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BLOCK 2 : FEMINISM
The previous block or the very first block of Sociology of Gender explained well
about the “social construction of gender”. This present block or block 2 tries to
explain about the detailed concept of “Feminism”. It consists of four units. Unit 1
describes about the meaning and definitions of Feminism. Unit 2 elaborates about
the origin and growth of Feminism and also described the waves of Feminism . Unit 3
speaks about the concept of Patriarchy. The last unit, Unit 4 explained well about the
various theories of Feminism like, Liberal, Radical, Socialist, Marxist and Materialist
Feminism.
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1.1 INTRODUCTION
In this unit we will try to understand a new concept or new discourse and that is
called feminism. Here, we will look at feminist concerns and how sociology as a
social science includes the feminist perspective to comprehend issues of gender in
society. Let us first have a brief knowledge about what Feminism is. Feminism is
understood as a social and political movement which argues for equal rights and
opportunities for women all over the world. It is from this movement, theorisation of
the structure of society in terms of gender arose. In this unit we will study about the
meaning and definitions of feminism in detail.

1.2 LEARNING OBJECTIVES
After studying this Unit, you would be able to:
• know concept and meaning of feminism
• understand and define feminism
• describe and explain what feminism means
• discuss feminist theory
• assess about criticism and future of feminism
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1.3 CONCEPT AND MEANING OF FEMINISM
The term ‘feminist’ is first used in French medical text in 1871. Since then, feminism
has been used to refer to social theories, economic ideologies, philosophy and most
commonly political and social movements, all of which operate with the underlying
assumption of women's oppression and subjugation in the world and Feminism aim to
bring equality, liberation and empowerment to women.
Feminism is a political perception based on two fundamental premises:
(1) that gender difference is the foundation of a structural inequality between
women and men, by which women suffer systematic social injustice, and
(2) that the inequality between the sexes is not the result of biological
necessity but is produced by the cultural construction of gender differences.
This perception provides feminism with its double agenda: to understand the social
and psychic mechanisms that construct and perpetuate gender inequality and then to
change them. (Morris, 1993).
As an idea and as a concept, ‘feminism’ has been identified as the main generator of
women’s and gender studies and also as the chief force behind the various women’s
movements all over the world. Feminist scholarship has been at the forefront of
critical thinking in the last four decades, challenging and rethinking major theoretical
and political formulations such as Marxism, and playing a leading role in the
development of post-colonial, post-modern theories, among others. While women’s
movements may not always be about women (that is, women in movements may have
different agendas from women’s movements), the fact that feminism and women’s
movements have been so intricately connected necessitates the need to study the
linkages, similarities and overlaps between the two. In the various units of this block,
we will try to describe and explain these linkages, and trace the evolution of various
feminisms in the world.
Feminism in general has placed women as the subject of enquiry and as agents of
accumulating knowledge on gender. This proposition has brought social
transformations both at the level of theory and praxis. Feminism has spearheaded the
change process by critiquing the process of knowledge acquisition and challenged the
hegemony of men’s experience in the social institutions (Thorne, 1987).
Feminism is not only an ideology, or a set of beliefs and values about women and
gender relations, but also a social-political movement for social change. The
challenge is whether new feminist theories of knowledge will require new techniques
for gathering and evaluating evidence or whether feminist epistemologies will lead to
using old tools in new ways. Feminism is more than a philosophy or ideology. It is a
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“vocabulary of motives” maintained by strong group support. Becoming a feminist
leads to a transformation of consciousness and an alteration in the perception and
interpretation of everyday life.
Feminism is a movement. It challenged the causes for questioning the inferior status
of women. The movement demands challenged the cause for equal status for men and
women. It is also an ideology that works towards empowering women. It is a
collective consciousness. Any individual or collective can strive for gender equality,
gender equity and fight against oppression, injustice, exploitation and violence
against women.
When we think of feminism today, we imply three levels of activity:
1) A description of the oppression and subjugation experienced by women and
an analysis of its causes.
2) An action-plan or prescription that suggests ways of transforming the
situation, so as to liberate and empower women.
3) A celebration of the strengths and gifts of womanhood and an exploration
of the alternative ways of functioning that are part of the modus operandi of
women. (This point with its suggestion of essentialism in its understanding of
woman is hotly debated by feminists of various schools of thought.)
The basic idea of feminism interprets the subordination of women by men. Feminism
believes in the liberation of women from such subordination. They argue that it is
only possible through the annihilation of patriarchy. Consequentially, it will result in
a world which understands the social location of the women. Mary Wollstonecraft’s
Vindication of the Rights of Women in 1792 is one of the pioneering work which
combined feminist theory and feminist activism. Feminism, in the earlier stage,
focused on the equality of women in the political and economic realms. For instance,
Women’s Social and Political Union (WSPU) founded in 1903 dealt with the
question of suffrage. The second wave feminists explores the impact of cultural
oppression of the subordination of women, Feminists reject the notions of
universalized male and advocate their understanding based on experience and
identities.
On the other hand, Marxist feminists argue that oppression of women is linked to
social and economic structure. Radical feminists explore the subordination women
through the sexuality and assert that sexual oppression is the invasion of male on the
sexuality of women. Psychoanalytical stream of feminism focuses on the subjectivity
of women with in the cultural field of sex. Socialist feminists examine the
relationship between capitalism and patriarchy. The homogenous as well as universal
feminist models are being challenged by the differences based on sexual orientation,
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race, caste and so on.
Several expected findings were developed comparing feminists and non-feminists on
three dimensions of consciousness:
1) perceptions of women
2) autonomy and self-control, and
3) overt feminist interpretation.
Feminists are more likely to use a feminist vocabulary of motives, introduce the
general theme of sexism or specific feminist themes such as job discrimination.
The book by Angela McRobbie, The Aftermath of Feminism: Gender, Culture and
Social Change (2009) described that in the post-feminist era, the idea of feminism is
well adopted by the young women in spheres of education, sexuality, fashion beauty
industry, and globalization of economy and that young women tend to be more
gender aware (Scharff, 2009).
Feminists differentiate between sex as a biological division between men and women
and gender as the socially unequal division into femininity and masculinity Marshall,
1994). Gender has for long been treated as purely a "secondary force" in history. The
presumption was that modern society is essentiality a class system. The nuclear
family was seen as the elemental unit of stratification, with the occupation or
employment status of the family ‘head’ (that is husband) defining the class position of
all its members (Grusky and Takata,1992).

