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IN SEARCH OF A FEMINIST THEOLOGY OF WORK
C. A. BORROWDALE ©PH.D 1988

In the theology of work women are rarely mentioned, and the
1ssues discussed arise out of male experience. Christian writing
may examine women's role as wives and mothers, but not all women
have this experience, and married women themselves have other
roles. There 1s therefore a need to examine the broad spectrum of
women's work theologically. A feminist perspective is important,
because it arises from women’s experience past and present, and

makes a person’'s sex a significant category of analysis and
construction.

The search for a feminist theoclogy of work begins by examining
the concepts of justice and equality, which provide the language
in which women’s concerns are usually discussed in the theology
of work. Treating women Jjustly 1nvolves understanding them
correctly, and thus 1looking at research into "sex differences"
and what 1t 1mplies for theology. The principle of equality 1is
commonly cited, but 1is not effective in tackling the root causes
of women’'s oppression. The alienation between the sexes must be

healed before equality and justice can change social structures
and erode sexual stereotypes.

Work has ambiguous meanings for people; 1t 1s neither wholly good
nor wholly cursed. The theology of work has operated with faulty
analysis, by accepting the alleged split between home and work.
It must be recognized that these spheres are closely interrelated
for men as well as women, i1f women’'s work is to be evaluated
appropriately.

"Service" is of central theological importance to women’'s work.
The view that Christians must serve without complaint and without
seeking reward is applied specifically to women. This creates the
problems associated with the "service ethic" - others are not
helped to maturity, and women lose a sense of self. But 1t 1s
based on a false idea of Christian love. For love does seek a
response, aims to discern the needs of others, and 1ncludes love
of self. These perceptions of love and service relate to our
beliefs about God, and a feminist theology of work develops our
understanding of God, as well as being concerned with practical
Christian living.

A feminist theology of work is wholistic, integrating people’s
working and loving in a common concern for the flourishing of
God’s kingdom. It is not a separate theology, but adds a new
dimension. Its insights show that the theology of work cannot

afford not to be feminist, if it is to be relevant for all of

humankind.



PREFACE

The search for a feminist theology of work is not an empty quest.
As I have talked to women about my research, I have been
encouraged by their interest. Some articulate the pressures on
them from a feminist point of view, others are simply conscious
that all 1s not well. Generally they are agreed that the
importance of women’s work needs to be recognized publicly, and
that Christianity has not in the past treated women’s work with
any seriousness. Feminist theologians are beginning to examine
this question, and I hope that this thesis will be a useful

contribution i1in that area.

Combining the production of a doctoral thesis with the production
of a family might seem a foolhardy enterprise, but 1t has kept me
rooted in the world of women’s work, and provided a helpful and
challenging interaction. My approach to my work as a wife and
mother of small children has changed under the 1i1nfluence of my
research, and my family has influenced the themes I chose to
investigate. My daughter was nine months old when I began my
research three and a half years ago, my son 1s now seven months

old; my thanks are certainly due to them for being easy-going and

independent children.

As my research progressed, I tested out my 1deas on relatives and
friends, and both formal and informal groups. I would like to
acknowledge the help of all those who have shaped my thinking,
and shared their experiences with me, although I cannot mention
them all by name. I would like to thank Hilary Cashman and Tracy

Davis especially, since they not only discussed 1ideas with me,




but gave much practical help with childcare.

My thanks are also due to Ann Loades, who acted as my supervisor,
and to my husband, who acted as my "computer consultant", and

helped with the presentation and printing of the thesis.
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included, for ease of use, 1n square brackets i1n the body of the
text. The author’s name is followed by the initial(s) of the book
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Helen Oppenheimer’s The Hope of Happiness would appear as
[ Oppenheimer, THOH, p.l] References to articles will give the
author’s name followed by the initial(s) of the periodical. For
example, a reference to Paul Brett’s Crucible article on trade
unions would read [Brett, C, p.29] The date of the book or

periodical i1s 1ncluded where there 1s otherwise any ambiguity.
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PART ONE: INTRODUCTION

CHAPTER ONE: THE NEED FOR A FEMINIST THEOLOGY OF WORK

A. WOMEN AND THE THEOLOGY OF WORK

When Paul Brett writes of Genesis 3:17 "The necessity of hard
work is part of man’s fallen state" [Brett, WATT, p.l], is he
speaking of males or of humankind? For whilst hard work 1s a
common human lot, the words which describe 1ts origin: "cursed 1s
the ground because of you; 1n toil you shall eat of 1t ...", are
addressed to Adam and not Eve. [Genesis 3:17]! Although Adam
clearly does represent humanity 1n Christian tradition, a number
of commentators argue that there 1s an i1mportant and deliberate
differentiation between the sexes 1n the consequences of the
Fall, such that the pain of Adam’s manual labour parallels the
pain of Eve’s labour in childbirth.? When Brett, like other
theologians of work, bases an assessment of "man’s" condition on
what 1s said to the man Adam with no mention of what 1i1s said to
the woman, the suspicion 1s aroused that "man" here actually

means males and not humanity.

