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Women on the Market

The society we know, our own culture, is based upon the
exchange of women. Without the exchange of women, we are
told, we would fall back into the anarchy (?) of the natural
world, the randomness (?) of the animal kingdom. The passage
into the social order, into the symbolic order, into order as
such, is assured by the fact that men, or groups of men, circu~
late women among themselves, according to a rule known as
the incest taboo.

Whatever familial form this prohibition may take in a given
state of society, its signification has a much broader impact. It
assures the foundation of the economic, soc1al and cultural
order that has been ours for centuries.

Why exchange women? Because they are “scarce [commod-
ities] . . . essential to the life of the group,” the anthropologist
tefls us.1 Why this characteristic of scarcity, given the biological
equilibrium between male and female births? Because the “deep
polygamous tendency, which exists among all men, always
makes the number of available women seem insufficient. Let us
add that, even if there were as many women as men, these
women would not all be equally desirable . . . and that, by
definition . . ., the most desirable women must form a
minority.”’?

This text was originally published as “Le marché des femmes,” in Sessualita
¢ politica, (Milan: Felirinelli, 1978).

1IClaude Lévi-Strauss, The Elementary Structures of Kinship (Les Structures
Elémentaires de la Parenté, 1949, rev. 1967), trans. James Harle Bell, John Rich-

ard von Sturmer, and Rodney Needham (Boston, 1969), p. 36.
2[bid., p. 38.
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Are men all equally desirable? Do women have no tendency
toward polygamy? The good anthropologist does not raise such
questions. A fortiori; why are men not objects of exchange
among women? It is because women’s bodies—through their
use, consumption, and circulation—provide for the condition
making social life and culture possible, although they remain an
unknown “infrastructure” of the elaboration of that social life
and culture. The exploitation of the matter that has been sexu-
alized female is so integral a part of our sociocultural horizon
that there is no way to interpret it except within this horizon.

In still other words: all the systems of exchange that organize
patriarchal societies and all the modalities of productive work
that are recognized, valued, and rewarded in these societies are
men’s business. The production of women, signs, and com-
modities is always referred back to men (when a man buys a
girl, he “pays” the father or the brother, not the mother . . . ),
and they always pass from one man to another, from one group
of men to another. The work force is thus always assumed to be
masculine, and “products” are objects to be used, objects of
transaction among men alone.

Which n it the possibility of our social life, of our
culture, de on a ho(m)mo-sexual monopoly? The law
that order: ety 1s the exclusive .valorization of men’s

needs/desires, ur vachanges among men. What the anthropolo-
gist calls the passage from nature to culture thus amounts to the
mstitution of the reign of hom(m)o-sexuality. Not in an “im-
mediate” practice, but in its “social” mediation. From this
point on, patriarchal societies might be interpreted as societies
functioning in the mode of “semblance.” The value of sym-
bolic and imaginary productions is superimposed upon, and
even substituted for, the value of relations of material, natural,
and corporal (re)production.

In this new matrix of History, in which man begets man as
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This Sex Which Is Not One

his own likeness, wives, daughters, and sisters have value only
in that they serve as the possibility of, and potential benefit in,
relations among men. The use of and traffic in women subtend
and uphold the reign of masculine hom(m)o-sexuality, even
while they maintain that hom(m)o-sexuality in speculations,
mirror games, identifications, and more or less rivalrous appro-
priations, which defer its real practice. Reigning everywhere,
although prohibited in practice, hom(m)o-sexuality is played
out through the bodies of women, matter, or sign, and hetero-

sexuality has been up to now just an alibi for the smooth work-

ings of man’s relations with himself, of relations among men.
Whose “sociocultural endogamy”” excludes the participation of
that other, so foreign to the social order: woman. Exogamy

doubtless requires that one leave one’s tamily, tribe, or clan, in -
order to make alliances. All the same, it does not tolerate mar-

tiage with populations that are too far away, too far removed
from the prevailing cultural rules. A sociocultural endogamy
would thus forbid commerce with women. Men make com-
merce of them, but they do not enter into any exchanges with
them. Is this perhaps all the more true because exogamy is an
economic issue, perhaps even subtends economy as such? The
exchange of women as goods accompanies and stimulates ex-
changes of other “wealth” among groups of men. The econo-
my—in both the narrow and the broad sense—that is in place in
our societies thus requires that women lend themselves to alien-
atton in consumption, and to exchanges in which they do not
participate, and that men be exempt from being used and cireu-
lated like commuodities.

Marx’s analysis of commodities as the elementary form of
capitalist wealth can thus be understood as an interpretation of
the status of woman in so-called partriarchal societies. The or-
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ganization of such societies, and the operation of the symbolic
system on which this organization is based—a symbolic system
whose instrument and representative is the proper name: the
name of the father, the name of God—contain in a nuclear form
the developments that Marx defines as characteristic of a cap-
italist regime: the submission of “nature’ to a “labor’” on the
part of men who thus constitute “nature” as use value and
exchange value; the division of labor among private producer-
owners who exchange their women-commodities among
themselves, but also among producers and exploiters or ex-
ploitees of the social order; the standardization of women ac-
cording to proper names that determine their equivalences; a
tendency to accumulate wealth, that is, a tendency for the rep-
resentatives of the most “proper” names—the leaders—to cap-
italize more women than the others; a progression of the social
work of the symbolic toward greater and greater abstraction;
and so forth.