1.4 DEFINING FEMINISM
Etymologically speaking, the word ‘feminism’ is derived from the French word
féminisme and it gained popularity during the 1800s. Feminism can be described as a
new cultural and political force emphasizing on the role of women as subject of social
change. It dealt with personalized and privatized experiences of individual women to
address the women’s question in domains of family and other institutions.
Feminism is the advocacy of social equality for men and women, in opposition to
patriarchy and sexism.
Feminism refers to a broad range of ideas which recognizes gender inequality within
the social system and seeks to challenge this inequality.
According to the Merriam-Webster Dictionary (Online Dictionary) it is the theory of
the political, economic and social equality of the sexes and it also denotes organized
activity on behalf of women’s rights and interests. The Cambridge Advanced
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Learner’s Dictionary defines feminism as “a belief that women should be allowed the
same rights, power and opportunities as men and be treated in the same way”. It also
lays emphasis on the set of activities intended to achieve this state of equilibrium.
Feminism is defined as the advocacy of social equality for men and women, in
opposition to patriarchy and sexism. In brief, it can be said that feminism is a belief in
the equality of sexes.
Feminism is defined as “an awareness of patriarchal control, exploitation and
oppression at the material and ideological levels of women’s labour, fertility and
sexuality, in the family, at the workplace and in society in general, and the conscious
action by women and men to transform the present situation”. It gets shaped by local
specific issues. So it may mean different things. Feminism is an ongoing struggle for
women’s rights. The Beijing Conference in 1995 describes feminism as “looking at
the world through women’s eyes”. So, anybody (man or woman) who is conscious of
the existence of gender inequalities, male domination and patriarchy, and acts against
it, is a feminist (Bhasin and Said Khan, 2005).
Feminism views the personal experiences of women and men through the lens of
gender. How we think of ourselves (gender identity), how we act (gender roles), and
our sex’s social standing (gender stratification), are all rooted in the operation of our
society.