That suspicion was the starting point of this research. It led on
to the broader question as to whether women are represented 1in
the theology of work at all, for 1f not, there 1s a task to be
done in assessing women s work theologically. These 1issues form
the central theme of this thesis. In the Introduction, we explore

the relation of women to the existing theology of work, and
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examine the resources available for a theological analysis of
women's work. Because little attention has been paid to this area

in the past, these introductory explorations need to be conducted

1n some detail.

l. Male perspectives 1n the theology of work

The term "theology of work" 1s a relatively recent one. According
to Chenu 1t first appeared in the nineteen fifties. [Chenu, TTOW,
p.3] But Christian reflection on the character and meaning of
work long pre-dates this. Brett’s useful summary Work and the
Theologians, shows how theologians "have always been interested
in human work and the way in which i1t might be related to the
work of God 1n creation and redemption", from the writers of
Genesis through to the present day. [Brett, WATT, p.l]3 The
phrase "theology of work" 1s used here 1n a general sense to
include any conscious theological reflection on work. However,
most references are to the theology of work in post-war Britain,
which forms a recognizable corpus, much of which has developed

4 Many of these writings provide good

out of Industrial Mission.
secondary sources for understanding past Christian thinking about
work, such as that of Luther, Calvin and the early Puritans. This

earlier material 1s therefore seldom used here as a primary

source.

The guestion whether women are included in the theology of work
does not yield a straightforward answer. The possibility that
masculine referents such as "man" can have a generic sense means

1t cannot be assumed that women are only included where they are

specifically mentioned.? Most of the theology of work,



particularly up until the last decade, is written in he/man
language, with women rarely referred to specifically. Whilst the
intention may be to speak of human experience, closer examination
of the texts suggests that the viewpoint 1s predominantly

androcentric.6

In some cases a supposedly generic usage of "man" becomes sex-

specific,7 indicating that the author has males rather than human

beings in mind. Attempts to understand Catherwood’s use of "man"
as generic, for example, founder when he moves from observing
that "it is the duty of the Christian to use his abilities to the
limit", to the stricture that the Christian must not make his
wife a widow. [Catherwood, TCIIS, p...2/3]8 Indeed 1t has been
shown that "man 1n the sense of male so overshadows man 1n the
sense of human being as to make the latter use 1naccurate and
misleading for purposes both of conceptualizing and

communicating." [Miller and Swift, WAW, p.25]

The confusion engendered by the generic use of "man" has
increased as writers have become aware that 1t can exclude women.
Much of the theology of work produced since the nineteen
seventies alternates between using "man" and "men and women",
which makes it difficult to judge when a point specific to males
1s being made. However, the key 1ssue 1s not that the language
lacks clarity, but that 1t obscures the virtual absence of women
from the theology of work. Whether statements are made about
"man" or "men and women", the content rarely reflects women's
experience. This can be illustrated by looking at two themes
found in the theology of work: worth and paid work, and

stewardship of the earth.



1) Worth and paid work

The 1ncrease 1n unemployment 1in Britain since the nineteen
seventies has produced a considerable response from theologians.
The central 1ssue for the theology of work today is the need to
find ways of valuing people outside of paid employment.9 But the
assumption that people have always found their identity 1n paid
employment 1s based on the relation of men to paid work rather

than women. 10

Although 7jobs are 1mportant for many individual
women and women’'s waged work is vital for the economy, the
expectation 1s that women’s main role and their identity are to
be found 1n their work as wives and mothers. It 1is not possible
to state, as Bleakley does, that "we" are part of a generation
"conditioned to regard wage-work as natural and necessary for
human dignity". [Bleakley, WTSATS, p.73] Our society regards
wage-work as necessary for male dignity, but not for female.

Roger Clarke, who otherwise makes an attempt to do justice to
women's work, falls into a similar trap in assuming that what is
true of men 1s true of people 1n general. He writes: "during the
mid—-life years there 1s a strong social expectation that as
adults we will be standing on our own feet financially, not
living in monetary dependence upon other parties." [Clarke, WIC,
p.23] Again, this may be true for men, but a large number of

women expect to spend their middle years living 1n monetary

dependence on their husbands whilst they are raising children.

One reason cited for the centrality of paid work in people’s

lives 1s that this 1s a legacy of the "work ethic". Where worldly

success 1in business or industry could be seen as the mark of the



elect, people would strive to achieve such success. Although the
work ethic may have its roots in Luther’s conception of daily
work as a "calling", whether this was as farmer, housewife or
merchant, its main application seems to have been to men’s paid
work. The guestion as to how far women’s paid or unpaid work was
influenced by the work ethic has yet to be adequately explored.
Roberta Hamilton offers a feminist analysis of the transition
from Catholicism to Protestantism in the seventeenth century
which begins to answer the gquestion, but little else has been
published.11 The Puritan strictures against i1dleness discussed by
Clarke might underlie the tendency of many women to fill their
spare moments with work, for example, and this would be worth
exploring. Middleton [Charles and Duffin eds., WAWIPIE] observes
that women 1n the seventeenth century were expected to fill spare
moments with activities such as spinning, where men were not, and

that this 1s still true today.

At the same time, as Harrison points out, men could see a non-
working wife as an outward and visible sign o0of success 1n
business. Women's God-given duty became not hard work, but being
the "angel in the house". [Harrison, WWAW, p.73/4] Harrison
claims that women "have been pioneers 1n the quest for human
dignity apart from wage-work", and have stood over against the
work ethic in their emphasis on community, co—operation and gift-
labour. [Ibid., p.97/8)] Some writers do recognize that women
relate to paid work differently from men, and may advocate

12 As we shall

women's experience as a better model to follow.
see, this can be a profitable line to follow; but women’s working

patterns and the "service ethic" which constrains them raise

problems which require analysis. Part Four explores this in depth.