To be sure, the means of production have evolved, new tech-
niques have been developed, but it does seem that as soon as the
father-man was assured of his reproductive power and had
marked his products with his name, that is, from the very
origin of private property and the patriarchal family, social ex-
ploitation occurred. In other words, all the social regimes of
“History” are based upon the exploitation of one “class” of
producers, namely, women. Whose reproductive use value (re-
productive of children and of the labor force) and whose con-
stitution as exchange value underwrite the symbolic order as

+ such, without any compensation in kind going to them for that

“work.” For such compensation would imply a double system
of exchange, that is, a shattering of the monopolization of the
proper name (and of what it signifies as appropriative power)
by father-men.

Thus the social body would be redistributed into producer-
subjects no longer functioning as commodities because they
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This Sex Which Is Not One

provided the standard of value for commodities, and into com-
modity-objects that ensured the circulation of exchange with-
out participating in it as subjects.

Let us now reconsider a few points® in Marx’s analysis of
value that seem to describe the social status of women.

Wealth amounts to a subordination of the use of things to .

their accumulation. Then would the way women are used matter

less than their number? The possession of a woman is certainly

indispensable to man for the reproductive use value that she
represents; but what he desires is to have them all. To “accu-
mulate” them, to be able to count off his conquests, seductions,
possessions, both sequentially and cumulatively, as measure or
standard(s).

All but one? For if the series could be closed, value might
well e, as Marx says, in the relation among them rather than in
the relation: to a standard that remains external to them—
whether gold or phallus.

The use made of women is thus of less value than their appro—
priation one by one. And their “usefulness” is not what counts
the most. Woman’s price is not determined by the “properties”

3These notes constitute a statement of points that will be developed in a
subsequent chapter. All the quotations in the remainder of this chapter are
excerpted from Marx’s Capital, section 1, chapter 1, (The page numbers given
in the text refer to the Modern lerary edition, trans. Samuel Moore and
Edward Avelmg, ed. Frederick Engels, rev. Ernest Untermann [New York,
1906].) Will it be objected that this interpretation is analogical by nature? [
accept the guestion, on condition that it be addressed also, and in the first
place, to Marx’s analysis of commodities. Did not Aristotle, a “great thinker”
according to Marx, determine the relation of form to matter by analogy with
the relation between masculine and feminine? Returning to the question of the
difference between the sexes would amount instead, then, to going back
through analogism.
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of her body—although her body constitutes the material sup-
port of that price.

But when women are exchanged, woman’s body must be
treated as an abstraction. The exchange operation cannot take
place in terms of some intrinsic, immanent value of the com-
modity. It can only come about when two objects—two wom-
en-—are in a relation of equality with a third term that is neither
the one nor the other. It is thus not as “women” that they are

“exchanged, but as women reduced to some common feature—
‘their eurrent price in gold, or phalluses—and of which they

would represent a plus or minus quantity. Not a plus or a minus
of feminine qualities, obviously. Since these qualities are aban-
doned in the long run to the needs of the consumer, woman has
value on the market by virtue of one single quality: that of being a
product of man’s “labor.”

On this basis, each one looks exactly like every other. They
all have the same phantom-like reality. Metamorphosed in
identical sublimations, samples of the same indistinguishable
work, all these objects now manifest just one thing, namely,
that in their production a force of human labor has been ex-
pended, that labor has accumulated in them. In their role as
crystals of that‘common social substance, they are deemed to
have value.

As commodities, women are thus two things at once: utilitarian
objects and bearers of value. ““They manifest themselves therefore
as commodities, or have the form of commodities, only in so
far as they have two forms, a physical or natural form, and a
value form” (p. 55).

But “the reality of the value of commodities differs in this
respect from Dame Quickly, that we don’t know ‘where to
have 1t" 7 (1bid.). Woman, object of exchange, differs from woman,
use value, in that one doesn’t know how to take (hold of) her, for
since “the value of commodities is the very opposite of the
coarse materiality of their substance, not an atom of matter
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enters mto its composition. Turn and examine a single com-
modity, by itself, as we will. Yet in so far as it remains an object
of value, it seems impossible to grasp it” (ibid.). The value of a
woman always escapes: black continent, hole in the symbolic,
breach in discourse . . . It is only in the operation of exchange
among women that something of this—something enigmatic,

to be sure—can be felt. Woman thus has value only in that she can .

be exchanged. In the passage from one to the other, something
else finally exists beside the possible utility of the “coarseness”
of her body. But this value is not found, is not recaptured, in
her. It is only her measurement against a third term that re-
mains external to her, and that makes it possible to compare her
with another woman, that permits her to have a relation to
another commeodity in terms of an equivalence that remains
foreign to both.

Women-as-commodities are thus subject to a schism that divides
them into the categories of usefulness and exchange value; into
matter-body and an envelope that is precious but impenetrable,
ungraspable, and not susceptible to appropriation by women
themselves; into private use and social use.

b

In order to have a relative value, a commodity has to be con-
fronted with another commodity that serves as its equivalent.
Its value is never found to lie within itself. And the fact that it 1s
worth more or less is not its own doing but comes from that to

which it may be equivalent. Its value is transcendent to itself,

super-natural, ek-static.