Source: Retrieved from: http://www.amazon.com/FEMINISM-Radical-NotionPINBACKFeminist/dp/B003R0BPWW
While it is very difficult to find out the precise meaning of the word one cannot help
but agree with Rebecca West, the famous writer who wrote in 1913, “I only know
that people call me a feminist whenever I express sentiments that differentiate me
from a doormat or a prostitute” (West, 1982, p.5).
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Feminism argues that the gender system subordinates women in patriarchal relations
that exist over and above class relations, since male dominance over women's
productive and reproductive roles predates the emergence of capitalism (O’ Rand,
1992).
In the early years, the word carried negative connotations as it sometimes does even
now. Another question may be raised here in order to clarify the definition of the
word feminism, that is, what would we call women who continued to work for the
cause but did not call themselves feminists? There are several examples like the firstwave women trade unionists in Britain who fought for equal pay. Closer home,
Sarojini Naidu totally disapproved being called a feminist. But in both the cases, the
contribution to the cause of women’s movement has been of immense value
politically. It may be emphasized here that the contexts of feminism keep changing
and all those working for the cause come within its ambit. Writing about South Asia,
Kumari Jayawardena defines feminism as, “embracing movements for equality within
the current system and the struggles that have attempted to change the system”.
(Jayawardena, 1986, p. 2)
You would have realized by now that feminism might have different meanings and
connotations in different regions, countries and spaces and it might differ according
to the requirements of class, caste, background, educational level, consciousness etc.
However, broadly speaking it creates an awareness of women’s oppression and
exploitation in society and inspires conscious action by women and men to change
this situation.

1.5 BASIC FEMINIST IDEAS
Although people who consider themselves feminists disagree about many things,
most of them support the following five general principles:
1. The Importance of Change
Feminist thinking is decidedly political, linking ideas to action. Feminism is critical
of status-quo, denoting change towards social equality for men and women.
2. Expanding Human Choice
Feminists maintain that cultural conceptions of gender divide the full range of human
qualities into two opposing and limited spheres: the female world of emotions and
cooperation and the male world of rationality and competition. As an alternative, the
feminists propose a “reintegration of humanity” by which each human can develop all
human traits.
3. Eliminating Gender Stratification
Feminism opposes laws and cultural norms that limit the education, income and job
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opportunities of women. For this reason, the feminists advocate provision of equal
rights to women.
4. Ending Sexual Violence
Today’s women’s movement seeks to eliminate sexual violence. Feminists argue that
patriarchy distorts the relationships between women and men, encouraging violence
against women in the form of rape, domestic abuse, sexual harassment, and
pornography.
5. Promoting Sexual Autonomy
Finally, the feminism advocates women’s control of their sexuality and reproduction.
Feminists support the free availability of birth control information. Most feminists
also support a woman’s right to choose whether to bear children or terminate a
pregnancy, rather than allowing men – as husbands, physicians, and legislators – to
control women’s sexuality. Finally, many feminists support gay people’s efforts to
overcome the many barriers they face in predominantly heterosexual culture.
Check Your Progress Exercise 1.1
Note:
I. Write your answer in the space given below.
II. Compare your answer with the one given at the end of this Unit
Q.1 What do you mean by feminism?
………………………………………………………………………………………..
………………………………………………………………………………………..
………………………………………………………………………………………..
………………………………………………………………………………………..

1.6 FEMINIST DISCOURSE IN INDIA
The feminist discourse in India has organized itself around its critique of marriage
and family. In this context, you may say that the feminists in India have articulated
the debate in the last three decades of the twentieth century by theorizing not only
around deconstruction of oppression of women but also its negotiation and
transformation in real life situations. Focussing on the economic class aspects of
women’s oppression, socialist feminism has engaged in discussing the relationship
between sexual, economic class and racial oppression.
Scholars, like Hensman (2005:70), have provided a socialist feminist critique of
marriage, family and community as they feel that “the original left critique is
inadequate”. Similarly, John (2005:712) has studied family and marriage in a
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historical perspective and shown how the social reform movement “during the
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries engaged with the domestic domain via a
critique of ‘tradition’, as embodied by specific subjects such as widows, child brides
and others”. Not just confined to the upper and middle class social reality, the
feminists in India have drawn our attention to emerging critiques by Dalit and lower
caste women. Formation of an all India group by the name of National Federation of
Dalit Women symbolized another arena of debate around caste-based inequalities and
Indian feminists faced the challenges that this critique brought out into the open about
the invisibility of Dalit women’s perception of exclusion from the mainstream of the
feminist movement (see Rao 2005).
Violence against women and legal inequalities were of course the key themes
discussed extensively by feminists in India but now they are entering the domain of
marriage and family in the light of now fairly common occurrences, clashes of
perceptions about sexuality and gender relationships (for an account of women’s
studies and sociology see John 2003).