11) Stewardship of the earth
A second major theme 1n the theology of work which reflects a
male standpoint 1s that of "man’'s" dominion over and
responsibility for the earth. For Pope John Paul II, subduing and
dominating the earth is the way "every human being" reflects the
action of the Creator. [John Paul II, LE, p.l4] An essential
feature i1is that "throughout the process man manifests ... and
confirms himself as the one who dominates." [Ibid., p.21] Brett
discusses the importance of the creative faculty: "The growth of
science and technology, affording man ever 1increasing control of
the universe, are the proper outworking of this creative urge.
... Man can even be seen to be bringing about the redemption of

the world through his work 1in i1t, humanising 1t as he masters 1t

and brings 1t into subjection to himself." [Brett, WATT, p.2]

As John Paul II himself points out, 1t 1s man as male and female
who 1s told to fill the earth and subdue 1t, and thus we might
expect to 1nterpret "maﬁ" generically here. The difficulty 1is
that the command to have dominion has different i1mplications for
women, given that 1n our society women are expected to take
expressive and passive roles. This will be discussed at greater
length in subsequent chapters. Most theologians of work do not
raise the gquestion of sex 1n relation to this 1ssue. Where they
do, it may be to limit the extent of women’s dominion. John Paul
I1I, for example, goes on from his acknowledgement that women are
to fill and subdue the earth alongside men, to assert that women
have a specific and irreplaceable role i1n the family. Oldham

asserts that the "crucial question 1s whether work conceived as

the technical mastery of the external world is not a specifically



male 1nterest and whether the activities characteristic of
women's essential nature do not lie in a different field."

[Oldham, WIMS, p.22]

What emerges from this brief discussion is that the issues both
of worth and paid work, and of dominion, have different
1mplications for women which are not explored in the existing
theology of work. We might conclude that most authors do write
from a male perspective, and that women’'s inclusion 1in the
theology of work i1s marginal. However, whilst this remains true
for the content of the main theological discussion, some writers

do appear to take women’s work seriously.

2. The attempts to i1nclude women

Those who attempt to take women seriously may do so 1n three
ways. Firstly, women may be referred to in the text, usually
alternating with the generic "man", and examples may be given
from women’s work. The difficulty here is that women and men do
have different concerns and experiences of work, and naming women
alongside men gives an appearance of equality that 1s misleading.
As Dworkin points out, " We're all just people” is a stance that
prohibits recognition of the systematic cruelties visited on
women because of sex oppression." [Dworkin, RWW, p.217] Bleakley,
for example, uses language and examples 1nclusive of women. But
this leads him to the misleading statement quoted above, where
he speaks of "human" dignity 1n a context which demands that he

speak of male dignity.

As we shall see, a major concern of feminist analysis 1s to



identify where a person’s sex does make a difference. It does not
mean equating women with men. Yet one response to criticisms that
women are not i1included in the theology of work 1s simply to
rewrite "man" as "men and women". Paul Brett, whose androcentrism
1s criticized by the present writer [Borrowdale, C, 1985), now
attempts to use language inclusive of women, but this leaves the
content of what he says unchanged413 One danger in the feminist
critique of sexist language is that 1t can evoke a cosmetic
response which appears to meet the criticisms whilst leaving the

central 1ssue untouched.

Secondly, writers may acknowledge that women face particular
disadvantage in their working lives either by considering women
alongside other "problem" groups, or by referring to women's
particular concerns in the main body of the text. This can be
seen as an improvement on not acknowledging women at all, but 1s
not completely satisfactory. If,- as in Sinfield’s book on
unemployment, there 1s a separate section on unemployed women,
this can suggest that they are not the subject of the rest of the
text. Sinfield generally uses he/man language outside his section
on women, which creates the presumption that women are not
included except where they are specifically mentioned. Sinfield
does at least give recognition to the problems unemployed women
face as distinct from unemployed men. Kelser includes separate
sections on the difficulties facing young people, handicapped
people, those he refers to as "coloured i1mmigrants", and the
underpaid; but makes no mention of the disadvantages women face,
nor 1indeed of the fact that most of the low-paitd are women. We
might expect that a book published 1n 1978 would contain some

acknowledgement of a decade of feminism.



some theologians of work are beginning to show an awareness of
women throughout their writing. In To Work and To Love Soelle
writes about human work giving equal weight to both sexes. Clarke
and Walter note some points where women differ from men; but the
norm for them and for most writers still seems to be male
experlience. Where different patterns are identified, there 1s
little analysis of this. Clearly any one text cannot do justice
to every aspect of an 1ssue; but authors can make 1t clear that
they are focussing on male and not human experience. It 1s qgquite
legitimate to do this, and there are good reasons why the
theology of work has concentrated on men’s work. For the theology
of work reflects a culture which egquates work with paid work 1in
the public sphere, and regards women’s interests as confined to a
private sphere in which they do not work. This 1is discussed

at length 1n Chapters Six and Seven.

