“The Traffic in Women: Notes on the ‘Political Economy’ of Sex”
II Introduction

Gayle Rubin poses her questions about the common explanations of the causes of the oppression of women.

1. “Thus if innate male aggression and dominance are the root of female oppression, then the feminist program would logically require either the extermination of the offending sex, or else a eugenics project to modify its character” (533) 

2. “If sexism is a by-product of capitalism’s relentless appetite for profit, then sexism would wither away in the advent of a successful socialist revolution” (533).
3. “If the world historical defeat of women occurred at the hand of an armed patriarchal revolt, then it is time for Amazon guerrillas to start training the Adirondacks” (533).     
Rubin put her focus on Marx, Freud and Levi-Strauss in this essay and looks into the blindness of their arguments and then comes up with her own explanation (Sex/ Gender System) of the real cause of women’s oppression. 

1. Marx— “A woman is a woman. She only becomes a domestic, a wife, a chattel, a playboy bunny, a prostitute, or a human Dictaphone in certain relations” (533). 

2. Freud and Levi-Strauss—“They see neither the implication of what they are saying, nor the implicit critique which their work can generate when subjected to a feminist eye. Nevertheless, they provide conceptual tools with which one can build descriptions of the part of social life which is the locus of the oppression of women, of sexual minorities, and of certain aspects of human personality within individuals” (534). 

III Marx 

Rubin criticizes Marxist’s theory merely treats women as a component of the society and has no accounts for the oppression specifically of women.    

Two applications of Marxist theory 
1. “women are a reverse labor force for capitalism, that women’s generally lower wages provide extra surplus to a capitalist employer, that women serve the ends of capitalist consumerism in their roles as administrators of family consumption, and so forth” (535). 
2. “…the relationship between housework and the reproduction of labor. To do this is to place women squarely in the definition of capitalism, the process in which capital is produced by the extraction of surplus value from labor by capital” (535). 

Surplus value—the difference between what the laboring class produces as a whole, and the amount of that total which is recycled into maintaining the laboring class (535). 
 It functions by

  “Additional labor must be performed upon these things before they can be turned into people… It can be further argued that since no wage is paid for housework. The labor of women in the home contributes to the ultimate quantity of surplus value realized” (536). 

Of the F
IV Engels 

Rubin praises the value of Engel’s “The origin of the Family, Private Property and the State” because it indicates that “The social organization under which the people of a particular historical epoch and a particular country live is determined by both kinds of production: by the stage if development of labor on the one hand, and of the family on the other” (537).  →Both the needs of economy and sexuality are vital.     
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V Kinship—“it is the idiom of social interaction, organizing economie, political, and ceremonial, as well as sexual activity. One’s duties, responsibilities, and privilege vis-à-vis others are defined in terms of mutual kinship or lack thereof” (540).      
Levi-Strauss has observed the gift and the incest taboo in his studies of kinship and Mauss also makes analysis on gifts exchange. 
A. Two functions of the gifts

a. “Gift giving confers upon its participants a special relationship of trust, solidarity, and mutual aid” 
        b. “Gift exchanging may also be the idiom of competition and rivalry” (541).  
B. Incest taboo— it “imposes the social aim of exogamy and alliance upon the biological events of sex and procreation” (542).   
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VI  Deeper into the Labyrinth 
A. Levi-Strauss finds out that the division of labor of sex is made on purpose and the smallest unit of the division include minimally a man and a woman. Therefore the division of labor becomes the taboo to secure heterosexual marriage (sex relationship).      
B. The division of sex is important to social organization. The division of sex is practiced in gender, obligatory heterosexuality, and the constraint of female sexuality.        
       a. Gender—it is man-made and the difference between men and women is not absolute.   
       b. Obligatory heterosexuality—“Gender is not only an identification with one sex; it also entails desire be directed toward the other sex” (546). 

       c. The constraint of female sexuality—“the preferred female sexuality would be one which responded to the desire of others, rather than one which actively desired and sought a response (547).       
VII  Psychoanalysis and Its Discontents—Rubin argues that “both psychoanalysis and structural anthropology are, in one sense, the most sophisticated ideologies of sexism around” (549). The ways they analyze women are based on the assimilation of the normalized characteristics of women.      
A. Levi-Strauss— he “sees women as being like words, which are misused when they are not ‘communicated’ and exchange” (549).
B. Freud— “a double standard of interpretation is employed. Masochism is bad for men essential to women. Adequate narcissism is necessary for men, impossible for women” (550). 

Reasons for Rubin to combine Freud and Levi-Strauss’s ideas
     A “neither Levis-Strauss nor Freud questions the undoubted sexism endemic to the system they describe, the questions which ought to be posed are blindingly obvious”
     B “their work enables us to isolate sex and gender from ‘modes of production ’ and to counter a certain tendency to explain sex oppression as a reflex economic forces. ”  
     C. “the exegesis of Levi-Strauss and Freud suggests a certain vision of feminist politics and the feminist utopia. It suggests that we should not aim for the elimination of men, but for the elimination of the social system which creates sexism and gender” (551). →the aim for the feminist movement, too 
VII  The Political Economy of Sex 
In some culture, there is an equivalent for a woman, while some accept no equivalent. The tokens of bridewealth vary in different cultures and the accepter differs. Women are given to the upper class; while in others they are assigned to the lower ones. It is obvious therefore that the economy of sex is never biologically determined and the effect elements are very complex.            
I Starting Questions 
1. What is Gayle Rubin’s critique about Marx, Angels, Levi-Strauss or Freud? 

2. Why does sex/gender system never wither away in different cultures and organizations, for instance, capitalism and socialism? What is the force that supports sex/ gender system? 

3. Do you think we can eventually eliminate the division of sex? Why or why not?

4. Do you think the division of labor of sex is based on the inequality of men and or women or it is the essence of the work that makes one gender superior to the other? 

5. Or you can also talk about your response to the text.    
Rubin hence offers her sex/ gender System which argues, “I call that part of social life the ‘sex/ gender system’ for the lack of a more elegant term. As a preliminary definition, a ‘sex/gender system’ is the set of arrangement by which a society transfers biological sexuality into products of human activity, and in which these transformed sexual needs are satisfied” (534).   





Rubin’s question—“The analysis of the reproduction of labor power does not even explain why it is usually women who do domestic work in the home, rather than men” (535). She believes “It is within this ‘historical and moral element’ that the entire domain of sex, sexuality, and sex oppression is subsumed.”








Rubin further explains that sex is not merely biologically determined and therefore she further talks about again her sex/gender system for Marxism and Engels’s work seem to tough upon this issue but actually it fades into the background.


Sex/gender system → “We cannot limit the sex system to ‘reproduction’ in either the social or biological sense of the term. A sex/ gender system is not simply the reproductive moment of a ‘mode of production.’





The formation of gender identity is an example of production in the realm of the sexual system. And a sex/gender system involves more than the ‘relation of procreation,’ reproduction on the biological sense” (539). “Sex/gender system is a neutral term which refers to the domain and indicates that oppression is not inevitable in that domain, but is the product of the specific social relations which organize it” (539). 





Rubin looks into the connection between the exchange of women and incest taboo. She believes “that the taboo on incest results in a wide network of relations, a set of people whose connection with one another are kinship structure.”


“If women are the gifts, then it is men who are the exchange partners. And it is the partners, not the presents upon whom reciprocal exchange confers its quasi-mystical power of social linkage”


The traffic of women “places the oppression of women within social systems, rather than in biology. Moreover, it suggests that we look for the ultimate locus of women’s oppression within the traffic in women rather than the traffic in merchandise” (543). 