1.7 CYBER FEMINISM
“Cyber feminism” emerged at a particular moment in time, 1992, simultaneously at
three different points on the globe. In Canada, Nancy Paterson, a celebrated high tech
installation artist, penned an article called “Cyber feminism” for Stacy Horn’s Echo
Gopher server. In Australia, VNS Matrix Josephine Starrs, Julianne Pierce, Francesca
da Rimini and Virginia Barratt coined the term to label their radical feminist acts and
their blatantly viral agenda: to insert women, bodily fluids and political consciousness
into electronic spaces.
In a similar year, British cultural theorist Sadie Plant formulated a term to describe
her recipe for defining the feminizing influence of technology on Western society and
its inhabitants. In 1997 at the first International Cyber feminist conference in
Germany, the Old Boys’ Network (OBN), the organization that had arisen to be the
central hub of Cyber feminist thinking, refused to define the school of thought, but
instead drafted the “100 Anti-Theses of Cyber feminism” in order to make it open and
free of classification. Their methodology to draw it was multilingual and nonrestrictive. The underlying assumption was that there can be no definition because
that limits what Cyber feminism means?
According to Jennifer Brayton- Cyber feminism, takes feminism as its starting point,
and turns its focus upon contemporary technologies, exploring the intersections
between gender identity, the body, culture and technology.
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Cyber feminism is a way of redefining the conjunctions of identities, genders, bodies
and technologies, specifically as they relate to power dynamics. It is a celebration of
multiplicity.
However, they simplify and argue that Cyber feminism refers to feminism(s) applied
to and/or performed in cyberspace. An authoritative definition of cyber feminism is
difficult to find in written works due to the fact that early cyber feminists deliberately
evaded a rigid elucidation. At the first International cyber feminist conference,
delegates avoided stating what cyber feminism was and instead devised the 100 antitheses and defined what cyber feminism was not. The idea of defining/not defining it
through several overlapping ideas (anti-theses) is appropriate to post-modern feminist
ideals of a fluid worldview rather than a rigid binary oppositional view and reflects
the diversity of theoretical positions in contemporary feminism denoting cyber
feminism as an International movement. This combination of serious real world
action mixed with a good dose of irony and sense of fun is also evident in many cyber
feminist artworks. Carolyn Guertin has perhaps lucidly dubbed cyber feminism: “a
way of redefining the conjunctions of identities, genders, bodies and technologies,
specifically as they relate to power dynamics” in an interview for CKLN-FM in
Toronto. Cyber feminism is a feminist community, philosophy and set of practices
concerned with feminism’s interactions with and acts in cyberspace.

1.8 OPPOSITION TO FEMINISM
Feminism provokes criticism and resistance from both men and women who hold
conventional ideas about gender. Some of the main reasons for opposition include:
maintenance of status-quo to protect male privileges; protection of traditional family
institution; and to continue the traditional roles of men and women.
Opposition to feminism is primarily directed at its socialist and radical variants;
otherwise, there is a widespread support for the principles of liberal feminism.

1.9 LOOKING AHEAD: GENDER IN THE 21ST CENTURY
Remarkable technological, socio-economic and cultural changes have occurred
during the last century, leading to the restructuring of the social system and role of
men and women. Many factors have contributed to this transformation. Perhaps, the
most important, of them, was the industrialisation, which broadened the range of
human activity and shifted the nature of work from physically demanding tasks that
favoured male strength to jobs that require human thought and imagination, putting
the talents of women and men on an equal footing. Additionally, medical technology
gives us control over reproduction, so women’s lives are less constrained by
unwanted pregnancies.
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Many women and men have also deliberately pursued social equality. And as more
women assume positions of power in the corporate and political worlds, social
changes in the 21st century may be as great as those we have already witnessed.
Gender is an important part of personal identity and family life, and it is deeply
woven into the moral fabric of human society. Therefore, efforts at change will
continue to provoke opposition. While changes may be incremental, the movement
towards a society in which women and men enjoy equal rights and opportunities
seems certain to gain strength.