Further, Industrial Mission, from which has sprung a good
proportion of the more recent theology of work, 1s partly a
response to the "deep rift ... between the Church and the common
life of the people 1n the 1industrialized areas of the country".
[Wickham, TTOTC, p.7] It is particularly working-class men who
are alienated from the churches, and Industrial Mission has
concentrated on the heavy manual labour which is, or was, the
chief employment of such men. Heavy 1ndustry also has a maijor
visible impact on a community, and this was another reason for

concentrating on an area in which only small numbers of women are

employed.14

The point at 1ssue, then, is not that the theology of work has



spoken of men, but that 1t has assumed that it has spoken for
humanity: "There is no objection to theologizing out of masculine
experience. The basic problem lies in claiming the resulting
theology valid for the entire community." [Morton in Hageman ed.,
SRAWITC, p.36] Theologians of work have not realized that, as
Smith said of culture, "What 1s ... treated as general,
universal, unrelated to a particular position or a particular sex
as 1ts source and standpoint, 1s 1n fact partial, limited,
located 1n a particular position and permeated by special

interests and concerns." [Smith, WSIQ, p.283]15

A third approach to women 1n the theology of work 1s to begin
with their concerns. Very little has been published i1in this area
by British writers, and what there 1s generally takes the form of
articles or chapters of books on wider subjects. It tends to
concentrate on a factual discussion of women’s work, rather than
developing a theology in response to this. Dawson uses over half
of her booklet And All That 1s Unseen to outline the 1ssues
affecting women’s work, for example, before discussing the
theological 1mplications. Green and Langley also concentrate on
women’'s situation in the labour market rather than theology.
[Green, TFOTF, Langley, EW, Chapter 8]16 There 1s undoubtedly a
place for this approach, especially given the lack of analysis of
women’'s work in the theology of work in general. Some indications
are given of the theological 1ssues which need attention, for
example Dawson discusses Justice, stewardship and servanthood,
and Storkey mentions that these are i1mportant themes. But clearly

much more remains to be done, and women's work still remains on

the margins of the theology of work.

10



3. The Application of Feminist Analysis to the Theology of work

The answer to the question which started this chapter, as to
whether women are included in the theology of work, 1n the end
has a dual aspect. We must conclude that women have not been
adequately served by the existing material, but that some of the
themes could provide a basis for a theological examination of
women’'s work. As has already been noted, the themes of worth and
paid work and stewardship over the earth both have 1mplications
which need exploring for women. It 1s not possible to dismiss the
theology of work as irrelevant for women, and then to seek to
construct a new parallel theology of women’'s work. For this would
deny an essential 1nterrelationship between the two. Rather, what
is needed is to develop a theology of work which takes people’s

sex seriously, and which makes women visible.

This does not just mean emphasising women’'s experiences, for
"taking gender into account is taking men into account’ and not
treating them - by i1gnoring the guestion of gender - as the
normal subjects of research." [Morgan in Roberts ed., DFR, p.95]
But making women visible 1s necessary where they have been
excluded, as Slee 1ndicates. She points to the i1mportance of
emphasising "women's experience", which both affirms a common
reality of experience and attempts
to redress the imbalance perpetuated by a system 1in which
the dominant forms of thought and expression are determined
by and reflect the needs of the socially powerful gender
group and ... the needs and experiences of women are often
forgotten, ignored or, at best subsumed under categories

created by and appropriate to men.
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She continues:

To 1solate the experience of women and men is not, 1in this
context, to deny the reality of the latter or the ways 1in
which both interact, nor to suggest that what 1s said about
women's lives may not have some relevance for men; it is
rather to engage in the process of reclamation ... of making
visible women’s lives, needs and experiences, 1n a way which
1s simply normative for men. Such an act of reclamation 1is
only a small part, but arguably a vital and symbolically
very powerful part, of a total restructuring of ideas about

human reality and experience, male and female, which

feminist analysis 1n general and Christian feminist theory

in particular i1s engaged in. [Slee, MC, p.22]

This suggests that modern feminist analysis may be of help 1in the
assessment of the theology of work.l’ For as Fiorenza notes, 1t
recognizes that
current scholarly theory and research are deficient because
they neglect women’s lives and contributions and construe
humanity and human history as male. Feminist scholarship 1in
all areas, therefore, seeks to construct heuristic models
and concepts that allow us to perceive the human reality

articulated 1insufficiently 1n androcentric texts and

research. [Fiorenza, IMOH, p.xvi]

Three elements are necessary for this reconstruction. Firstly, we
need the clear "description and analysis of the omission of women
as autonomous human beings" which Spender has called "one of the
most significant contributions made by feminism." [Spender, MSM,

p.2] Rich identifies this omission as the result of a

12



fundamental perceptual difficulty among male scholars (and

some female ones) ... an intellectual defect, which might be

.

named patrivincialism ™ or patriochalism’: the assumption
that women are a subgroup, that "man’s world® is the " real”
world ... that the "great’” or " liberalizing  periods of
history have been the same for women as for men, that

”

generalizations about “man,” ~Thumankind’® ... " blacks’™ ...

»

"the working class® hold true for women ... and can include
them with no more than a glancing reference here and there.

|Rich, OWB, p.l6]

Secondly, there 1s the lengthy task of restoring women to their
proper place within a discipline. This may mean recovering
women's history and their hitherto unrecognized contributions to
science or religion. Rowbotham [HFH] and Fiorenza use this
method. Or 1t may 1involve analysis of the distinct features of
women's present experience, as with the writings of Oakley,
Baker Miller or Gilligan. The third element requires that what 1is
salid of women 1s 1ntegrated 1into a model which speaks of

humanity, men as well as women. Fiorenza 1indicates this:

the new field of women’'s studies not only attempts to make
"women’'s’ agency a key interpretative category but also
seeks to transform androcentric scholarship and knowledge
into truly human scholarship and knowledge, that 1is,
inclusive of all people, men and women, upper and lower

classes ... different cultures and races, the powerful and

the weak. [Fiorenza, IMOH, p.xx]

Under this model, a feminist theology of work would aim to do

justice to women’s work, and to highlight the concerns specific
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to either sex, thus extending the range of the theology of work
into new areas. It would also articulate human reality and the
shared experience of both sexes. Of prime 1mportance here are
feminist thinking in general and feminist theology in particular,
for both provide the perspective and resource from which a

feminist theology of work must be developed.

