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Today, liberalism is in crisis. Neoconservatives believe that the crisis
stems from excessive demands for egalitarianism which have created a
no-win situation for a liberal democratic society, a society which is
supposed to be organised around freedom rather than equality. According
to most left liberals and leftists, liberalism isin crisis because capitalism is
itself in crisis. Markets are not expanding as they once were; Third World
countries are chalenging the hegemony of American world power;
structural changes in the economy have expanded the service sector at the
expense of production. Few of these critics, however, define the crisis as
reflecting a challenge to traditional patriarchal institutions that underpin
the relations of capital. New Right groups come the closest to this analysis
in their concern with reconstructing the patriarchal white nuclear hetero-
sexual family and the traditional male role as head of household. But even
the New Right, which brought family issues and questions of sexuality to
the mainstream of American politics in the 1980 and 1984 presidential
elections, has not articulated in a systematic fashion why women's
emplacement in the labour force challenges the system of liberal demo-
cracy and the discourse of liberaism so fundamentally, why the notion
of equality is as subversive as it is when applied to women, or how
feminism's rejection of the public/private split and its recognition that
the'personal is political' is central to the crisisof liberalism.

The purpose of this article is to document the right-wing policies of
the first term of the Reagan administration as centred on a series of anti-
feminist, anti-egalitarian strategies which attempt to reconstitute the
patriarchal basis of the state and society. This involves an examination of
the New Right and neoconservatives, particularly in terms of how they
view the crisis of liberalism as reflective of problems related to family life,
sexual equality, and 'sex difference.’ | aso argue that apotential challenge
to the state's moves towards the right is still embedded in the (liberal)
feminist discourse? and consciousness of the American public.

Before one can try to make sense of the growing conservatism of the
American state, one must recognise that the political discourse of the
state and the political and sexual class consciousness of the American
public isin flux. Over the course of the past twenty-five years the liberal
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democratic politics of the state—its commitment to increased equality for
white and Third World women and Third World men through an active
socia welfare state has both been established and dismantled. Thelanguage
of the state has shifted with these changes from a liberal democratic
rhetoric to a neoconservative (neoliberal) and New Right stance. The
appeal of liberal feminism, which developed during this period, especially
through the 1970s, remains visibly strong aongside these shifting dis-
courses despite the neoconservative and New Right's rejection of the
(liberal) feminist commitment to sexual equality. The American public
absorbs these contradictory and differing positions which vie against and
with each other in state rhetoric in a consciousness which is mixed. People
believe in the importance of liberal democratic values and yet are critical
of the welfare state; people believe that a woman has the right to choose
whether she will have an abortion and yet are bothered by what they see
as a sexually promiscuous society; in the 1984 presidential election people
believed that the Democrats were more committed to fairness as a policy
guide, but they voted for Reagan anyway. Thisis the context in which we
need to explore the meaning of the crisis of liberalism.

My understanding of the present crisis of liberalism is that liberal
democracy's patriarchal foundations—specifically those located in the
family and between the state and family life-are in significant transition
and necessitate a reconstitution and redefinition of patriarchal privilege.
To the extent the feminist movement challenges present neoconservative
and New Right attempts to restructure sexual inequality, a major assault
has been launched against feminism, women's entry into the labour force,
and the actual gains made by women toward sexual equality.

One might wonder what has happened to what | have elsewhere termed
the ‘radical future of liberal feminism’,®> given the state's move toward a
neoconservative position on feminism and/or right wing antifeminism.
Whereas welfare state liberalism is in crisis today, liberal feminism—
meaning woman's right to equality of opportunity—is not. Therefore,
although the Reagan administration has had a somewhat free hand in
dismantling the social welfare state, it has not been free to ignore the
constraints set up by liberal feminism. Liberal feminism, defined as support
for the Equal Rights Amendment (ERA), abortion rights, and economic
equity in the market, underlines the consciousness of a majority of women
(and men) today aswitnessed by polls on these issues. This type of feminist
consciousness creates problems for the state in its attempt to mediate the
conflicts between traditional patriarchy and the promise of equality of
opportunity for women.

Actually, the right wing assault against feminism is proof of the
continued radical potential of feminism to transform the patriarchal
underpinnings of liberalism. If feminism did not have thisradical potential,
the assault against it would not be needed. All feminism(s) contain aspects
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of liberal feminism at their core: the demand for equality, freedom of
individual choice, and the recognition of woman as an autonomous being.
However feminism choosesto define these particular demands, these are its
starting points. The demand that woman be treated asequal (the same) as
man, rather than be differentiated from him, isarevolutionary demand in
terms of the needs of patriarchy. As such, feminism is subversive to
liberalism which is structured by patriarchal relations. In demanding
woman's individual rightsfor achievement, rather than prescribed ascription,
feminism uncoversthe politics of 'difference’ as unequal.

This leads us to the problem of the rejection of the quest for sexual
equality in favour of 'sexua difference’ by the neoconservatives. Because
liberal feminism has implicitly assumed that sexual equality requires that
women have the same economic and political rights as men, it has never
developed an explicit theory of sexual equality which focuses on sex or
the problems of 'sexual difference. Feminism in genera has not focused
on these issues and antifeministsare quick to point this out. The notion of
sexual equality is more problematic than the general concept of equality
because a simple egalitarianism that assumes sameness will not work. Y et
one knows the problems with the view 'different’ but equal. However
insufficient liberal and radical feminism have been in delineating a notion
of sexual equality, it isthe demand for it that has exacerbated the crisis
of liberalism, which isa crisis about the meaning of equality.

The political struggles of patriarchal society continue as conservative
forces seek to curtail once again the radical aspects of feminism. One
cannot predict the outcome. But one needs to try to understand the
important potential of gender and feminist consciousness to curtail the
growing conservatism if sexual equality is to remain a part of political
discourse.

The Contradictory Palitics of the New Right

The New Right critique of liberalism, which amounts to an indictment
of the welfare state, attributes this crisis to the changed relationship
between the state and the family. The fundamental focus of present
New Right politicsis directed at redefining thisrelationship. In some cases,
the New Right thinks that the welfare state is responsible for undermining
the traditional patriarchal family by taking over different family functions.
The health, welfare, and education of individuals, it believes, should be the
purview of the family.

From the perspective of the New Right, the problem of 'the' family—
defined as the married heterosexual couple with children, the husband in
the labour force and the wife remaining at home to rear the children as
a housewife—stems from the husbands loss of patriarchal authority as
their wives have been pulled into the labour force. Richard Viguerie (the
major fund raiser of the New Right), Jerry Falwell (aleading evangelist
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and head of the 'Moral Majority"), and George Gilder (the economist
whom David Stockman consulted and the author of Wedlth and Poverty)
argue that in order to revitaise the capitalist economy, create a moral
order, and strengthen America at home and abroad, policy makers must
am to re-establish the dominance of the traditional white patriarchal
family.