1.10 LET US SUM UP
‘Feminism’ is a collection of movements and ideologies aimed at defining,
establishing, and defending equal political, economic, and social rights for women.
This includes seeking to establish equal opportunities for women in education and
employment. A feminist advocates or supports the rights and equality of women.
Here we have understood about the concept and meaning of feminism, definition of
feminism and basic feminist ideas, feminist discourse in India. Also we have covered
the opposition and criticism towards the concept of feminism. Feminism is no more a
fad and the feminist approach is reflective of larger transformations in the perceptions
and constructions of social reality. Feminist theory, which emerged from these
feminist movements, aims to understand the nature of gender inequality by examining
women’s social roles and lived experience; it has developed theories in a variety of
disciplines in order to respond to issues such as the social construction of sex and
gender. Some of the earlier forms of feminism have been criticized for taking into
account only white, middleclass, educated perspectives. This led to the creation of
ethnically specific or multiculturalists forms of feminism.

1.11

CHECK YOUR PROGRESS: ANSWER KEYS

Ans to Q 1:

The word ‘feminism’ is derived from the French word féminisme and
gained popularity during the 1800s. Since then, feminism has been
used to refer to social theories, economic ideologies, philosophy and
most commonly political movements, which operate with the
underlying assumption of women’s oppression and subjugation in the
world, and which aim to bring equality, liberation and empowerment
to women.
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2.1 INTRODUCTION
This unit will introduce you to various strands of the notion of the history of
feminism, and explain how the notion evolved both as a concept and movement.
Discussions on the history of feminism unfolded the idea that women across the globe
have diversifying experiences, realities and positions emerging from the institutions
and situations where the women are located. There is no universal history of
feminism is the key and central argument here. The very fact that a notion to highlight
the condition of women evolved in the 19th century, and came to be known as
feminism, shows that there was something amiss in the scheme of things. Firstly, it
appeared that women were gradually asserting themselves to get the right to be
treated like human beings; secondly, they were also by now convinced that this
change in their position was possible thanks to the liberalizing and equalizing forces
unleashed in the world by the capitalist-socialist combine. This combine had become
a major force to reckon with by the end of the 19th and start of the 20th century.

2.2 LEARNING OBJECTIVES
After studying this Unit, you would be able to:
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discuss the origin/history and growth of feminism
understand the evolution and waves of feminism
describe various approaches of feminism in historical context
analyse the development of feminism in different spans of time
explain the Western and Indian feminism

