings are best exemplified in the traditional policies of the various
communi~t and socialist parties in this country. '

In many ways, the strength of the women's movement is obvious. It has
. become an important social force in our time and has succeeded in providing
services and support for some of women's immediate needs. Thousands of
women see themselves as part of the movement and a vaguely defined '
"women's consciousness" has been widely diffused through consciousness
raising groups, demonstrations, action projects, counter-institutional activity
and through the mass media. Women in the movement have a growing under­
standing of common oppression and the imperative of collective solutions.

. On the other hand, the women's movement in Australia is currently divided:
In most places ; it has broken into small cliques which are hard to find, hard to
join and hard to comprehend politically. At the same time, conservative, but
organisationally.clever entrepreneurs (such as the International Women's Year
committees, the Council of Queensland Women and so on) are exploiting the
movement and are beginning to define the problems of women in reformist
terms which can never confront the basic patriarchal, capitalist, heterosexist
and racist structures of society and thus offer only limited change. Their
refusal to recognise the necessity for legal reform (such as the United States
Equal Rights Amendinent) which might well have been one of the few effec­
tive changes they could have brought about, indicates their reluctance to
really confront these structures. Moreover, the ongoing capitalist and imper­
ialist crises pose a real and direct threat to the development of the feminist
movement, its ideologies and the few social and material gains that have been
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won. A hostile right wing backlash to -feminist thought and action is already
apparent. There are demands that women workers should be thrust back
into the home because they undermine the job security of male workers.
There are increasing demands to cut back government spending particularly
in the areas of social security, education and child-care. These demands can
and are eroding much of th~ new found independence of women.

" If our movement is to survive, let alone flourish, it is time we began to
acknowledge the divisions within the movement, be they ones of ideology,
class, race, sexuality, age or geography and make these divisions our strength.
This will necessitate greater tolerance "wit hin the movement for existing "
tensions rather than trying to resolve these divisions into a "right line" or a
"proper sphere" of activity, which can only split the movement and lead to
its demise . "' .

It is just this conflict, these divisions, these tensions which provide the
impetus for the women's movement to grow . To limit divisions by proscrib­
ing a false, artificial notion of sisterhood is to lead the movement to ultimate
stagnation and navel gazing. To reject the study of theory and praxis as

"being irrelevant or undesirable is to shy away from the central problems
'which beset the movement. What is feminism? Are there contradictions
between our short-term and long-term goals? If so, how do we cope with
these contradictions? Are there new ways to define power, authority, lead­
ership and initiative which do not lead to a "structureless tyranny"? Where
have we come from and where are we going? These "questions exist and must
be answered. Can we afford to limit ourselves to action without reflection
guided by the acquisition of new thought and knowledge?

In this con tex t women's studies can be seen, not as a sterile intellectual­
isation, but rather, as an integral part of an ongoing 'movement helping to
explode the myths which contain and limit the scope for women to change
the material and psychological basis of their existence , It does so by provide
ing a necessary base for commitment and action. .:' " " ' ' :'

This is theimportance of the National Women's Studies Conference in
June in Adelaide, where we as feminists must determine the role that
women's studies should play within the wider context of the women's
movement and make sure that women's studies, as it exists now, is playing
that role . " "

"It is in this light that we should see women's studies, and all other
theoretical, or semi-theoretical investigations, not as abstractions, but
rather as political commitment which offers viable alternatives and
strategies-a new praxis. "