Because black women have always worked outside the home in dis
proportionate numbers to white women, whether in dave society or in the
free labour market, the model of the traditional patriarchal family has
never accurately described their family life. Y et today, with white married
women's entry into thelabour force, this nuclear model no longer describes
the majority of white families either.* This is why the 'problem’ of the
family has become more pronounced and why the issue of the married
wage-earning woman has now been finaly brought to centre stage by the
New Right. In thisfundamental sense, the sexual politics of the New Right
is implicitly antifeminist and racist: it desires to establish the model of the
traditional white patriarchal family by dismantling the welfare state and
by removing wage-earning married women from the labour force and
returning them to the home.

The New Right's attack is directed so forcefully against married wage-
earning women and ‘working mothers™ because it is these women who
have the potential to transform society. The New Right correctly under-
stands this. The reality of the wage-earning wife's double day of work
uncovered the patriarchal basis of liberalism and capitalist society. As
these women began to understand the sexual bias in the marketplace
(where awoman earns 61 cents to the male worker's dollar) and continued
to bear the responsibilities of housework and child care as well, they
voiced feminist demands for affirmative action programmes, equal pay,
pregnancy disability payments and abortion rights. They pressed for the
equal rights promised by liberal ideology. The New Right focused its
attack on both liberalism and feminism precisely because mainstream
feminist demands derive from the promises of liberalism—individual
autonomy and independence, freedom of choice, equality of opportunity
and equality before the law-and because they threaten to transform
patriarchy and with it capitalism, by uncovering the 'crisis of liberalism'.
Feminist demands uncover the truth that capitalist patriarchal society
cannot deliver on its 'liberal' promises of equality or even equal rights
for women without destabilising itself.

The New Right's indictment of liberalism reduced the latter to the
policies, programmes, and elected officids of the welfare state. In other
words, the New Right's anaysis of the 'crisis of liberalism' entails a
criticism of the welfare state which does not extend to a critique of
liberalism itself. The New Right uncritically adopts the notion of liberal
individualism while rejecting welfare state liberalism. The New Right
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continues to celebrate—in a rhetoric which has often been described as
populist—many of the ideas of liberalism (in their particularly 'patriarchal’
form).

Much of the New Right's world view is libera in that it adopts the
values of individualism and equality of opportunity. Viguerie argues this
point when he states that he accepts the vision of the American Dream but
rejects the welfare state's role in trying to bring it about for individuals.
Phyllis Schlafly embodies the libera individualist spirit perfectly in the
attitudes underlining her anti-ERA position: ¢ “If you're willing to work
hard, there's no barrier you can't jump. . . I've achieved my goals in life
and | did it without sex-neutral laws.' ™*

The contradictory aspects of the New Right's position on equality of
opportunity is clearest in their discussion about women's rights. 'The
worst effect of the craze for equal opportunity lies in the curious
phenomenon of women's rights."" They argue that women already are
guaranteed opportunity for employment equal to any man, and this has
created strains for the family as husbands have begun competing with
their wives. 'The rea effect of this collective delusion of women's rights
is only to reduce the once sovereign family to asupport system for various
governmental agencies."”

The New Right uses liberal ideology selectively and inconsistently, not
recognising how it necessitates the welfare state. Hence, the New Right
is caught in the same dilemma that created the welfare state in the first
place: the ideas of equal opportunity and individual freedom remain
coupled with a structural reality of economic, sexual and racial inequality.
By dismantling the welfare state, the New Right can do nothing about the
needs that instigated thisform of thestate in thefirst place. Their commit-
ment to liberal individualism and their rejection of the liberal welfare
state contradictorily define their palitics.

In order to attempt to escape this dilemma, the New Right has sought
to construct asociety built around the traditional self-sufficient patriarchal
family. By doing so, it hopes to establish the autonomy of thefamily from
the state. In order to,do this, the family must berelieved of itsheavy tax
burden and inflation. This will then relieve the married woman from
work in the labour force. 'Federal spending eatsinto the family's income,
forcing mothers to go to work to pay for food, clothing, shelter, and
other family basics'® The New Right argument is this. welfare state
expenditures have raised taxes and added to inflation, pulled the married
woman into the labour force and thereby destroyed the fabric of the
traditional patriarchal family and hence the moral order of society. The
antifeminism and racism of the New Right operates on two levels here.
First, the presentation of the traditional patriarchal family as the desired
model denies the reality(ies) of the black family and the reality of the
married wage-earning woman in both the black and white family. Second,
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the indictment of the welfare state and its 'Great Society' programmes is
being used to turn back whatever gains have been made by black and white
women and black men.

But, if it is the case that the welfare state is as much a consequence of
changes in the economy and in the family (for example, women's entrance
into the labour force, new sexual mores, and higher divorce rates), then
one cannot restabilise the traditional (white) patriarchal family by dis-
mantling the welfare state. The welfare state did not cause, but developed
out of the dissolution of the traditional patriarchal family. The New
Right's vision of the state and their vision of the family are both out-
moded forms. Some members of the New Right have themselves begun
to recognise this as a problem. Jeffrey Hart, writing in the New Right
Papers, suggests that the New Right needs to develop afuturistic, modern
approach to replace its tradition-bound outlook, particularly on issues
surrounding questions of sex.®

The New Right, 'the' Family, and Sexuality

By reasserting the power of the family against the state, the New Right
actually intends to re-establish the power of the father. According to
Jerry Falwell in Listen America, government has developed at the expense
of the father's authority: 'The progression of big government is amazing.
A father's authority was lost first to the village, then to the city, next to
the State, and finally to the empire.’** Falwell isalso angry and critical of
theinflationary economy because it has undermined the father's authority.
He states that children should have theright 'to have the love of a mother
and father who understand their different roles and fulfill their different
responsibilities. . . To live in an economic system that makesit possible
for husbands to support their wives as full time mothers in the home
and that enables families to survive on one income instead of two’.'? He
wants to create a healthy economy and limit inflation in order to establish
the single wage-earner family. 'The family is the fundamental building
block and the basic unit of our society, and its continued health isapre-
requisite for a healthy and prosperous nation. No nation has ever been
stronger than the families within her.’®® Thus Fawel's fight against
inflation is also a fight to re-establish the father's authority and to put
women back in the home.

In order to understand more fully the New Right attack on the welfare
state and the wage-earning married woman, one needs to understand that
they believe that the differences between the sexes are the single most
important motivating force in human life.!* According to George Gilder:
'There are no human beings; there are just men and women, and when
they deny their divergent sexuality, they reject the deepest sources of
identity and love.’*S The sexual constitution of society is asimportant as
the legal constitution.'® 'For sex isthe life force- and cohesive impulse of
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a people, and their very character will be deeply affected by how sexuality
is managed, sublimated, expressed, denied, and propagated.’'” It is men's
sexuality, according to Gilder, which needs to be controlled and contained,
and much of the politics of society must be aimed at doing this by re-
affirming the role of husband. Therole of the male, as husband and bread-
winner, is a 'cultural contrivance' which can be destroyed unless it is
protected. Gilder believes that the male role of husband, defined as father
and breadwinner, is absolutely necessary for a moral, ordered society. It
creates the needed sense of obligation and importance that men need
for guidance.