2.3 ORIGIN/HISTORY OF FEMINISM
From the very beginning we seek to establish that there is no one history of feminism.
Indeed, the unfolding of the history of feminism alerts us to the idea that women all
over the world have very different experiences and realities to contend with. No one
narration can presume to encapsulate the experience of all women all over the world.
In other words a universal history of feminism is not possible, nor is it desirable.
There is clearly a kind of consciousness that imbues feminism and a specific
historical context that made it possible for feminism to emerge. By familiarizing
ourselves with some of the currents in the history of feminism, let us try to achieve
some kind of clarity on the question of what is feminism and then its varied history.
Feminism as a term emerged long after women started questioning their inferior
status and demanding a change in that status. Should all theories and actions intended
to “improve” women’s position intentionally or unintentionally be seen as feminist?
Or is feminism to be understood as a body of thought and action that has its own
distinctive history, practice and ideas? We would be more comfortable with the latter
position and of course we hasten to add that there is no one history of feminist
practice or idea.
For centuries, women’s voices and struggles have not been heard or recorded. Thus
there is not much access to what women thought, but the fact is that women have
always thought about their lives and tried to resist their subordination. Women were
not seen as political creatures for most part of history; their lives were seen as
confined to the home and the hearth. Thus, not much is known about the political
views or aspirations of women, as women’s voices in general were not considered
worthy of record (much less their political voices which were thought to be nonexistent). But the fact is that in the rich corpus of oral history including poems,
folktales etc, women’s attempts to understand, explain, ridicule and challenge the
basis of their lives may be glimpsed. In the next section, we will look at women’s
early attempts to voice feminist ideas, and their dissatisfaction with their given roles
in society.
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2.4 POST-MODERNIST TURN IN FEMINIST HISTORY
Yet another dimension to the feminist discourse has been provided by
postmodernism. Since the late 1980s, post-modernism has been relentlessly
questioning binaries of all sorts, doubting the possibility of certitude and finiteness in
the pursuit of knowledge as well rejecting the idea of an objectivity based on
rationality. Most of these ideas sit very comfortably within the fold of feminism, for
the latter has accused existing norms of reason and objectivity of being partial and
based on male reason.
By the end of the 1980s, it was obvious to women’s groups that there was no
uncomplicated “woman” as the subject of feminist politics or of the pursuit of gender
justice in India or anywhere else. Nivedita Menon has argued that these developments
have brought forth the realization that “women” as a readymade subject of feminist
politics does not exist, instead women are located within a grid of identities ranging
from caste, class, religion among other possible identities. She argues that people are
mobilized along the grid of multiple identities; at different times and in different
political conditions, different identities are fore grounded. In other words, just
because many women have come together it does not mean that they have indeed
come together as “women”, they could have gathered together because they are upper
caste or because they are Tamil. Subject hood, to put it differently, has to be the
conscious result of deliberate political mobilization. Only when women are
consciously thinking about their lives as women in the context of gender inequality
and marginality, and seek political solutions, do they become subjects of feminist
history.
The Universal (for example to only talk of women as if no differences exist among
women would be the use of a universal category) needs to be critiqued, for it more
often than not tends to become undemocratic, hiding within it all kinds of differences
and discrimination. But we need to remind ourselves that often the specific also tends
to become universalizing, and then it needs to be challenged (in the section on Black
feminism we saw how the term Black itself which is supposedly specific,
universalizes the experiences of diverse groups of Black women, such as Black
women in America versus Black women in Africa and so on). In other words there
really cannot be permanent and frozen identities. It is the admission of this conflict
and tension that will generate a more democratic feminist history and politics where
no category, not even that of the Dalit feminist, can be seen as final and finished. The
unmarked woman can no longer be the ideal subject of feminism.
The impact of these new arguments is that it is no longer common to hear of feminist
sisterhoods as it is to hear of feminist solidarities. Bell hooks, for instance, has
argued that sisterhood suggests similarity and thus leads to the inevitable trap of
homogenization; whereas, solidarity suggests the possibility of various kinds of
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diverse oppressions coming together; indeed even men who are oppressed could be
part of this solidarity. (Bell hooks deliberately spells her name without capitalization
as a strategy to draw attention to her marginalization as an African-American
woman.)
However, some feminists have today woken up to the pitfalls of walking all the way
with post-modernism, for it could create a new set of issues. Postmodernism
emphasizes differences and shifting subjectivities. This has profound implications for
feminist politics. If it is no longer possible to talk of women in any meaningful way
(since all identities are fluid and all social groups are constructs), then, on whose
behalf would feminists now mobilize? This renders the possibility of collective
politics of the old style irrelevant. In response to these fears, others, like Judith
Squires, in her book Gender and Political Theory, has talked about the possibility of
forging strategic sisterhoods, constantly keeping in mind the power relations that
created particular identities. Nivedita Menon in her book Recovering Subversion has
argued that it is possible for feminist politics to employ both the strategies of
deconstruction and interrogation of the identity of woman thereby exposing the
constructed nature of identities, and at other times to employ the strategy of invoking
an identity in order to engage in the radical politics of subversion.

2.5 GROWTH OF FEMINISM
A useful way to mark the growth of a feminist approach to sociology is to identify
three stages in the study of gender-related issues since 1970.


Initially, the emphasis was on sex differences and the extent to which such
differences might be based on biological properties of individuals.



In the second stage, the focus shifted to individual-level sex roles and
socialization, exposing gender as the product of specific social arrangements,
although still conceptualizing it as an individual trait.



The hallmark of the third stage is the recognition of the centrality of gender as
an organizing principle in all social systems, including work, politics,
everyday interaction, families, economic development, law, education, and a
host of other social domains. As our understanding of gender has become
more social, so has our awareness that gender is experienced and organized in
race-and class-specific ways.