B. FEMINISM AND WOMEN 'S WORK

1. The Problems of Defining Feminism

The final perspective of a feminist theology of work will be
dependent on the definition of feminism used. For example, some
see feminism as requiring the rejection of all male insight and
experience. This would result 1n a theology of work centred
totally around women, and without the i1nclusive character called
for above. Others define feminism very differently, i1ndeed Delmar
believes 1t 1s better to speak of "feminisms" rather than a
single entity:
The fragmentation of contemporary feminism bears ample
witness to the impossibility of constructing modern feminism
as a simple unity in the present or of arriving at a shared
feminist definition of feminism. Such differing
explanations, such a variety of emphases 1in practical
campaigns, such widely varying interpretations of their
results have emerged, that it now makes more sense to speak
of a plurality of feminisms than of one. [Delmar in Mitchell

and Oakley eds., WIF, p.9]
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Moreover, the development of feminism has not taken place in a
vacuum. Other movements and ideas have influenced it or opposed
1t. For example feminism 1n the United States is connected with
the Civil Rights movement, Wollstonecraft’s ideas were formed 1in
the ferment of radicalism surrounding the French Revolution. Wwe
cannot examine this wider context here although particular points

wlll arise later on, but we should note its existence.

Delmar acknowledges that a base-line definition of feminism can
be constructed, a belief that "women suffer discrimination
because of their sex ... have specific needs which remain negated
and unsatisfied, and that the satisfaction of these needs would
requlre a radical change ... 1n the social, economic and
political order". [Ibid., p.8.] Radcliffe Richards urges the
adoption of this kind of basic definition, calling feminism "a
movement for the elimination of sex-based i1injustice", since she
believes 1t 1s an advantage to have as many people as possible
labelled feminist. [Richards, TSF, p.4ff] She also points out the
danger of identifying feminism with a particular 1i1deological
stance, for this ties a defence of women’s interests too closely

to the success or failure of particular feminist theories.

Beyond the base-line definition, many different labels can be
attached to the word "feminism". Lisa Tuttle, 1n her encyclopedia
of feminism, has entries for at least fourteen types. In this
thesis the term "feminism" 1s used 1n the general sense Delmar
and Richards outline with an appropriate qualifier where
necessary. It may be helpful to note here the two broad
tendencies 1in feminism identified by Amanda Sebastyen. Oakley,

summarising Sebastyen’s scheme, comments:
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The main division 1s between socialist feminists and radical
feminists. While the former implicate capitalism as the
perpetrator of women’s oppression, the latter accuse men of
being 1ts prime movers and beneficiaries ... The mildest
brand of socialist feminism is the equal rights variety:
here there 1s no talk of oppression, merely of
discrimination, which ... 1s analysed as amenable to
correction by the law, education, etc. The most extreme
group 1s that of the Wages for Housework campaign. [Oakley,
SW, pp.335 and 338]18
Some would wish to make a clearer distinction between the equal
rights variety of feminism, which 1s essentially reformist, and
soclalist feminism which seeks a revolution of structures.
Radical feminism 1ncludes such groups as lesbian and separatist

feminists.

Different types o0of feminism are not necessarily mutually
exclusive. One might hold that both "the system" and male
attitudes need changing, and that legal reforms are necessary but
are not the whole solution. The Christian feminism discussed

below fits with this position.

Feminism 1n the general sense 1s essentially "a perspective
rather than a particular set of prescriptive values", as Oakley
points out. "A feminist perspective consists of keeping 1n the
forefront of one’s mind the life-styles, activities and interests
of ... women." [Oakley, TSOH, p.3]19 But nevertheless to be a
feminist perspective it must be based on the kind of assumptions
Delmar 1indicates. The right-wing women in the United States whom

Dworkin describes, see themselves as protecting women s interests
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through urging their dependence on and submission to men. They
accept that women are discriminated against, but see this as
proper: "females are only inferior to men in a male sphere, where
they do not belong". [Dworkin, RWW, p.204] Rather than believing
that the satisfaction of women’s needs demands a social
revolution, they argue that women’s needs are fulfilled within
the traditional patriarcha120 model. However, despite the
explicitly anti-feminist stance of right-wing women, the fact
that they do place women’s interests first gives them a point of
contact with feminists. Indeed French notes that since women who
are anti-feminist are trying to emphasise feminine qualities in
their own way, they may in the future be seen as part of the

feminist struggle for a better world. [French, BP, p.472]21

The feminist perspective used 1in this thesis focuses on the
activities and interests of women and accepts the basic
presumptions of feminism as given above. The aim is to test
whether a feminist theology of work can provide new and fruitful
insights, and space will not be given to arguing the feminist
case from first principles since this has already been debated at
length. The main 1mpetus within feminist scholarship today comes
from the application of a previously accepted feminist
perspective to particular disciplines; for example, Baker Miller
in psychology, Fiorenza on church history. Midgley and Hughes may
underrate the importance of the critique of patriarchy which
feminism offers, but they are right to point out that feminism
"i1s not just an eccentricity. Nor 1s 1t the only cause which will
save the world. It i1is an element which we all need for our

thinking on a great range of 1mportant matters - social,

political, psychological and moral - and whose absence has always
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weakened that thinking." [Midgley and Hughes, WC, p.3]

2. Feminism: the Historical Perspective

The history of women’s work and the development of feminism has
been the subject of much study this century, although there 1is
by no means agreement on the detailils and interpretation of it. It
is not possible here properly to represent the current debate
but some attention needs to be given to it. In order to set the
context for modern feminism, and to benefit from the long term
perspective history provides, we need to consider briefly the
development of thinking about women and their work. Particular
heed will be paid to areas which have a direct bearing on a
feminist theology of work. Historical aspects of women’s work
will be discussed in greater detail at relevant points later on,

and are not examined closely here.