Gilder is critical of feminism because he thinksit is hostile to sexual
difference and family life, 'that asa movement it is devoted to establishing
the career woman as the American ideal, supported by federal subsidies
and celebrations’.!® He says this is true of the moderates as well as the
revolutionaries. Although the moderates say that they wish only to
improve relations between the sexes through liberal reforms, their reforms,
if adopted, would be revolutionary.’® Gilder understands, somewhat
accurately, that in the end if woman's real equality were established, it
would erode male privilege and the notion of masculinity as it presently
exists. As he states: 'The reason the revolutionaries are right and the
moderates revolutionary is that the movement is striking at the Achilles
heal of civilized society: therole of the male."*"

On the whole, the New Right adopts much of Gilder's position: hisfear
of sexual licence and freedom, his commitment to sexual difference rather
than sexual equality, his concern with protecting the traditional patriarchal
family. Richard Viguerie adopts this same view when he arguesin the New
Right journal, Conservative Digest, that the New Right needs to focuson
'real women's issues like soft and hard core pornography and rapein order
to mobilise the woman's ware ** Thefocus once again is on woman's need
for protection—especially protection from sexual abuse and sexual excess.
This is the same perspective held by New Rightist Joseph Sobran when he
states: 'Just as welfare destroys the work ethic, so abortion destroys the
family ethic.™™ Family life supposedly protects and requires sex whichis
tied to childbearing, whereas abortion alows for the possibility of sex for
pleasure which in the end destroys the moral fabric of the family and
society. We seek to preserve not the selfish and irresponsible individual,
but an individual who respects law—divine and human—and who nurtures
the community that gave him life and protection.'®

The New Right was able to mobilise support around these sexual issues,
especialy abortion, in the 1980 election very successfully. This focus
helped elect Reagan. It is important however, to note that the New Right
was less successful in actually passing legislation related to this anti-
abortion stance or in gaining legitimacy for this position within the Reagan
administration or in the 1984 presidential election. The Laxalt Family
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Protection Act, which sought to promote traditional family mores ran into
considerable criticism and is undergoing complete revision. Different
proposals suggesting a constitutional amendment banning abortion have
met serious opposition. Sandra O’Connor was appointed to the Supreme
Court over the objections of the New Right which considered her to be
pro-abortion at that time. After Richard Schweiker resigned as head of
HEW and Drew Lewis resigned from the Department of Transportation,
they were replaced by Margaret Heckler and Elizabeth Dole, respectively,
neither of whom were considered to be 'Reaganites according to the
Conservative Digest. This same journal criticised these appointments as
giving in to 'liberal' pressure. 'For Reagan, the great critic of affirmative
action, to be propitiating the clamorous press by playing the women-—
and blacks—game at this level suggests a lack of seriousness and a loss of
purpose™  And in the 1984 presidential election, Reagan chose to
emphasise the economic, rather than the 'socia issues. It should be noted
however, that Heckler has had her post re-assigned and New Kight rhetoric
is occupying more of acentre stage position in 1986-7 than in '84.

The dissatisfaction of the New Right with Reagan can only be fully
understood once one recognises the role and place of neoconservatism
within the state today. Much of the present conflict within the state exists
between the New Right and neoconservatives as the latter appear to have
consolidated their power in the 1984 election. Although New Rightists
and neoconservatives share an indictment of the welfare state, neo-
conservatives do so in the hopes of revising it while the New Right hopes
to destroy it. The neoconservatives, as revisionist liberals, have been more
successful than the radical New Right because they do not reject liberal-
ism; rather, they wish to revise it and redefine it away from its radical
possibilities. As well, without rejecting the notion of equality of oppor-
tunity between the sexes, the neoconservatives attempt to revise the
meaning of equality, to recognise 'sexua difference’. The neoconservative
attack on liberalism has gained more legitimacy within the state than the
New Right because its moorings are to be more systematically found in
liberalism itself. Neoconservatives accept and utilize the division between
public and private life more than the New Right does. They therefore
have much less to say about family life and/or abortion (private) and
much more to say about affirmative action programmes which apply to
the market (public). Although the New Right's focus on sexual issues
mobilised enough of a minority to win the 1980 election, these concerns
have limited its potential to consolidate its power since then. The New
Right intervention into the private life of family and sexuality isaradical
break with the liberal notion of privacy. It aso operatesto demystify the
commitments to its patriarchal arrangements within the family by trying
to re-establish the patriarchal controls that have formerly been implicit
in liberalism. One cannot successfully argue that we need to get govern-
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ment off the backs of the people and simultaneously legidate sexuality.
Against this backdrop, the neoconservatives are putting in place a state
which rejects equality between the sexes and opts for sexual difference,
but within the liberal rhetoric of equality of opportunity. As such, they
do not assert an anti-feminist stance, but rather a neoconservative one
where the issue of sex and politics and the personal as political is mystified
once again. The New Right exposes and defends the patriarchal aspects of
family life and therefore rejects liberaism in the realm of family and
sexuality; neoconservatives attempt to re-define and modernise the
patriarchal aspects of liberal society in the hopes of de-radicalising liberal-
ism itself. L et us examine exactly what this means.

Neoconservatives and the 'Opportunity’ Society

The term neoconservative does not encompass a completely unified set of
assumptions, but there is a unifying theme which defines neoconservatism
and that isthe criticism of liberalism for over-extending itself. Asrevisionist
liberals, neoconservatives sought to save liberalism from itself. Whereas the
New Right can be viewed as right-wing radicals, neoconservatives are
reformist liberals. However, both these groups believe liberalismisin crisis
and share a basic indictment of the welfare state.

Neoconservatives, from the mid-1970s onward led an attack on the
'Great Society' version of the welfare state. They thought it had created
what they term the 'excesses of democracy™ —too much equality. They
criticised the welfare state for trying to create equality of condition
rather than equality of opportunity, for destroying the differences
between liberty and egalitarianism. Liberty is the freedom one should
have to run the 'race of life'.* But there can be no guarantee that each
competitor in the race should or will win. A truly liberal society alows
everyone to compete, but a race in and of itself requires winners and
losers. According to the neoconservatives, the problem was that everyone
had come to claim the right to win. This led people (particularly white
and black women and black men) not only to expect equality of oppor-
tunity but to expect equality of outcome or condition. The neoconservative
believes these expectations destroy true liberty—which is about freedom,
not equality. This is why Irving Kristol has argued since the early 1970s
that liberalism needed redefinition: he does not want to repudiate liberal-
ism but rather wants to revive the distinction between equality and
liberty.”” Daniel Bell articulated this position in 1976 when he stated.
'One has to distinguish between treating people equally and making them
equal.”®™ Thomas Sowell also made this distinction when he argued in
1975 that 'uneven is not necessarily imequitable’.’® President Reagan's
Commission for the Study of Ethical Problems in Medicine and Bio-
chemical and Behavioral Research later reflected this position: 'Equitable
access is the "ethical obligation™ and " ultimate responsibility” of federal
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government. . . The cost of achieving equitable access ought to be shared
fairly, but equity does not require equal access.'