By the end of the 1980s there was a strong feeling in America that equality between
the sexes had been achieved, and in fact women were now in a position of advantage
as compared with men. This became the theme song of the anti-feminist backlash that
fed into the ideology of the New Right. Feminism came to be held responsible for all
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the ills of the American society. Susan Faludi has captured the nuances of these
arguments in her well-known book, Backlash: The Undeclared War against Women.
In the 1990’s feminism of the liberal equal rights variety consciously tried to move
away from the image of the oppressed woman to that of the woman with initiative
and agency. Significantly, the political import of coercive sex and the need to act
politically against it is increasingly acknowledged by liberal feminists. It is no longer
pushed into the private sphere where it is treated as a mere personal matter. Moving
away from the earlier demand of joining men in the workplace, the demand now is for
a restructuring of the workplace itself to make it more compatible with family life.
Parallel to this a greater involvement by men in the domestic sphere is sought. The
shift is worth noticing. Whereas in the 1960s and 1970s, the focus was entirely on
the public sphere, by the nineties there is a realization that the public cannot be
changed without addressing the private. This shift is not only politically significant; it
is also a fundamental challenge to the liberal idea of the dichotomy between the
public and the private. Thus many equal rights feminists have moved away from
some of their key liberal positions and have acknowledged the shared nature of
apparently isolated individual private experience. This has led them to ask for
substantial changes in the manner in which the private domain itself is organized,
especially the whole issue of care and responsibility within the family. Yet another
significant departure is their asking for state intervention in the private sphere of life
as well.
The Story As it Unfolds Today
In the post-1980s world of feminism, a lot of discussion has centered around the
question of whether there is at all a fundamental form of oppression. The next
questions have been: Who can speak for whom? Can the category of ‘women’ hold
ground in the context of the differences that have now been highlighted? In fact,
today many feminists would agree that opening up the feminist field to differences
has permitted us to place women in a matrix of oppression and privilege, where no
one is a permanent occupant of either of the two positions. This approach challenges
the idea of permanent contradictions and frozen hierarchies. It also suggests that
different forms of oppression intersect at different historical points and indeed there is
no hierarchy of oppressions rendering one more significant than the other. This
insight has led to women from different backgrounds to question the validity of what
seemed like the outpourings of white women from the west.
One of the strongest challenges has come from black women in America and to some
extent Britain. The general mood of Islamophobia that seems to have gripped the
world now is ironically also the context for a great deal of discussion on what has
been described as Islamic feminism. Closer home is the articulation by Dalit feminists
and the serious charge that feminism in India is guilty of being Brahminical in its
orientation. Able-bodied feminists have been rightly told repeatedly about the
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completely different experience of womanhood by women with disabilities, and thus
the encounter of women with disabilities of a world characterized by patriarchy is
substantially different from that of able-bodied women. You will read about all of
these specific claims in much greater detail in subsequent units of this course.
Angela Davis is of the opinion that a feminism that begins with the experiences of
white middle class women would have very little room in it for the experiences of
black women. After all, a key aspect of white women’s privilege is to talk of
themselves as though they are indeed talking about all women, and if there are some
women whose experiences and struggles don’t fit, they are seen as marginal. This is
very similar to the situation of upper caste feminists in India who, it has been pointed
out by Dalit feminists, are guilty of the same lapse. Of course, the whole discourse on
black feminism has been challenged as being not sufficiently sensitive to differences
among black women, for example black women in America do benefit from the
exploitation of the labor of black women in Africa. In other words, this is a warning
against using any category in an essentializing or universalizing way.
Besides the issues mentioned above, the end of the 1980s saw an increasing concern
within feminism to understand sexuality not just in terms of sexual violence but also
as desire and pleasure, and take sexuality beyond the pale of heteronormativity. The
issue of sexuality with a different focus and the greater acceptance of lesbian, gay and
bisexual issues within the fold of feminism have come to characterize the 1990s.