1) Proto-feminism

There are difficulties 1in defining what constitutes the
stirrings of feminist thought, and in discovering how women
themselves viewed their situation particularly prior to the

elghteenth century.22

There 1s some material written by women
which reflects the circumstances of their lives, and 1n some
cases shows awareness of women_'s inequality. The earliest known
politically feminist writer in English was Jane Anger, who
published her Protection for Women in 1589. [Tuttle, EOF,
p.19/20] Aphra Behn, a seventeenth century writer who presented
life from a woman’'s point of view and defended the right and

ability of women to write, has been rediscovered by modern

feminists. [Ibid., p.34/5] The stories chronicled by Katharine
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Moore show women acting autonomously and defying the female

conventions of their time: for example, the eilghth century

Kempe, and the seventeenth century Quaker campaigner Margaret
Fell. Much feminist historical investigation concentrates on the
recovery of women’s history in this way, identifying women’s

contribution 1n areas such as science, religion, or literature.

It 1s significant that so many "women of spirit", as Ruether and
McLaughlin term them, can be found within the Christian
tradition. Despite the patriarchal character of the church, the
Christian Gospel offered a liberating potential. Not only were
male and female equal 1n Christ, but their calling was to obey
God rather than men. Sara Maitland comments:
Every century has seen women, often even praised by their
own churches, who have been able to take a stand. Some, 1like
Joan of Arc have paid very heavily. Others, 1like Catherine
of Siena, have wielded real political power ... these women
are most likely to emerge at times of conflict: for example,
during the reformation and again during the evangelical
revivals of the seventeenth, eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries women claimed and were allowed to exercise
ministries of real authority. It was at these times that the
men they were involved with were themselves making stands of
"radical obedience’ ... Outlaws and exiles from the existing
authorities, they had no interest in denying that the Spirit
could endow anyone with charismatic graces. ...0On the whole
charismatic authority in women was suppressed as soon as the

group was sufficiently established to start exercising 1its

own authority. [Maitland, AMOTNC, p.9/10]
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The extent of women’'s leadership in the church and their
importance 1n Christian tradition is well illustrated in Ruether
and McLaughlin. Ample evidence 1s provided of women resisting the
conventions of their time, or of creating new possibilities 1in
existing roles.“> Ruether notes that women who chose the ascetic
l1fe found a range of opportunities not offered by their
traditional role: study, self-development and an independent life
in female-run communities. Although that way of life can be
criticized as anti-sexual, for Ruether the tragedy 1is
that i1n so choosing this path, accepting in good faith the
ideals held out to them by the Church, they were
nevertheless denied their rightful place in the Church’'s
tradition. They were writers, thinkers, Scripture scholars,
and i1nnovators 1n the formation of monastic life, but
because they were women they could have no public voice 1n
the teaching Church here on earth. [Ruether in Ruether and

McLaughlin, eds., WOS, p.93/4]

Whilst women’s acting autonomously scarcely constitutes a
feminist movement, it does make sense to call this proto-

feminism, as Tuttle points out. It is important to record that as

"long as women have been oppressed there have been 1individuals
who have resisted that oppression, some on a personal level and
others quite consciously on behalf of their sex." [Tuttle, EOF,

pP.261 ]

We might suggest that proto-feminist theology exists even
without a consciousness of women’s oppression. Firstly, the
recognition given to such writers as Julian of Norwich and

Catherine of Sien-a establishes that women can contribute to the
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theology of the church. Secondly, although it is not a feminist
consciousness, such women often make a point of their sex. This
may be derogatory: " I am but a woman®’ - how familiar an
apologetic opening throughout the ages!" [Moore, SFG, p.29] But
it anticipates the feminist view that women do have a different
perspective to contribute and that their sex is a significant

factor.

Thirdly, some of the themes of feminist theology today were
present 1n early Christian thinking. For example, medieval piety
(as distinct from the mainstream theological tradition) was less
androcentric 1n the language of prayer, and McLaughlin can speak
of a "current of feméle metaphor and naming (which) was part of a
total realm of the sacral ... heavily colored?? by an affective
spirituality which twentieth century Christians often apprehend
as female or feminine ... nurturance ... 1magery of birth, labor
and growth ... the immanence of sacramentality and the mystical
union." [McLaughlin in Ruether and McLaughlin, eds., WOS,

p.124/5] Both men and women write of these themes.

There is quite early evidence of contention about the position of

women in society, and it has been surmised that male condemnation
of women becomes stronger where women have been questioning their
subordinate status. Thus Fiorenza writes of early church history
that "androcentric injunctions become more detailled and numerous
with the growth of the women_'s movement". [Fiorenza, IMOH, p.60]
On the other hand, O‘Faolain in her historical survey of women
suggests that there is less of female rebellion than male
suspicion of it. "Timidity, emotional confusion and backtracking

are essential components of women’s groping progress towards a
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perception of their needs. To leave this out would be to falsify

the story." [O'Faolain, NIGI, p.xvi/xvii] Nevertheless, there is

direct evidence of the challenging of injustice agalinst women.