The 'Great Society' programmes such as Medicaid, Medicare, the Civil
Rights Act of 1964, affirmative action programmes, the expansion of man-
power training programmes, the estalishment of the Office of Economic
Opportunity, joh Corps, and Model City Programmes were viewed as
having unleashed a set of endless expectations. In the period from 1964
to 1975 a series of laws were established to prohibit discrimination in
federally assisted programmes and activities. In particular, title VI of the
Civil Rights Act barred discrimination on the basis of race, colour, or
national origin. In 1975, the nondiscrimination principle was extended
to women in employment and in educational programmes. A further
threat was the Equal Rights Amendment which sought to make sex a
'suspect category' like race. The Great Society programmes were
criticised for over-extending the role of government in (supposedly)
guaranteeing an individual a place in the 'race of life' In 1971 Edward
Banfield commented on this problem of expectation: 'As Americans
become more affluent, schooled and leisured they discover (and aso
invent) more and more "social problems™ which (they fondly suppose)
can be "solved" if the government "redly cares" (that is, if it passes
enough laws, hires enough officials, and spends enough momey).™ And
years later James Wilson echoed this same concern: 'There is no nation
on earth that has so expanded the catalogue of individua rights and no
democratic nation on earth that has made subject to regulation so many
aspects of otherwise private transactions. . . The more we extend the
scope of rights, the harder it is to regulate and to improve, and
vice versa.™ And David Stockman, as director of the Office of Manage-
ment and Budget, articulated this same position for the Reagan administra-
tion: 'The idea that has been established over the last ten years, that
almost every service that someone might need in life ought to be provided
and financed by the government as a matter of right is wrong. We challenge
that. We reject that notion.™

Besides the claim that Americans had come to expect too much from
government, neoconservatives also believed that people expected the
wrong thing. At best, individuals should expect that they be free to
compete, and this is different from assuming that equality should be part
of the competition. The problem, according to Daniel Bell, was that
equality had been re-defined by the 'Great Society' programmes. Initially,
in the nineteenth century, equality meant equality of opportunity; it was
used to destroy the hierarchy of ascription. In the context of the welfare
state, equality of opportunity came to be criticised as hierarchical itself,
insofar as it involved a demand for 'the reduction of al inequality, or the
creation of equality o result—in income, status, and power—for al men
in society. This issue is the central value problem of the post industrial
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Reconsidering Affirmative Action

Neoconservatives were particularly critical of affirmative action programmes
because in their judgment they predetermine the outcome of competition.
They viewed affirmative action as-offering equality of results, rather than
establishing equality of opportunity. In the Heritage Foundation's
'mandate for leadership' report, Agenda '83, which outlined neo-
conservative concerns, affirmative action was specifically targeted asa key
problem area to be redressed. The agendastated that 'schools must not be
required to bear the burden of proving that they do not discriminate. Also,
the legislation should state that only a concrete specific act against a
specific victim constitutes discrimination—not the absence of affirmative
action or numerical quoras’. ™ 1t is also argued that 'intentional’ discrimina-
tion should be distinguished from ‘unintentional’ discrimination with the
former constituting a problem which needed redressing.

This notion of ‘intentional discrimination' which only affected
'identifiable victims' once again served to mask the unintended (as well as
intended) reality of individual discrimination defined by one's (sexual)
class identity. This is readily evident in the following statement, aso in
Agenda '83: 'No woman can be found who was denied a slot on a pro-
fessional football team just because she was a waman”?* In much the
same way, veterans preference laws in government hiring have been
found to be non-discriminatory toward women; they are rather said to
discriminate against non-veterans. As such, women's identity asa member
of asexual classis denied, and through this denial discrimination toward
an individual, as a member of a sexual class, is made impossible. How can
one prove sexua discrimination as an individual woman when the sexual
classidentity of 'woman' is not recognised?

This neoconservative view has been adopted by the Reagan administra-
tion most recently in Equal Employment Opportunity Commission
(EEOC) vs. Sears Roebuck & Co. The dismantling of affirmative action
programmes is justified on the basis that individual identifiable victims,
rather than ageneralised notion of an individual asa member of a particular
class, must be at the base of affirmative action suits. Under the new pro-
posed Labor Department rules, one needs 'identifiable victims of job
discrimination (for relief such as back pay) rather than 'affected classes,
where the presumption is that everyone in the class suffered discrimina-
tion. Instead of the employer having to prove that discrimination does not
exist, theindividual now hasto prove that it does exist.

Discrimination has been redefined in relation to the individual, rather
than in terms of the individual's identity within a particular class. This
switch is very significant in that it attempts to erase the feminist indict-
ment of (liberal) equality of opportunity for its commitment to the
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ascribed status of white and black women and black men according to
their race and/or sexual class. Once one acknowledges the sexual class
identity assigned to women by the patriarchal bias of liberalism, the
demand for sexual equality becomes potentially subversive. Therecognition
of woman, as amember of asexual class, challenges the patriarchal founda-
tions of the individual right to run the 'race of life. As such, libera
individualism, or equality of opportunity, is exposed as a form of male
privilege. As well, the identification of the individual, as a member of a
particular racia category, exposes racial privilege as an aspect of
'individual rights. Affirmative action, to the extent it acknowledges
previous discrimination on the basis of one's sexual class identity,
challenges the patriarchal foundations of equality of opportunity. The
neoconservatives recognised this challenge and sought to dismantle affirma
tive action programmes for this reason. Equality of opportunity for the
neoconservatives required the patriarchal sexual class and racist aspects of
the 'race of life'.

The 'excess of democracy' implied that the promises of liberal society
had been carried too far; liberty had been redefined asequality. According
to the neoconservative anaysis, the welfare state crisisemerged becauseit
could not (and will never be able to) satisfy the demand for equality,
which only breeds more demands for greater equality. Hence, the neo-
conservative contended that only when expectations were lowered would
government be able to satisfy the people agsin.* In other words, if people
expected less of government, government would be able to perform
better. This of course, had a certain logic because the welfare state cannot
create an egalitarian society and protect capitalist patriarchy at the same
time. The irony is that the welfare state has never realy attempted to
create equality of condition. The crisis of liberalism in fact reflected its
incapacity to absorb equality of opportunity along sexual class and racia
lines.