In other words, for the commaodity, there is no mirror that copies it so

[ 2

that it may be at once itself and its “own’ reflection. One com-
modity cannot be mirrored in another, as man is mirrored in his
fellow man. For when we are dealing with commodities the
self-same, mirrored, is not ““its”” own likeness, contains nothing
of its properties, its qualities, its “‘skin and hair.” The likeness
here is only a measure expressing the fabricated character of the
commodity, its trans-formation by man’s (social, symbolic)
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“labor.” The mirror that envelops and paralyzes the com-
modity specularizes, speculates (on) man’s ‘“labor.” Com-
modities, women, are a mirror of value of and for man. In order to
serve as such, they give up their bodies to men as the support-
ing material of specularization, of speculation. They yield to
him their natural and social value as a locus of imprints, marks,
and mirage of his activity.

Commodities among themselves are thus not equal, nor
alike, nor different. They only become so when they are com-
pared by and for man. And the prosopopoeia of the relation of
commodities among themselves is a projection through which pro-
ducers-exchangers make them reenact before their eyes their
operations of specula(riza)tion. Forgetting that in order to re-
flect (oneself), to speculate (oneself), it is necessary to be a
“subject,” and that matter can serve as a support for speculation
but cannot itself speculate in any way.

Thus, starting with the simplest relation of equivalence be-
tween commodities, starting with the possible exchange of
women, the entire enigma of the money form—of the phallic
function—is implied. That is, the appropriation-disappropria-
tion by man, for man, of nature and its productive forces,
insofar as a certain mirror now divides and travesties both
nature and labor. Man endows the commodities he produces
with a narcissism that blurs the seriousness of utility, of use.
Desire, as soon as there is exchange, “perverts’ need. But that
perversion will be attributed to commodities and to their al-
leged relations. Whereas they can have no relationships except
from the perspective of speculating third parties.

The economy of exchange—of desire—is man’s business. For two
reasons: the exchange takes place between masculine subjects,
and 1t requires a plus-value added to the body of the commodity,
a supplement which gives it a valuable form. That supplement
will be found, Marx writes, in another commodity, whose use
value becomes, from that point on, a standard of value.
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But that surplus-value enjoyed by one of the commodities
might vary: “just as many a man strutting about in a gorgeous
uniform counts for more than when in mufii” (p. 60). Or just as
“A, for instance, cannot be ‘your majesty’ to B, unless at the
same time majesty in B’s eyes assume the bodily form of A,
and, what is more, with every new father of the people, chan-
ges its features, hair, and many other things besides” (ibid.).
Commodities— “things” produced—would thus have the re-
spect due the uniform, majesty, paternal authority. And even
God. “The fact that it is value, is made manifest by its equality
with the coat, just as the sheep’s nature of a Christian is shown
m his resemblance to the Lamb of God” (ibid.).

Commodities thus share in the cult of the father, and never stop
striving to resemble, to copy, the one who is his representative. It is
from that resemblance, from that imitation of what represents
paternal authority, that commodities draw their value—for
men. But it is upon commodities that the producers-exchangers
bring to bear this power play. “We see, then, all that our analy-
sis of the value of commodities has already told us, is told us by
the linen itself, so soon as it comes into communication with
another cdmmodity, the coat. Only it betrays its thoughts in
that language with which alone it is familiar, the language of
commodities. [n order to tell us that its own value is created by
labour in its abstract character of human labour, it says that the
© coat, in so far as it is worth as much as the linen, and therefore is
value, consists of the same labour as the linen. In order to
inform us that its sublime reality as value is not the same as its
buckram body, it says that value has the appearance of a coat,
and consequently that so far as the linen is value, it and the coat
are as like as two peas. We may here remark, that the language
of commodities has, besides Hebrew, many other more or less
correct dialects. The German ‘werthsein,” to be worth, for in-
stance, expresses in a less striking manner than the Romance
verbs ‘valere,” *valer,” ‘valoir,” that the equating of commeodity
B to commodity A, is commodity A’s own mode of expressing
its value. Paris vaut bien une messe” (pp. 60~61).
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So commodities speak. To be sure, mostly dialects and patois, lan-
guages hard for “‘subjects”’ to understand. The important thing is
that they be preoccupied with their respective values, that their

. remarks confirm the exchangers’ plans for them.

The body of a commodity thus becomes, for another such
commodity, a mirror of its value. Contingent upon a bodily
supplement. A supplement opposed to use value, a supplement
representing the commodity’s super-natural quality (an imprint
that is purely social in nature), a supplement completely differ-
ent from the body itself, and from its properties, 2 supplement
that nevertheless exists only on condition that one commodity
agrees to relate itself to another considered as equivalent: “For
instance, one man is king only because other men stand in the
relation of subjects to him” (p. 66, n. 1).

This supplement of equivalency translates concrete work into
abstract work. In other words, in order to be able to incorpo-
rate itself into a mirror of value, it is necessary that the work
itself reflect only its property of human labor: that the body of a
commodity be nothing more than the materialization of an ab-
stract human labor. That is, that it have no more body, matter,
nature, but that it be objectivization, a crystallization as visible

object, of man’s activity.

In order to become equivalent, a commodity changes bodies. A
super-natural, metaphysical origin is substituted for its material
origin. Thus its body becomes a transparent body, pure phe-
nomenality of value. But this transparency constitutes a supple-
ment to the material opacity of the commodity.

