











specifically rejected the idea that women have been a caste, be-
cause they have not reached a required consciousness of self, (4)
Our history in fact must record the movement of women toward
that consciousness and not assume that caste relationships neces-
sarily make it inevitable, The second problem is that, in describ-
ing the bond between women in any particular period or across
centuries, caste fails because it ignores the forms that oppression
took at different times for different women. Women have been kept
apart in their oppression, separated from one another. To assert
centuries of sisterhood will not explain — or help overcome — the
historic reality of antagonisms and conflicting experience. It is
precisely the interrelationship between women’s oppression and
the “rest” of history that enables us to understand why, for exam-
ple, black and white women in the ante-bellum South could not unite
around their “common” oppression.

A paradoxical view of woman’s proper role in society has devel-
oped out of the caste idea of women’s historical condition. On one
hand, women were said to have been denied the feeling of strength
and the possession of real power which defined men’s control over
the world. On the other hand, by virtue of powerlessness women
were assumed to have retained a kind of moral superiority over

THE BURDEN LONG AGO CALLED “WOMAN'S
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The simplicity of economic and social organization concentrated a
variety of essential activities in the family. In family production each
member contributed work of equal importance to the group’s survival.
Two aspects of this were no doubt important in providing women with
useful roles: the independence of each family’s work and the immediate
necessity of it. The division of work was mostly along sex lines, but
within that basic division of labor there were different patterns,
depending on the relative wealth of the family, the degree of
participation in a cash economy, the organization of the husband’s
work, and the size of the household — relatives, servants or slaves,
numbers of children, et cetera. Most families were farming, producing
their own food, some surplus for trade, and their own clothing, soap,
candles, and fuel. In this setting a large family was an asset, and thus
the reproductive role of the mother, as well as her productive work,
was valued. (26)

Education for the majority of colonists was something that took place
in the family and consisted of teaching skills and morals. Boys and
girls learned those from the work and daily life of their families.
Where families were concentrated and homogeneous, as inNew England
towns or religious settlements, children occasionally attended schools
or were traded into another family to learn skills or manners. (27)
Mrs. Anna Grant, resident in New York before the Revolution, recorded
in her Memoirs that among the Dutch in Albany, mothers took primary
responsibility for educating children, especially for religious teaching.
Janet Schaw, an Eighteenth Century traveler in North Carolina, noted
that the sharp contrast in civility between men and women was a result
of daughters being raised in the cultured environment of their homes
while sons learned the rough and fighting ways of the woods from their
fathers. Whatever its particular form, this responsibility to society,
resting with the family, defined a major part of the work of both
mothers and fathers. Not until education was more clearly defined as
something that changed the relationship between parents and children
by introducing new values into a society, and until the family unit was
no longer concentrated with the work of both men and women, did
learning require new structures and distinct duties of each parent. (28)

The accompanying rhetoric about marriage described a partnership
between man and woman. The institution existed to produce offspring
and, at least in Puritan thought, to control the natural sexual appetites
by providing an outlet for their monogamous expression.In New England
grounds for divorce applied equally to each sex: adultery, impotency,
refusal of sexual favors, and desertion. However the Puritans, so often
chided for their repressive attitudes toward sex, delimited only two
major forms of deviation: Sexuality must never interfere with the
ultimate relationship, that between human and God; and it must never
take place outside of marriage. In practice, those restrictions may
in fact have loosened during the Eighteenth Century, as records of
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