Neoconservatism and the Excesses of Feminism

Neoconservatism has defined the crisis of liberalism as rooted in the
confusion between equality of opportunity (meaning the chance to
choose to compete in the 'race of life) and equality of conditions (mean-
ing equality of outcomes or egalitarianism). Liberal society requires the
first and not the second. The feminist movement, with its demands for
affirmative action, abortion rights, and the Equal Rights Amendment,
was specifically viewed by neoconservatives as an 'excess of liberalism.
Women have come to demand too much (sexual) equality and have denied
the reality of difference (or inequality) in the 'race of life. Neoconserva-
tives opted for the notion of 'sexual difference’ rather than 'sexual
equality', and they supported equality of opportunity rather than same-
ness or egalitarianism between the sexes.
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Michael Levin, writing in 1980 in Commentary, the leading neo-
conservative journal, criticised the feminist movement for assuming that
there are no important biologically based differences between men and
women—as though if they were raised identically they would develop
identically.®” Rather, he argued that ‘we come into the world not as bits
of prime matter, but as males or females’.3® Putting aside Levin’s assumpt-
ions about what feminists think about the issue of biological difference,
one needs to recognise that neoconservatives articulated the belief that
the differentiation of the sexes, of woman from man, is necessary to social
life. Levin therefore rejected what he called sexual egalitarianism which
requires androgynously equitable outcomes, *

Men and women are believed to be different. Therefore, al one should
expect is the chance to compete in the 'race of life. One should not
expect equality. In another leading neoconservative journal, The Public
Interest, this point had been made continuously while discussing the
problem of affirmative action. The distinction between equality of oppor-
tunity and the equality of conditions is always drawn: We should strive
for equal treatment [opportunity] of individuals rather than equal results
[conditions] for menandfor wamen.'* The problem of women's advance-
ment is understood as not a lack of opportunity but rather areflection of
the differences between men and women. Hence, we need areward system
which recognises ‘initiative, leadership, knowledge of the job and
competitive spirit™" rather than a reward system which tried to equalise
the sexes. 'The law should open opportunities and expand the range of
choices for individuals—not interfere with rational busmess practice,
individual decisions, or the fundamental institutions of socicry,

The feminist movement of the 1970s, although not limited to acritique
of the mae bias of liberalism (it was as much an indictment of the male
privilege of the New Left and Civil Rights movement), was very much
rooted in acting on the progressive aspects of liberal ideology's commit-
ment to equality. And at the same time that the feminist movement of
the seventies grew out of arejection of the patriarchal bias of liberalism,
it also exacerbated the crisis of liberalismin that the demands for women's
equality, in such limited aspects as the ERA, further articulated and
legitimised the notion of (sexual) equality as an acceptable expectation.
Demands like the ERA uncovered the contradictory aspects of liberalism.
On the one hand, the promise of equality before the law and the individual
right to achievement appears to be sex neutral. On the other hand, thefact
that the ERA was not ratified unmasks the ascribed status of women as
less than equal as a reality. The Equal Rights Amendment does not
demand equality of conditions, but rather merely legislates equality of
opportunity. Equality before the law is defined by the patriarchal privileges
which are encompassed within the law. As such, woman starts out in a
different (unequal) starting place in the 'race of life. However, if equality
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of opportunity, as discourse, continued to be as subversive asit wasin the
1960s in that it led to further demandsfor rea equality, one can begin to
see why the neoconservatives reject affirmative action, the ERA, etc. asan
‘excess of liberalism.

Neoconservatives, Family Life, and Sexuality

The neoconservative position that there is an excess of equality led them
to argue for hierarchy asanecessity for social and political order. Hierarchy
is not supposed to be predetermined (by ascribed rank), but rather is
supposed to reflect the outcome of an open competition. In this sense,
women are not to be kept out of 'the race' within the neoconservative
argument but neither are they to be assisted in entering it. Margaret
Bonilla of the neoconservative Heritage Foundation argued in this vein
that 'government interference in the marketplace is the greatest barrier
to the success and advancement of wusmen'.** Rachel Flick, in The Public
Interest, also adopted this position. She thinks men's and women's work
in the market is not comparable, but different and that the male ethos
and 'masculine behaviour' from employees is necessary to American
business enterprise. At the same time, shedoesnot excludewomen fromthe
opportunity to obtain a 'masculine’ job; she just does not want to make
men's and women's work similar. 'To the degree that women want the
kinds of jobs and careers hitherto dominated by men, and to the degree
that they are willing to alter their supposed ''womanly" outlook from
9-5—they can and will get ""men's jobs" within the framework of an open
job marker.™

Interference in the competition of the marketplace, such as affirmative
action programmes, merely tamperswith the natural order. Neoconservatism
subtly reasserts the patriarchal hierarchical ordering of women from man
in the name of 'sexual difference, particularly in the marketplace. Unlike
the New Right, neoconservatives did not explicitly cal for arestrengthen-
ing of the power of the father in the family as an ascribed privilege. They
argued for the necessity of family life, heterosexual marriage, and sexual
difference while not limiting family life to the traditional patriarchal
family with a housewife. They extended their view of family life to
include the dual wage-earning family with the 'working mother'. The
‘working mother' should, however, not expect assistance from programmes
designed to create greater equality (of conditions) between men and
women, such as day care programmes, CETA programmes, or affirmative
action.

The neoconservative position applauds equality of opportunity and
individual freedom of choice for women. Women should be free to be
housewives or wage earners. Women should not however, expect equality
if it assumes the 'likeness of women and men. The protection of sexual
difference and individual freedom from government interference remain
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core elements in the neoconservative position on ‘women's issues. Neo-
conservatism calls for a reprivatisation of the state and a protection of
family life. The major focus of the neoconservatives critique of sexual
equality is not 'the' family per se because they abide by theliberal notion
of the right to privacy. They therefore do not seek to legidate sexuality
in the realm of the family through constitutional amendments against
abortion, as does the New Right. Nor do they argue for increased rights
of the traditional patriarchal father. But they do openly advocate hetero-
sexuality and marriage even if they do not approve of using constitutional
amendments to enforce such behaviour. Their language is one of personal
freedom and independence for women; not equality, but equality of
opportunity, which recognises sexual difference. Neoconservatives do not
argue that women are not equal to men; they rather say that women are
different. . . from men. Therefore equality of opportunity for women is
fine; equality of condition (which assumes sameness) is not.

Whereas the New Right demystifies the place of sex and family life
within the political order by challenging the private/public split on these
issues, the neoconservatives mystify the place of sexuality and the family
by adhering to the liberal distinction between public and private realms.
As such, the New Right is truly subversive to the liberal (patriarchal)
state, whereas the neoconservatives only wish to reform it. The neo-
conservatives, as revisionist liberals, are more dangerous in a society
where individuals identify with a liberal discourse. The New Right setsup
its own constraints to the extent that it is anti-liberal in the very realm
of sex and family life. The neoconservatives attempt to preserve aspects
of patriarchal privilege by arguing for sexual difference rather than sexual
equality. They recognise the wage-earner role of women and their place
in the market, while they argue to dismantle affirmative action pro-
grammes because affirmative action supposedly denies individuals their
personal freedom inthe 'race of life. Woman isrecognised as an individual,
with no problematic sexual class identity. As such, thereis no need for
feminism or an interventionist state.

Patriarchy, Racism and the Welfare State

Let us now turn to the Reagan administration's attempt to deal with the
growing crisis of the welfare state. We shal see that many of the
administration's proposals during the first Reagan term were aimed at
reconstituting the patriarchal aspects of the state, given changesin family
forms today, and that central to this purpose was a rolling back of gains
made by middle-class white and black women and black men, as well as
a redefinition of the state's relationship to poor women, particularly in
single-parent families. Because conflicts have existed within the American
state on how best to reformulate the patriarchal aspects of the state for
advanced capitalist society, a coherent state policy does not yet exist for
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the 1980s. But, to the extent that both the New Right and neoconserva-
tives blame the social welfare state for creating excessive demands for
equality and creating a crisis of patriarchal authority, the dismantling of
socia services emerged—and remains—a core element of the state's resolve
to addressthe'crisis of liberalism'. While doing this, the Reagan administra-
tion has tried to articulate a politics which does not appear completely
hostile to (liberal) feminist demands.