Once again there is a schism between the two. Two sides, two
poles, nature and society are divided, like the perceptible and the
intelligible, matter and form, the empirical and the transcenden-
tal . . . The commodity, like the sign, suffers from metaphysical
dichotomies. Its value, its truth, lies in the social element. But
this social element is added on to its nature, to its matter, and the
social subordinates it as a lesser value, indeed as nonvalue. Par-
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ticipation in society requires that the body submit itself to a
specularization, a speculation, that transforms it into a value-
bearing object, a standardized sign, an exchangeable signifier, a
“likeness” with reference to an authoritative model. A com-
modity—a woman—is divided into two irreconcilable “bodies” her
“natural” body and her socially valued, exchangeable body,

which is a particularly mimetic expression of masculine values.

No doubt these values also express ‘“‘nature,” that is, the expen-
diture of physical force. But this latter—essentially masculine,
moreover—serves for the fabrication, the transformation, the
technicization of natural productions. And it is this super-natural
property that comes to constitute the value of the product.
Analyzing value in this way, Marx exposes the meta-physical
character of social operations. ‘

The commodity is thus a dual entity as soon as its value
comes to possess a phenomenal form of its own, distinct from
its natural form: that of exchange value. And it never possesses
this form if it is considered in isolation. A commodity has this
phenomenal form added on to its nature only in relation to
another comtpodity. g :

As among signs, value appears only when a relationship has
been established. It remains the case that the establishment of
relationships cannot be accomplished by the commodities
themselves, but depends upon the operation of two exchangers,
The exchange value of two signs, two commodities, two wom-
en, 1s a representation of the needs/desires of consumer-ex-
changer subjects: in no way is it the “property” of the signs/
articles/women themselves. At the most, the commodities—or
rather the relationships among them—are the material alibi for
the desire for relations among men. To this end, the com-

“modity is disinvested of its body and reclothed in a form that
makes it suitable for exchange among men.

But, in this value-bearing form, the desire for that exchange,

and the reflection of his own value and that of his fellow man

-

-
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that man seeks in it, are ck-stasized. In that suspension in the
commodity of the relationship among men, producer-con-
sumer-exchanger subjects are alienated. In order that they
might “bear” and support that alienation, commodities for
their part have always been dispossessed of their specific value,
On this basis, one may affirm that the value of the commodity
takes on indifferently any given form of use value. The price of
the articles, in fact, no longer comes from their natural form,
from their bodies, their language, but from the fact that they
mirror the need/desire for exchanges among men. To do this,
the commodity obviously cannot exist alone, but there is no
such thing as a commodity, either, so long as there are not at
least two men fo make an exchange. In order for a product—a
woman?—to have value, two men, at least, have to invest (in)
her.

" The general equivalent of a commodity no longer functions as a
commodity itself. A preeminent mirror, transcending the world
of merchandise, it guarantees the possibility of universal ex-
change among commodities. Each commodity may become
cquivalent to every other from the viewpoint of that sublime

“standard, but the fact that the judgment of their value depends

upon some transcendental element renders them provisionally
incapable of being directly exchanged for each other. They are
exchanged by means of the general equivalent—as Christians
love each other in God, to borrow a theological metaphor dear
to Marx.

That ek-static reference separates them radically from each
other. An abstract and universal value preserves them from use and
exchange among themselves. They are, as it were, transformed
into value-invested idealities. Their concrete forms, their spe-
cific qualities, and all the possibilities of “real’” relations with
them or among them are reduced to their common character as
products of man’s labor and desire. =

We must emphasize also that the general equivalent, since it is
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no longer a commodity, is no longer useful. The standard as such is
exempt from use.

Though a commodity may at first sight appear to be “a very
trivial thing, and easily understood, . . . it is, in reality, a very
queer thing, abounding in metaphysical subtleties and the-
ological niceties” (p. 81). No doubt, “so far as it is a value in
use, there is nothing mysterious aboutit. . . . But, so soon as {a
wooden table, for example] steps forth as a commodity, it is
changed into something transcendent. It not only stands with
its feet on the ground, but, in relation to all other commodities,
it stands on its head, and evolves out of its wooden brain gro-
tesque ideas, far more wonderful than ‘table-turning’ ever was”
(pp. 81-82).

“The mystical character of commodities does not originate,
therefore, in their use value. Just as little does it proceed from
the nature of the determining factors of value. For, in the first
place, however varied the useful kinds of labour, or productive
activities, may be, it is a physiological fact, that they are func-
tions of the human organism” (p. 82), which, for Marx, does
not seem to constitute a mystery in any way . . . The material
contribution and support of bodies in societal operations pose

no problems for him, except as production and expenditure of

energy.

Where, then, does the enigmatic character of the product of
labor come from, as soon as this product takes on the form of a
commodity? It comes, obviously, from that form itself. Then
where does the enigmatic character of women come from? Or even that
of their supposed relations among themselves? Obviously,

from the “form” of the needs/desires of man, needs/desires -

that women bring to light although men do not recognize them
m that form. That form, those women, are always enveloped,
veiled. '

In any case, “the existence of things qua commodities, and
the value relation between the products of labour which stamps
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them as commodities, have absolutely no connection with their
physical properties and with the material relations arising there-

from. [With commodities] it is a definite social relation between

men, that assumes, in their eyes, the fantastic form of a relation
between things” (p. 83). This phenomenon has no analogy except in
the religious world. “‘In that world the productions of the human
brain appear as independent beings endowed with life, and en-
tering into relation both with one another and the human race.
So it is in the world of commodities with the products of men’s
hands” (ibid.). Hence the fetishism attached to these products
of labor as soon as they present themselves as commodities.
Hence women’s role as fetish-objects, inasmuch as, in exchanges,
they are the manifestation and the circulation of a power of the
Phallus, establishing relationships of men with each other?