Prior to the eighteenth century this is mainly 1n 1solated
instances. O'Faolain records that the late Middle Ages saw many
polemics against women, mostly from clerics, but as upper-class
women became more literate, and humanism spread, women’s
interests were increasingly defended. For example, at the end of
the fourteenth century Christine de Pizan was the first female
writer to address men’s literary attacks on women head on,
discussing women’s needs, constrictions and institutionalized
deprivations. |[French, BP, p.l82} Her writings sparked off the

querelle des femmes, the debate on the role and status of women

which took place i1n European literary circles between 1400-17809.
| Tuttle, EOF, p.265] But towards the end of the seventeenth and
beginning of the eighteenth centuries, the rights of women to
education were being upheld by such figures as Mary Astell and
Daniel Defoe. They did not extend this to women outside thelr own
class, nor expect them to be i1nvolved i1n productive work, but
women are here treated as a group with particular rights and

demands. [Hamilton, TLOW, p.43/4 and 48, Rowbotham, HFH, p.14]

We have already noted Maitland’'s comment about the authority
given to women's ministry at times of religious revival. It 1is
worth recording here the importance of women in the growth of the
Society of Friends in the latter half of the seventeenth century.
Both Huber [in Ruether and McLaughlin, eds., WOS] and Katharine

Moore describe the intrepid spirit of Quaker women preachers, and

the egalitarian ideals of the early movement which appealed to
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many women. But as Huber notes, after the first half-century,
women's leadership was discouraged, and more conservative ideas
replaced some of the early ideals. Nonetheless, Quaker women had
a sense of personal empowerment which enabled them to break

through old boundaries, and their experlience may be a useful one

for Christian feminists today.

11) First Wave Feminism

It 1s primarily from the late eighteenth century onwards that
feminist writing begins to flourish.2” The "first great feminist
statement in English" [Oakley, SW, p.4] was Mary Wollstonecraft's
Vindication of the Rights of Woman, published in 1792, which
attacked the 1mposition of an artificial construct of femininity
upon women. The early nineteenth century saw 1ncreasing demands
for workers rights and political reforms, such as those expressed
by the Chartist movement. Women were i1nvolved 1n these campaigns,
although as Rowbotham comments, their mobilisation was
essentially in support of their class, rather than raising
questions specifically relevant to women. Yet, she adds, these
"new forms of working-class organisatioh provided a popular
climate in which it was possible for women to insist on their

right to political activity". [Rowbotham, HFH, p.35]

Women’s work covered a wide range of activity, as contemporary
records and subsequent discussions show. Generally receiving
little reward for their labours, they worked long hours 1n poor
unhealthy conditions, often with additional responsibilities for
home and children.4® Individual feminists were active social
reformers, and there was concern for the lives of drudgery led

by many women. But the main public thrust of feminist
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activity was directed towards women’s exclusion from legal and

political rights. In the late eighteen forties and early
elghteen fifties, women’s rights groups began to form both in
Europe and the United States. Oakley suggests a movement emerged
at that particular time because "the contraction of women’s
opportunities in the early nineteenth century occurred together

with the expansion of men’s opportunities and at a time when

generally liberal and libertarian ideas were in ascendance."

[Oakley, SW, p.10/11, especially Chapters 1 and 2.]

The application of liberal ideas to women’s situation 1s found
par excellence in Mill’s The Subjection of Women, published in
1869. It 1s, says Tuttle, "an eloquent, controlled argument for
equal rights and opportunities for women, presenting the case
that not only 1s the legal subordination of one sex to the other
wrong 1in 1tself ... but that the oppression of women 1s a

hindrance to the advancement and happiness of the human race as a

whole." [Tuttle, EOF, p.315]

The reforms which were achieved in this period, such as the
revision of women’s matrimonial status, did not necessarily
proceed from feminist principles. The campaign which united
feminists and other women’'s groups from the mid-nineteenth
century until djust after the First World War was women's
suffrage. As Cott shows, that unity was more apparent than real,
a coalition for a particular purpose of women's groups who would
disagree on many other issues. [Cott, in Mitchell and Oakley
eds., WIF] This needs to be noted, since the campaign for women's
suffrage was not identical with feminism. Nevertheless, this

period of approximately 1860 to 1920 is usually identified as the
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first wave of feminismn.

Delmar believes that the "focus on feminism as activity, as
campaligns around issues, tends to underplay the nature of the
general debate about women and the extent to which feminists were
involved 1n setting its terms." She continues: "When the women's

liberation movement came into existence in the late 1960°s, it
emerged into a social order already marked by an assimilation of
other feminisms. Feminism was already a part of the political and
social fabric." [Delmar, in Mitchell and Oakley, eds., WIF,
p.24/5] This may have been true in the intellectual terms Delmar
describes. Women could be seen as a separate social group with
needs and 1nterests of their own, and women had been transformed
"from an object of knowledge 1nto a subject capable of

appropriating knowledge." [Ibid., p.25]

A number of 1mportant studies were published 1n Britain in the
first decades of the twentieth century which recorded and
discussed women’s lives: Olive Schreiner’s Woman and Labour in
1911, The Women['s Co-operative Guild's collection of letters from
women about childbirth in 1915, Alice Clark’s The Working Life of
Women in the Seventeenth Century in 1919, Neff’s Victorian

Working Women 1in 1929, and Pinchbeck’s Women Workers and the
Industrial Revolution in 1930. Even where these studies were not
explicitly feminist, they provided (and still provide) a valuable

resource for those wishing to study women s lives, and are

precursors of the numerous feminist examinations made more

recently.