The welfare state had partially arisen out of changing patterns of family
life. But it also created intended and unintended consequencesfor family
life. White married women's entry into the labour force, increased divorce
rates, changes in sexual mores, changes in the structure of the economy,
and the growth of a feminist movement al served to reveal the outmoded
aspects of the traditional (white) patriarchal family. The state was there-
fore being forced to reformulate a dynamic of patriarchal privilege which
no longer rested solely in the traditional family model.

The relations of patriarchal privilege have become more differentiated,
given the multiple family forms which presently exist. There has been a
‘transfer of power' from the father and/or husband to the welfare state.
This is especialy so for the woman heading a single-parent poor family.
The reformulation of woman as dependent on the state, as replacing the
‘absent’ husband, redefines the locus of patriarchal power for the single-
parent poor family. Given the poverty of the single-parent family, many
of these women became directly dependent on the social programme of
the state. This conflicted with the view of the privacy of the family which
was still adhered to by the state.

In the dual wage-earning family, where both husband and wife work in
the labour force, the husband's power (which had formerly been tied to
the ideological notion that he is the sole economic provider) came under
challenge as well. As women have entered the labour force in greater
numbers and have continued to challenge the neat division between home
and market, economy and family, private and public life, they have also
constituted a challenge to existing patriarchal authority rooted in the
ideological separation of home and market. The state also operates as the
missing father in relation to the dual wage-earning family, although in a
more indirect form than it does for the single-parent family headed by a
woman.

Patriarchal controls on the woman in the dual wage-earning family
operate predominantly in the market. In the economy, women are
segregated in the low-paying service sector of the market and are dis-
proportionately relegated to underemployment (part-time work) as
secondary workers. The market becomes an active participant in redefining
the control systems of patriarchal privilege for women who are in the
labour farce.*® The market in this sense bolsters the privilege of the man,
even if he is not the sole economic provider. And when he is not the
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economic provider (as husband), asin the single-parent family headed by
awoman, the state directly stepsin.

This discussion about the relations between state activity and family
life needsto be qualified in terms of the black family. Much of the concern
of the state with changes in family life occurs because these changes—
particularly the increase in married wage-earning women—now affects the
white family. Black married women have alwaysworked disproportionately
to white women.™ This particular reality, that a majority of black married
women have never been solely supported by their husbands, sets up a
particular dynamic between ,racism and patriarchy. The racist dynamic
expresses itself in the fact that black men have never been allowed to be
the sole economic support of black women, which differentiates black
men from white men, black women from white women. And yet the state
has always stepped in as patriarch to extend direct controls over the
black woman.

Patriarchal privilege, which has been located in the white man asfather
and/or husband as a sole economic provider and now seemsto be located
more (although not exclusively) in aseries of economic inequalitiesfound
in the market with either no man present in thefamily or ashared, though
unequal, economic relationship between husband and wife, must be re-
formulated on the state level. This requiresa more active state, both in the
realm of family life and the market. As family forms have become more
differentiated and diverse, patriarchal power has become more actively
administered by the state. This is a real problem for a state which has
been bound by aliberal patriarchal discourse that is hostile to a collapse
of state/family, public/private, sexual/political.

The welfare state developed as an attempt to bolster patriarchal privilege
amidst differentiated family forms, and it aso has done much to under-
mine patriarchy in that it has uncovered the political aspects of thefamily
as it has become more involved in this realm. By challenging the distinct-
ness of family and state, private and public life, economy and politics, the
social welfare state became subversive to the needs of theadvanced capital-
ist patriarchal state. It also aided the working poor woman through train-
ing programmes, food stamps, medicaid, etc. These programmes did mean
a substantial gain in the income position of the poor,” particularly
poor women.

The Reagan Administration: Reorganising the Welfare State and Re-
constituting Patriarchy

There were two fundamental aspects of the dismantling of the social pro-
grammes of the welfare state during Reagan's first term. First, it was an
attempt to revitalise the unchallenged division between public and private
life, the government and the economy, family and political life, while
keeping intact a full series of patriarchal controls on family life. This
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attack on the welfare state does not apply to welfare militarism or
corporatism but only targets welfare state familialism. At the very same
time that the dismantling of the welfare state issaid to be away of getting
government off the backs of the 'people’ (and the family), the state has
reformulated the policies of the state to family life in the hopes of
increasing the state's authority in family life.

Second, the dismantling of the welfare state was supposed to eliminate
the 'new class—those who administer the welfare state. The people of the
supposed 'new class were disproportionately white and black women
and black men. The expansion of government services of the welfare state
increased the job opportunities for middle-class educated black and white
women. In 1976 government employed 21 per cent of al women, 25 per
cent of all blacks, 15 per cent of al people of Spanish origin, and 16 per
cent of al men.* More particularly, government employed 49.9 per cent
of al female professionals and 34.5 per cent of all male professionals.
Therefore, government cutbacks in hiring at these levels affected (middle-
class) professiona women at a significantly higher rate than men. The
dismantling of the welfare state and its personnel was directed against the
gains made by these women and by black men as well.

The Reagan administration argued that cutbacks of federal jobswould
be offset by an increase in private sector employment, particularly in the
defence industry. But the people who have lost their jobs in these cut-
backs have not been the ones who have been hired in private sector
industry. Private industry still does not have a good record on hiring pro-
fessional black and white women or black men. It is the public sector
that does.

Government employment primarily benefits professional women (both white and
black) and professional minority men (about 50% of these two groupsworked at
all levelsof government in the 1970s). Indeed, since 1950, increased public spend-
ing has been the single most important impetus behind the greater economic
mobility of women and minaorities **

In 1980, about 20 per cent of black men and 28 per cent of black women
were classified as government wage and salary workers: both sexes were.
more than 50 per cent more likely to be employed in the government
sector than whites."" And it is these people who have born the brunt of
the attack on public sector employment.

Dismantling the welfare state and attacking the 'new class ended up
being a direct assault on the gains made by black men and black and
white women, particularly in the professional middle class. The gains of
the middle-class professional woman have been attacked, while the state
has tried to reaffirm patriarchal privilege through sexual hierarchy within
the market. The welfare state itself had become subversive, as liberal
democracy has, in challenging the patriarchal ordering of the market-
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place to the degree it played an active role in providing opportunities
to women. Besides firing some of those who administer the welfare state,
the dismantling of the welfare state has meant cutting back drastically on
social programmes. These cutbacks have been particularly aimed at under-
employed, poor and welfare women, whereas the dismantling of the 'new
class was aimed at the middle-class white and black woman and black
man. The patriarchal and racist aspects of the Reagan state are differentia-
ted along economic classlines.