Hence the following remarks:
On value.

It represents the equivalent of labor force, of an expenditure
of energy, of toil. In order to be measured, these latter must be
abstracted from all immediately natural qualities, from any con-
crete individual. A process of generalization and of universaliza-
tion imposes itself in the operation of social exchanges. Hence
the reduction of man to a “concept”—that of his labor force—
and the reduction of his product to an ‘“‘object,” the visible,
material correlative of that concept.

The characteristics of “sexual pleasure” corresponding 1o such a
social state are thus the following: its productivity, but one that
is necessarily laborious, even painful; its abstract form; its
need/desire to crystallize in a transcendental element of wealth
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the standard of all value; its need for a material support where
the relation of appropriation to and of that standard is mea-
sured; its exchange relationships—always rivalrous—among
men alone, and so on.

Ave not these modalities the ones that might define the economy of

(so-called) masculine sexuality? And is libido not another name

for the abstraction of “energy” in a productive power? For the
work of nature? Another name for the desire to accumulate
goods? Another name for the subordination of the specific
qualities of bodies to 2—neutral>—power that aims above all to
transform them in order to possess them? Does pleasure, for
masculine sexuality, consist in anything other than the appro-
priation of nature, in the desire to make it (re)produce, and in
exchanges of its/these products with other members of society?
An essentially economic pleasure,

Thus the following question: what needs/desires of (so-called)
masculine sexuality have presided over the evolution of a certain social
order, from its primitive form, private property, to its devel-
oped form, capital? But also: to what extent are these needs/desires

¥ . . .
the effect of a social mechanism, in part autonomous, that produces
them as such?

On the status of women in such a social order.

What makes such an order possible, what assures its founda-
tion, is thus the exchange of women. The circulation of women
among men is what establishes the operations of society, at least
of patriarchal society. Whose presuppositions include the fol-
lowing: the appropriation of nature by man; the transformation
of nature according to “human” criteria, defined by men alone;
the submission of nature to labor and technology; the reduction
of its material, corporeal, perceptible qualities to man’s practical
concrete activity; the equality of women among themselves,
but in terms of laws of equivalence that remain external to
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them; the constitution of women as “objects” that emblematize
the materialization of relations among men, and so on.

In such a social order, women thus represent a natural value
and a social value. Their “devclopment’ lies in the passage
from one to the other. But this passage never takes place
simply.

As mother, woman remains on the side of (re)productive nature
and, because of this, man can never fully transcend his relation
to the “‘natural.” His social existence, his economic structures
and his sexuality are always tied to the work of nature: these
structures thus always remain at the level of the earliest appro-
priation, that of the constitution of nature as landed property,
and of the earliest labor, which is agricultural. But this rela-
tionship to productive nature, an insurmountable one, has to be
denied so that relations among men may prevail. This means
that mothers, reproductive instruments marked with the name
of the father and enclosed in his house, must be private proper-
ty, excluded from exchange. The incest taboo represents this
refusal to allow productive nature to enter into exchanges
among men. As both natural value and use value, mothers
cannot circulate in the form of commodities without threaten-
ing the very existence of the social order. Mothers are essential
to its (re)production (particularly inasmuch as they are
[re]productive of children and of the labor force: through ma-
ternity, child-rearing, and domestic maintenance in general).
Their responsibility is to maintain the social order without in-
tervening so as to change it. Their products are legal tender in
that order, moreover, only if they are marked with the name of
the father, only if they are recognized within his law: that is,
only insofar as they are appropriated by him. Society is the
place where man engenders himself, where man produces him-
self as man, where man is born into “human,” “super-natural”
existence.
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The virginal woman, on the other hand, is pure exchange value.
She is nothing but the possibility, the place, the sign of relations
among men. In and of herself, she does not exist: she is a simple
envelope veiling what is really at stake in social exchange. In
this sense, her natural body disappears into its representative
function. Red blood remains on the mother’s side, but it has no
price, as such, in the social order; woman, for her part, as
medium of exchange, is no longer anything but semblance. The
ritualized passage from woman to mother is accomplished by
the violation of an envelope: the hymen, which has taken on the
value of taboo, the taboo of virginity. Once deflowered, woman
is relegated to the status of use value, to her entrapment in
private property; she is removed from exchange among men.

The prostitute remains to be considered. Explicitly condemned
by the social order, she is implicitly tolerated. No doubt because
the break between usage and exchange is, in her case, less clear-
cut? In her case, the qualities of woman’s body are ‘“‘useful.”
However, these qualities have “value” only because they have
already been appropriated by a man, and because they serve as
the locus of rélations—hidden ones—between men. Prostitution
amounts to wusage that is exchanged. Usage that is not merely
potential: it has aiready been realized. The woman’s body is
valuable because it has already been used. In the extreme case, the
more it has served, the more it is worth. Not because its natural
assets have been put to use this way, but, on the contrary,
because its nature has been “used up,” and has become once
again no more than a vehicle for relations among men.