Women' s position in society and in the labour market remained
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and opportunities. The second women’s franchise act was passed

in 1928, and was regarded by many as the abolition of the "last
glaring inequality in the legal position of women". [ Strachey,

quoted 1in Oakley, SW, p.24] Yet the nineteen thirties, forties

and fifties were difficult times for women as Oakley points out.
After both the First and Second World Wars women who had been
employed were expected to give up their jobs, their status being
that of a reserve labour force rather than those with equal
rights to paid work. They formed around a third of the labour
force (as they had done since 1850 when figures were first

recorded for women), were paid half to three-quarters of the

male wage, and worked mostly i1n unskilled jobs.

During this period, women were active 1n a variety of ways in the
Christian community. Zikmund notes of American religious 1life
that "beginning with the Shakers, and moving through Quaker,
Adventist, Christian Scientist, Holiness and Pentecostal
sectarian groups, there has been a steady pattern of female
opportunity, experience and success." [Zikmund 1in Ruether and
McLaughlin, eds., WOS, pi...221]28 Hardesty Dayton and Dayton
describe the Holiness movement as having a "consistent feminist

thrust". [Hardesty et. al., Ruether and McLaughlin, eds., WOS,

p.241] Women moved into such sects at least partly motivated by
latent or open feminist ideas. Alternative views of the deity and

of marriage, emancipation within church structures and
opportunities for women to lead, were attractive in the face of

the patriarchalism of the mainstream denominations.

26



In Britain, Methodism began to emerge from the middle of the
elghteenth century, and "Women were prominent in the Evangelical
Revival generated by Wesley’s preaching". [Ibid., p.227] John
Wesley’s mother Susannah had an important influence on him and
thus on Methodism, and encouraged him to use women as leaders.
[Moore, SFG, pp.l125ff] The Society of Friends still offered more
opportunities for women than the mainstream churches: the

Salvation Army was jointly founded by Catherine and William Booth

at the end of the nineteenth century.

Women were 1inspired by their faith to missionary activity, in
soclial concern and preaching both at home and abroad. Katherine
Moore tells the stories of many of these women, some of whom are
well-known: Hannah More, Elizabeth Fry, Florence Nightingale,
Mary Slessor, Josephine Butler. [Moore, SFG, Chapters 9 to 13]
Such women were not theologians but "social activists whose lives
and vocations were shaped and directed by their theology." |[Boyd,
JBOHFN, p.xv] Given that feminist theology, 1like all theology,
must be concerned with the empowerment of God’s people to live

out their faith, the experience of these women 1s 1mportant for

Christian feminists today.

It is less easy to trace the influence of Christian women 1n
Britain in the first half of the twentieth century. Katharine
Moore devotes only eight pages to the period 1900 to the 1960 s,
mentioning the work of such women as Evelyn Underhill and
Kathleen Lonsdale. Yet during these years many women were active
in the Christian community, in particular through the missionary

socleties. Such women might not identify themselves as feminist,

but the pioneering spirit of, for example, Gladys Aylward and

27



Lily Searle, is relevant for Christian feminism. The debate over
the ordination of women, in which is centred much feminist
theological reflection, did not really develop until the
nineteen sixties. Feminist theology arose alongside and out of

second-wave feminism, but nevertheless had its own independent

roots.

11) Second wave feminism

De Beauvoir’'s The Second Sex was published in Britain in 1953,
and can be regarded as a product of the transitional period
pbetween the old and the new feminism. [Tuttle, EOF, p.287]
Although there was little consciously feminist writing published
in Britain between 1930 and 1960, feminist ideas are apparent in
writers such as Woolf and Sayvers. Woolf’s A Room of One’s Own
[1928] and Three Guineas [1938] explored women and writing,

women's relationship to male-defined culture, and the importance
of economic dependence for women. [Tuttle, EOF, p.372] Sayers’
essay Are Women Human? [1947] makes a plea for women to be
treated as people. Both authors also wrote novels with strong
female characters. Attention was being given 1n these years to
sociological study of women, for example in Spring-Rice’s
Working-Class Wives, published in 1939 and Myrdal and Klein's
1956 book Women’s Two Roles. The percentage of women in
employment was increasing, and as we shall see more of these

women were married, but emphasis was still placed on domesticity

as their primary role.

After the Second World War, many women accepted that theilr role

should be that of mother and housewife. The maternal deprivation

theory of Bowlby, which stated that small children need the
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constant attention of their mothers, was combined with pressure
from returning servicemen to make this role look desirable.??

Yet those at home without paid employment were prey to the
dissatisfactions identified by Friedan [ TFM] in the United

States,30 and by Gavron [TCW] in Britain.

Analysis of the objective circumstances of the housewife, and the
political implications of her work have formed a large part of
feminist theory, particularly for Marxist and socialist
feminists. As Oakley notes, in the early years of the women’s
liberation movement, when "feminists began to grapple with the
theoretical problem of how women’s subordination might be
explained, 1t was the situation of women as unpaid workers in
the home that came to be seen as the central enigma." [Oakley,
SW, p.l66] The Marxist domestic labour debate began with the
premise that "the housewife works for the maintenance of
capita<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>