The dismantling of the social welfare state which is outlined in the
budget cuts of 1981-1987 implicitly expresses a sexual politics. To say
that the politics of the economy isimplicitly a sexual politicsis more than
saying that the budget cuts have particular effect on women, which they
do. It says that at the base of economic policy is a policy on the family
and patriarchal society. In this sense, the Reagan budgets have sought to
realign the relationship between the (welfare) state and the family, men
and women, and public and private life as much as they attempt to deal
with inflation. The relationship between the state and the family has been
undergoing basic changes since World War 1I with the entry of large
numbers of white married (middle-classconscious) women into the labour
force. The expansion of the social service sector of the state and the
development of the welfare state itself paralels the entry of women into
the labour force. One can argue that the reaction against state policies
which developed through the sixties and seventies is in part a reaction
against the need for them, and this partially reflects the redefinition of
responsibilities of the family and the state as women have entered the
labour force. ,Seen as such, the reaction against state involvement in
social services is a statement against the transformations taking place in
the family and the relationship between the state and the family. The
Reagan budgets attempt to limit and curtail the responsibilities of the
(welfare) state and to increase the responsibilities (and supposed freedom)
of 'the' family. At the time of writing the US Senate has accepted a Tax
Reform Package which privileges the one-wage-earner family.

One can assess the first term (1980-84) of the Reagan administration
as an initial stage in the rearticulation of the patriarchal state through the
dismantling and revision of the social welfare state. The second term
(1984-88) has continued in this vein but has shifted emphasisin order to
further alter affirmative action laws while establishing Reagan's hold on
the federal court system. in terms of affirmative action guidelinesthe neo-
conservative position is now in place. The Equal Employment Opportunity
Commission (as of 1986) has quietly abandoned the use of numerical
hiring goals in settling discrimination cases against private employers. And
in terms of the courts, Reagan will have appointed half of all federal judges
by 1989. With Chief Justice Warren Burger's resignation Reagan had the
opportunity to appoint William Rehnquist to head the court, along with
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making the appointment of Antonin Scalia as associate Supreme Court
Judge. As Reagan makes his conservative mark on the courts he has aso
made clear his New Right commitments. In an interview explaining his
recent nominations to the Supreme Court Reagan for thefirst time termed
abortion murder. Hestated: 'l don't think that I'm trying to do something
that is taking a privilege away from womanhood, because | don't think
that womanhood should be considering murder a privilege." One can only
speculate whether the last years of the Reagan administration's tenure will
see a further rejection of liberal feminist discourse by the state on the
issues of abortion and the ERA or whether a neoconservative discourse
which merely attempts to moderate liberal feminism will continue to
dominate.

The Patriarchal State and the ERA

The attack on women's rights by the Reagan administration became
blatantly clear with its defeat of the Equal Rights Amendment. The
patriarchal bias of the state was made explicit in its anti-ERA stance even
though there was little agreement within the state on the ERA. Although
New Right forces, headed by Jerry Falwell and Phyllis Schiafly, fought
for the defeat of the ERA and in defence of the rights of the housewife,
some neoconservatives and centre forces within the Democratic and
Republican parties believed the ERA is a necessary revision of the law,
given the prevalence of the dual wage-earning family and the needs of
the 'working mother'. Senators Durenberger and Hatfield recognise the
need for the state (at least on the level of discourse and the law) to deal
with the conflicts between the reality of the dual wage-earningfamily and
the ideology of the traditional patriarchal family. The ERA does not
challenge the patriarchal aspects of the home or the patriarchal division
between public and private life, but rather recognises, in advanced capital-
ist patriarchal form, that a majority of women need legal rights within
the market. In this sense, Phyllis Schlafly is right. The ERA is a recog-
nition of the wage-earning woman, not the traditional housewife, and
therefore is seen by the New Right as a challenge to the traditional
patriarchal family.

Reagan's New Right anti-ERA stance created as many problems as it
solved, possibly more. It signified that the relations of power of the state
remain patriarchal —that those in government today think that the political
system of capitalist patriarchy cannot abide women's (legal) equality. The
state, by protecting its interests in an outmoded form, draws attention to
its patriarchal needs. With a majority of Americans supporting the ERA,
it becomes apparent that factions within the state rule in their own
interest. The bluntness of this contradiction—between majority opinion
in favour of the ERA and its legidative defeats—can only be subversive
to the state in the long run. (Whereas 66 per cent of anti-ERA women
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voted for Reagan, only 32 per cent of pro-ERA women did.)

This pro-ERA consciousness has already begun to materialise politically
with the National Organization of Women's continued ERA campaign
which cals for the election of women to state and federal legislatures.
Such a strategy, which is clearly reformist, also points to what George
Gilder has caled the revolutionary aspects of (liberal) feminism, i.e.,
that the role of men & the primary operatives in the public sector is
under attack. A subversive consciousness among women has developed
about the Reagan administration. This consciousness has been termed
the 'gender gap: women seem to support Reagan policies less than men
do. Even asearly asthe 1980 election, thisgap (though small) was evident.
At the end of 1982, 53 per cent of the women polled said they were
inclined to vote Democratic; 35 per cent said they would vote Republican.
Although the gender gap did not materialise in terms of a'women's vote'
in 1984, gender gap consciousness remains an issue. Women, in terms of a
series of post-1984 CBS News polls, identify much more readily with the
Democratic party than men do and remain more critica of the Reagan
administration than men.

Gender Consciousness and the Challenge to Neoconservatism

Gender (gap) consciousness—the fact that women are repeatedly found
to be more critical of Reagan administration policies than men—reflects
the transitional nature of women's lives. women's greater participation in
the labour force, changing family forms, the development of the socia
welfare state and its present dismantling, the feminist movement, the
Viemam War and the fear of another involvement similar to it in El
Salvador, Nicaragua, or Libya—and the way these changes affect women's
understanding of their needs and their right to equality. These changes
have developed with and within a (liberal) feminist discourse and con-
sciousness. This does not mean that al individuals who operate within
this context would define themselves as feminist,”* but it is to argue that
it invades their thinking and acting in the world. It isimportant to under-
stand that liberal feminism, which embraces the notion of women's legal
and economic equality (the ERA) and reproductive rights (the individual
right to choose) sets up constraints for the Reagan state as it continues
to redefine and reconstitute the patriarchal dimensions of the state. This
isinlarge part what gender gap consciousnessis about."*

Gender gap consciousness in part has reflected thefact that the Reagan
administration is caught between the commitment to its patriarchal
relations and the discourse of liberaism and liberal feminism which
promises equality of opportunity to al individuals. Even though liberal-
ism when defined as the socia welfare state is rejected by many, the
(liberal) notion of women's (legal and economic) equality isaccepted by a
majority of the public. The capitalist need for women wage labourers
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only exacerbates the tension between the notion of equality of oppor-
tunity for women and the male privilege defined and protected by the
state. The Reagan state has much internal conflict about how best to deal
with this dilemma, and it is out of this conflict surrounding policies like
abortion, pay equity, affirmation action that a heightened consciousness
of women, about their needs, has arisen.