Mother, vitrgin, prostitute: these ave the social roles imposed on
women. The characteristics of (so-called) feminine sexuality de-
rive from them: the valorization of reproduction and nursing;
faithfulness; modesty, ignorance of and even lack of interest in
sexual pleasure; a passive acceptance of men’s “activity”; seduc-
tiveness, in order to arouse the consumers’ desire while offering
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herself as its material support without getting pleasure her-
self . . . Neither as mother nor as virgin nov as prostitute has woman
any right to her own pleasure.

Of course the theorcticians of sexuality are sometimes as-
tonished by women’s frigidity. But, according to them, this
frigidity is explained more by an impotence inherent to femi-
nine “nature” than by the submission of that nature to a certain
type of society. However, what is required of a “normal’’ feminine
sexuality is oddly evocative of the characteristics of the status of a
commodity, With references to and rejections of the “natural”—
physiological and organic nature, and so on—that are equally
ambiguous.

And, in addition:

—just as nature has to be subjected to man in order to be-
come a commodity, so, it appears, does “the development of a
normal woman.” A development that amounts, for the femi-
nine, to subordination to the forms and laws of masculine ac-
tivity. The rejection of the mother—imputed to woman-—
would find its “cause’ here;

—just as, in commodities, natural utility is overridden by the
exchange function, so the properties of a woman’s body have to
be suppressed and subordinated to the exigencies of its trans-
formation into an object of circulation among men;

—just as a commodity has no -mirror it can use to reflect
itself, so woman serves as reflection, as image of and for man,
but lacks specific qualities of her own. Her value-invested form
amounts to what man inscribes int and on its matter: that is, her
body;

—just as commodities cannot make exchanges among them-
selves without the intervention of a subject that measures them
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against a standard, so it is with women. Distinguished, divided,
separated, classified as like and unlike, according to whether
they have been judged exchangeable. In themselves, among
themselves, they are amorphous and confused: natural body,
maternal body, doubtless useful to the consumer, but without
any possible identity or communicable value;

—just as commodities, despite their resistance, become more
or less autonomous repositories for the value of human work,
s0, as mirrors of and for man, women more or less unwittingly
come to represent the danger of a disappropriation of masculine
power: the phallic mirage;

—just as a commodity finds the expression of its value in an
_ equivalent—in the last analysis, a general one—that necessarily
remains external to it, so woman derives her price from her
relation to the male sex, constituted as a transcendental value:
the phallus. And indeed the enigma of *‘value” lies in the most
elementary relation among commodities. Among women. For,
uprooted from their “nature,” they no longer relate to cach
other except in terms of what they represent in men’s desire,
and according’ to the “forms’ that this imposes upon them.
Among themselves, they are separated by his speculations.

This means that the division of “labor”—sexual labor in par-
ticular—requires that woman maintain in her own body the
material substratum of the object of desire, but that she herself
never have access to desire. The economy of desire—of ex-
change—is man’s business. And that economy subjects women
to a schism that is necessary to symbolic operations: red
blood/semblance;  body/value-invested  envelope; mat-
ter/medium of exchange; (re}productive nature/ fabricated fem-
ininity . . . That schism—characteristic of all speaking nature,
someone will surely object—is experienced by women without
any possible profit to them. And without any way for them to
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transcend it. They are not even “conscious” of it. The symbolic
system that cuts them in two this way is in no way appropriate
to them. In them, “semblance” remains external, foreign to
“nature.” Socially, they are “objects” for and among men and
furthermore they cannot do anything but mimic a ‘“language”
that they have not produced; naturally, they remain amorphous,
suffering from drives without any possible representatives or
representations. For them, the transformation of the natural
into the social does not take place, except to the extent that they
function as components of private property, or as commodities.

Characteristics of this social order

This type of social system can be interpreted as the practical
realization of the meta-physical. As the practical destiny of the meta-
physical, it would also represent its most fully realized form. Oper-
ating in such a way, moreover, that subjects themselves, being
implicated in it through and through, being produced in it as
concepts, would lack the means to analyze it. Except in an after-
the-fact way whose delays are yet to be fully measured . . .

This practical realization of the meta-physical has as its
founding operation the appropriation of woman’s body by the
father or his substitutes. It is marked by women’s submission to
a system of general equivalents, the proper name representing
the father’s monopoly of power. It is from this standardization
that women receive their value, as they pass from the state of
nature to the status of social object. This trans—formation of
women’s bodies into use values and exchange values inaugu-
rates the symbolic order. But that order depends upon a nearly
pure added value. Women, animals endowed with speech like
men, assure the possibility of the use and circulation of the
symbolic without being recipients of it. Their nonaccess to the
symbolic is what has established the social order. Putting men
in touch with each other, in relations among themselves, wom-
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en only fulfill this role by relinquishing their night to speech and
even to animality. No longer in the natural order, not yet in the
social order that they nonetheless maintain, women are the
symptom of the exploitation of individuals by a society that
remunerates them only partially, or even not at all, for their

“work.”” Unless subordination to a system that utilizes you and

oppresses you should be considered as sufficient compensa-
tion . .. ? Unless the fact that women are branded with the
proper name—of the “father”—should be viewed as the sym-
bolic payment awarded them for sustaining the social order
with their bodies?