Part of women coming to consciousness of themselves as a sexual class
involves women's understanding their particular economic vulnerability
as women, as secondary wage earners who suffer from unemployment,
underemployment, or 61 cents to the dollar when employed. These
realities define a particular relationship for women to the social welfare
state which either aids them while unemployed (welfare), subsidises them
while underemployed (through supplementary aid programmes), assists
them while trying to find jobs (through affirmative action guidelines), or
hires them (and now fires them). Women in this sense have a particular
relationship to the welfare state; they are disproportionately the recipients
of socia welfare programmes and they also have been employed to
administer these programmes.

If one examines the White House Coordinating Council on Women's
twelve-page memo on the gender gap, compiled by Ronald Hinckley
before the 1984 election, it clearly stated that: 'The continued growth of
the "gender gap™ in its current form could cause serious trouble for
Republicans in 1984." The memo defines the gap as reflecting differences
between men and women 'in the way they judge political morality, their
economic vulnerabilities, their levels of political awareness, variations in
the impact of education on them, and their perceived self-interests. The
gender gap also reflects 'the changes in population characteristics,
particularly the rise of single-parent families headed by women, many of
which are dependent on government subsidies, and also 'reflects the
President's policies on the budget and foreign defense’. At the same time
that the memo seems to recognise that the gap reflects rea issues specific
to women's changing lives, it winds up concluding that the gap is primarily
a problem of perception, and a communication plan must 'target’ women
to change the way they think about the administration.

Because the Reagan administration has espoused an anti-feminist policy
stance—anti-ERA and anti-abortion—it wasfaced in the 1984 electioh with
either continuing its anti-feminist discourse and risking a heightened
criticism by American women, and some men, or shifting the debate away
from the so-caled 'social issues and towards the economy. They did the
latter and by doing so played more by the acceptable rules of electoral
politics; they focused on the public sphere and the problems of
the economy.

The Republican shift away from the 'socia issues' not only created an
ideological vacuum in the campaign on so-called women's issues but set
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the contours for a non-ideological campaign in the realms of the economy
and international policy as well. The Republican party remained relatively
quiet on the issue of abortion. The ERA was hardly mentioned by either
the Democrats or Republicans. Neither party discussed pay equity, day
care, etc. in any systematic sense. The Republicans stayed away from
feminist concerns and effectively silenced them while the Democrats did
the same, as soon as they nominated Geraldine Ferraro for vice-president.

Both parties were faced with the constraints of the public's acceptance
of liberal, feminist discourse and the need to reconstitute aviable form of
state and familial patriarchy. The Republican party chose to disassociate
itself from the New Right's agenda— anti-abortion, anti-ERA —during the
campaign with silence, while the Democrats nominated Ferraro and then
followed the Republican party's lead in remaining silent on controversial
feminist issues.

One must recognise that the issue of sexual equality is central to the
crisis of liberalism today and the consolidation of neoconservatism and
the New Right within the state. The crisisof liberalism hasled to areject-
ion of a political discourse committed to equality meaning egalitarianism,
particularly, although not exclusively, between the sexes. The crisis also
extends to the notion of freedom itself when it isspecifically extended to
the realm of sexual freedom, either in terms of abortion, homosexuality,
premarital, extramarital, or nonmarital sex.

While radical and liberal feminists in the 1980s seek to explore the
meaning of this sexual discourse, the neoconservative and New Right
factions of the state want to silence it. They were effective in silencing
these concerns in the 1984 election. Ferraro's nomination was the one
place within the political arena which left room open to carry on the
discussion about the real meaning of sexual equality and make clear that
it is impossible to completely quiet these issues' Ferraro's nomination
was a recognition of liberal feminist concerns and consciousness. The
Democratic party obviously thought it had much to gain by identifying
itself with this discourse. At the same time, however, it felt the need to
constrain and limit its identification with feminism. As Dottie Lynch, a
pollster who worked with the Mondale campaign stated: We were given
the mandate to get the women's vote, but we were not given the resources
with which to achieve ir.**

The Ferraro nomination poses the dilemma of feminism and women's
changing lives for liberal democratic (patriarchal) politics. Sexual equality
cannot be ignored as an integral part of political discourse today, and yet
sexual equality cannot be fully embraced by a party dedicated to the
preservation of the (patriarchal) state. Thisisnot to argue that the Ferraro
nomination was meaningless or merely a co-optive ploy. Although this
may have been the intention of the Democratic party, it isrepresentative
of more than this. It is that the Ferraro nomination can mean so little
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and mean so much at the same time that reflects the present dilemma of
curtailing the demands towards sexual equality for both the state and
feminists.

At this point the discourses of neoconservatism which focuses on
opportunity and mainstream feminism which is committed to equality
interface with each other in both contradictory and mutually exclusive
ways. The political, rhetoric of 'opportunity' presents a real problem for
feminist concerns rooted in the notion of sexual equality. Because the
language of liberalism is shifting and the concept of equality has been
rejected, or at least redefined, actors in the state who have come to adopt
different versions of this neoconservative neoliberal stance have a freer
hand to limit the notion of sexual equality to begin with. The Republicans,
in 1984, articulated their individual 'opportunity’ platform as anti-ERA,
anti-abortion, and anti-affirmative action; a woman can achieve on her
own. The Democrats have been as vague about their vision of women's
equality as the Republicans. They remain symbolically, rather than
pragmatically, supportive of the ERA, affirmative action, abortion, and
pay equity. But as liberalism within the Democratic party shifts away
from a commitment to equality (in even its symbolic sense), one can only
assume it will try to shift the discourse on sexual equality as well.

At best, one can characterise the present political discourse on sexual
equality as conflictual, contradictory, and shifting. At the same time that
neither party will directly challengeliberal feminism or awomen's right to
sexual equality, the notion of equality has multiple meanings. A woman's
'differenee’ rather than her sameness, her separate but equal status, her
need for 'protection’, are al aspects of the language which seek to deny
woman her sexual equality with men without directly challenging the
notion of sexual equality. These positions exist alongside a language which
accepts men and women as equal. But they also exist alongside overtly
phallocratic symbolism used by actors in the state.

American mainstream feminism is very much wedded to American
liberalism. Many of the demands of feminists for themselves as women,
as members of a sexual class, stem from the liberal promises of equality
of opportunity for individuals. As such, feminism gained a validity from
liberalism at the same time that the libera democratic state has never
granted women sexual equality with men. As the welfare state, the
shrinking economy, and the added entry of women into the market have
come under greater scrutiny, one can only wonder what will happen to
feminism and its validation by liberalism. Liberalism remains a major
tenet of individual consciousness. However, the practice of liberalism—
the socia welfare state and affirmative action programmes—have been
largely rejected by the Reagan state. With the re-election of Reagan in
1984, it appears that feminism as a discourse within the state has entered
a crisis aongside liberalism. Outside the state, (liberal) feminism remains
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a powerful constraint against a growing neoconservatism. The challenge
is to build a mass-based feminist movement which can go beyond the
limits of liberalism in the long-run and which can meanwhile utilise its
radical possibilities to help counter the right wing developments within
the state.
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