But by submitting women’s bodies to a general equivalent,
to a transcendent, super-natural value, men have drawn the
social structure into an ever greater process of abstraction,.to
the point where they themselves are produced in it as pure
concepts: having surmounted all their “perceptible” qualities
and individual differences, they are finally reduced to the aver-
age productivity of their labor. The power of this practical
economy of the meta—phy51cal comes from the fact that “physi-
ological” enérgy is transformed into abstract value without the

mediation of an intelligible elaboration. No individual subject

can be credited any longer with bringing about this transforma-
tion. It is only after the fact that the subject might possibly be
able to analyze his determination as such by the social structure.
And even then it is not certain that his love of gold would not
make him give up everything else before he would renounce the
cult of this fetish. ““The saver thus sacrifices to this fetish all the
penchants of his flesh. No one takes the gospel of renunciation
more seriously than he.”

Fortunately—if we may say so—women/commodities
would remain, as simple “objects’ of transaction among men.

Their situation of specific exploitation in exchange opera- -

tions—sexual exchange, and economic, social, and cultural ex-
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changes in general—mlght lead them to offer a new critique of
the political ecconomy.” A critique that would no longer avoid that

of discourse, and more generally of the symbolic system, in which it is

realized. Which would lead to interpreting in a different way the
impact of symbolic social labor in the analysis of relations of
production.

For, without the explmtatmn of women, what would be-
come of the social order? What modifications would it undergo
if women left behind their condition as commodities—subject
to being produced, consumed, valorized, circulated, and so on,
by men alone—and took part in elaborating and carrying out
exchanges? Not by reproducing, by copying, the *“phal-
locratic” models that have the force of law today, but by so-
cializing in a different way the relation to nature, matter, the
body, language, and desue
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Commodities among Themselves

The exchanges upon which patriarchal societies are based
take place exclusively among men. Women, signs, com-
modities, and currency always pass from one man to another; if
it were otherwise, we are told, the social order would fall back
upon incestuous and exclusively endogamous ties that would
paralyze all commerce. Thus the labor force and its products,
including those of mother earth, are the object of transactions

mong men and men alone. This means that the very possibility
bof a sociocultural order requires homosexuality as its organizing prin-
{ciple. Heterosexuality is nothing but the assignment of eco-
lnomic roles: there are producer subjects and agents of exchange
(male) on the one hand, productive earth and commodities
(female) on the other.

Culture, at least in its pattiarchal form, thus effectively pro—
hibits any return to red blood, including that of the sexual arena.
In consequence, the yuling power is pretense, o sham, which still fails
to recognize fis_own-endogamies. For in this culture the only sex,
the only sexes,.are-those needed to- keep relationships among
men running. smoothly

Why is masculine homosexuality considered exceptional,
then, when in fact the economy as a whole is based upon it?
Why are homosexuals ostracized, when society postulates ho-
mosexuality? Unless it is because the “incest” involved in homo-
sexuality has to vemain in the vealm of pretense.

This text was originally published as “Des marchandises entre elles,” in La
quinzaine littéraire, no. 215 (August 1975). English translation: *Commeodities
on Their Qwn,” trans. Claudia Reeder, in New French Feminisms, ed. Elaine
Marks and Isabelle de Courtivron (New York, 1981), pp. 107-110.
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Consider the exemplary case of father-son relationships, which
guarantee the transmission of patriarchal power and its laws, its
discourse, its social structures. These relations, which are in
cffect everywhere, cannot be eradicated through the abolition
of the family or of monogamous reproduction, nor can they

openly display the pederastic love in which they are grounded. L~

They cannot be put into practlce at_all, _except -in. language,
withotit ptovoking a general crisis, without, bringing .one. sort

~of symbolic systém to an end.

~The “other” homosexual relations, masculine ones, are just
as subversive, so they too are forbldden Because they openly
interpret the law according to which society operates, they threaten in
fact to shift the horizon of that law. Besides, they challenge the
nature, status, and “exogamic” necessity of the product of ex~
change. By short-circuiting the mechanisms of commerce,
might they also expose what is really at stake? Furthermore,
they might lower the sublime value of the standard, the yard-
stick. Once the penis itself becomes merely a means to pleasure,
pleasure among men, the phallus loses its power.. Sexual ple
we are told, is best left to those creatures who are 111—su1ted for
the seriotisnéss of :symbohc rules, namely, women.

Exchanges and relationships, always among men, would
thus be both required and forbidden by law. There is a price to pay
for being the agents of exchange male subjects have to give up
the possibility of serving as commodities themselves.

Thus all economic organization is homosexual. That-of-desire
as we ',Méven he desire for women. Woman exists only as an
otcasion for mediation, transaction, transition, transterence,

between man and_his. fellow _man, indeed.between. man. and

\h1mself

Considering that the peculiar status of what is called hetero-
sexuality has managed, and is still managing, to escape notice,

il
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how can relationships among women be accounted for in this system of

¢, \ exchange? Except by the assertion that as soon as she desires
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(herself), as soon as she speaks (expresse;“herself, to herself), a

i another woman, she i1s homosexual, and therefore masculine,
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Freud makes this clear in his analyses of female homosexual-
ity.1

A woman chooses homosexuality only by virtue of a “‘mas-
culinity complex” (p. 169). Whether this complex is a “direct
and unchanged continuation of an infantile fixation’ (p. 168) or
a regression toward an earlier “masculinity complex,” it is only
as a man that the female homosexual can desire a woman who reminds
her of a man. That is why women in homosexual relationships
can play the roles of mother and child or husband and wife,
without distmection.

The mother stands for phallic-power; the child is always a
littl_éﬁEB—;; the husband is a father-man. And the woman? She
“doesn’t exist.” She adopts the disguise that she is told to put

: on. She acts out the role that is imposed on her. The only thing

really requirgd of her is that she keep intact the circulation of
pretense by enveloping herself in femininity. Hence the fault, the
infraction, the misconduct, and the challenge that female ho-
mosexuality entails. The problem can be minimized if female
homosexuality is regarded merely as an imitation of male
behavior.

So, “in her behaviour towards her love-object,” the female
homosexual, Freud’s at any rate, “throughout assumed the
masculine part” (p. 154); not only did she choose a “feminine
love-object,” but she also “‘developed a masculine attitude to-
wards that object” (p. 154). She “changed into a man and took
her [phallic] mother in place of her father as the object of her

1See Sigmund Freud, “The Psychogenesis of 2 Case of Homosexuality in a

Woman,” in Standard Edition of the Complete Works of Sigmund Freud, ed. James
Strachey, 24 vols. (London, 1953-1974), 18:147-171.
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love” (p. 158), but her fixation on “the lady” was explained all
the same by the fact that “her lady’s slender figure, severe
beauty and downright manner reminded her of the brother who
was a little older than herself” (p. 156).

How can we account for this “perversion” of the sexual func-
tion assigned to a “normal” woman? Our psychoanalyst’s in-
terpretation encounters some difficulty here. The phenomenon
of female homosexuality appears so foreign to his “theory,” to
his (cultural) imaginary, that it cannot help but be “neglected
by psychoanalytic research” (p. 147).

Thus to avoid a serious challenge to his new science, he has to
refer this awkward problem back to an anatomo-physiological

- cause: “of course the constitutional factor is undoubtedly of

decisive importance.” And Freud is on the lookout for anatom-
ical indications that would account for the homosexuality—the
masculine homosexuality—of his “patient.” ““Certainly there
was no obvious deviation from the feminine physical type,” she
was “beautiful and well-made,” and presented no “menstrual
disturbance,” but she had, “it is true, her father’s tall figure,
and her facial features were sharp rather than soft and girlish,
traits which might be regarded as indicating a physical mas-
culinity,” and in addition “some of her intellectual attributes
also could be connected with masculinity” (p. 154). But . . .
“the psycho-analyst customarily forgoes a thorough physical
examination of his patients in certain cases” (p. 154).

If he had not refrained from looking, what might Freud have
discovered as anatomical proof of the homosexuality, the mas-
culine homosexuality, of his “patient”’? What would his desire,
his inadmissible desire, for disguises have led him to “see”? To
cover up all those fantasies with a still anatomo-physiological
objectivity, he merely mentions “probably hermaphroditic ov-
aries” (p. 172). And finally he dismisses the girl, advising her
parents that “if they set store by the therapeutic procedure it
should be continued by a woman doctor” (p. 164).
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Not 2 word has been said here abouf Jeminine homosexuality™
Neither the girl’s nor Freud’s. Indee i, the “patient” seemed
completely indifferent to the treatment process, although her
“intellectual participation” was considerable. Pethaps the only
transference was Freud's? A negative transference, as they say. Or
denegational. For how could he possibly have identified himself
with a “lady” . . . who moreover was ““‘of bad repute’ sexu-
ally,” a “cocotte,” someone who “lived simply by giving her
bodily favours” (p. 161)? How could his “superego’” have per-
mitted him to be “quite simply” a woman? Still, that would
have been the only way to avoid blocking his “patient’s”
transference.

So female homosexuality has eluded psychoanalysis. Which
is not to say that Freud’s description 1§ simply ncorrect. The
dominant sociocultural economy leaves female homosexuals
only a choice between a sort of animality that Freud seems to
overlook and th%'fi;ﬁ?iﬁffﬁ(;n'o, male Models. In this economy any
interplay of désiré amofg WoTHEN's bodies, women’s organs,
women’s language is inconceivable.

t fetnale homosexuality.does exist. Buc it is recog-
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y to the extent that it
roditiés can_only
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under .the

o “market” on their own, enjoy their own worth
among themselves, speak to each other, desire each other, free
from the control of seller-buyer-consumer subjects. And the
interests of businessmen require that commodities relate to each
other as rivals.

But what if these “commodities” vefused to go to “‘market”? What
if they maintained “another” kind of commerce, among
themselves? -
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Exchanges without_idenafiable terms,. without accountsy
witholit_end . . . Without additions and accumulations, one
plus one, woman after woman ... Without sequence or
number. Without standard or yardsticrl‘zwﬁejt”id'b%'c;g and sham
would no longer be differentiated-by deceptive envelopes con-
cealing their Wmthé@n@iexchange ould be indistinguisha-
ble, The greatest valtie would be at the same tlmetﬂeleastkept
m‘*reserve. Nature’s resources would be expended without de-
pletion, exchanged without labor, freely given, exempt from
masculine transactions: enjoyment without a fee, well-being
without pain, pleasure without possession. As for all the strat-
egies and savings, the appropriations tantamount to theft and
rape, the laborious accumulation of capital, how ironic all that
would be.

Utopia? Perhaps. Unless this mode of exchange has under-
mined the order of commerce from the beginning—while the

necessity of keeping incest in the realm of pure pretense has stood in
the way of a certain economy of abundance.
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