2.6 EVOLUTION OF FEMINISM
2.6.1 Evolution of the Three Waves of Feminism
Scholars have divided the history of Western feminism into three ‘waves’. The first
wave in the 19th and early 20th century primarily focused on women’s voting rights.
The second wave refers to the women’s liberation movement which began in the
1960’s and was concerned with the legal and social equality of women. The third
wave, beginning in the 1990’s, builds on the apparent failures of second wave and
tries to address them. You will read more about these “waves” in the context of
western feminisms in section 4.6.1 below.
The concept of waves is not used to describe/analyse feminism in the Indian context.
Given the significance of the colonial situation when the women’s movement first
emerged and its close association with anti-colonial struggles, the term ‘feminism’
did not gain much currency in the women’s movement’s self-description in that
period. In a later period, after Independence, women were engaged on multiple
political fronts. Thus, the term ‘women’s movement’ is more commonly used in the
Indian context.
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It will be correct to say that even though the word feminism came to be used in the
19th century, the concept came into existence much earlier. As you have already
learned in Unit 1 of Block 1, feminist writings first appeared in the 15th century with
Christine de Pizan, Margaret Cavendish, Mary Astell and Mary Wollstonecraft.
Feminism got a boost and emerged by the 19th century in ‘waves,’ as noted above,
especially in the US and UK.

2.6.2 New Feminisms
The term ‘New Feminism’ has been understood to include the varieties of feminist
concepts that have evolved over time. At different times, various kinds of feminisms,
and various phases of women’s movements, have been dubbed as “new” in order to
indicate major turns and shifts. Post-feminism, power feminism, third wave
feminism, libertarian feminism, babe feminism all these terms have been used
periodically to describe new feminism. The ongoing debate over the meaning of the
term feminism has led to the coinage of the term new feminism. Contrary to the belief
that these recent contributions on feminism are different or “do not easily fit into the
more familiar models of feminist politics” these new feminisms have influenced
feminist works academically and “have had a far ranging influence in the political,
economic and cultural spheres” (Showden, 2009, p.1). Most of the new feminisms
have been grouped under the rubrics of “post feminism” or “third-wave feminism” or
both. Both these terms are often, unwittingly, used interchangeably. Although both
are responses to dissatisfactions with liberal, socialist, and radical forms of secondwave feminist theory, they have different connotations. Originally, the term was used
in Britain in the 1920s to distinguish the new feminists from the old school of
mainstream feminists, thus known because of the issue of suffrage which they
championed and which marks the beginning of feminism in the modern period.
The new feminists were also known as welfare feminists because they were more
specifically concerned with the well-being of mothers and the requirements of
motherhood like family allowances being paid directly to mothers. They also vouched
in favour of protective legislation in industry. They were led by Eleanor Rathbone of
the Union of Societies for Equal Citizenship, an organization that took up the cause of
the post-suffrage era of feminism. Those who opposed the New Feminists were
mostly young women who did not believe in the idea of separate spheres for women.
They were particularly opposed to protective legislation, which they saw as being in
practice restrictive legislation, which kept women out of better-paid jobs on the
pretext of health and welfare considerations. In recent years, the term ‘new feminism’
has been revived by Catholic feminists responding to the call of the Pope. The ‘new
feminism’ which rejects the temptation of imitating models of ‘male domination’ in
order to acknowledge and affirm the true genius of women in every aspect of the life,
in society and overcome all discrimination, violence and exploitation”
(www.vatican.va/evangelium-vitae, para 99).
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New Feminism also claims to be a Catholic philosophy, which emphasized the notion
that men and women are complementary to each other, thus disputing the notion of
superiority of men over women as embodied in patriarchy. Belonging to the genre of
“difference feminism”, this notion not only believes in the equal worth and dignity of
both the sexes, but also supports the notion of the strengths, perspectives and roles of
women. With the influence of New Feminism various world issues have been taken
within the fold of feminism and have been studied with a feministic approach. Thus,
varieties of feminisms have evolved, for example, the concept dealing with
environment and women and their linkages is known as environmental feminism or
ecofeminism. Ecofeminists see men as controllers of land and hence responsible for
the oppression of women. The same dynamics operate for the destruction of the
natural environment. One point of criticism could be that there is too much stress on
the mystical aspect of women and nature. There are other types of feminisms that
have developed around issues, regions or communities for example, Dalit feminism,
Black feminism and Third-world feminism (which is closely related to Asian and
African feminism).
These varieties of feminisms have come under the influence of ideologies like
postcolonial feminism, which emphasizes not only colonial domination and
marginalization of colonized women by Western feminists, but also the ability of the
colonized to remain active and articulate within this framework. Postmodern
feminists argue that sex and gender are socially constructed, that there is no
homogeneity in women’s experiences because their cultures and histories are varied
and that terms like gender, feminism and politics are too limiting. In a different vein
the poststructuralist feminists believe that, it is this difference which is one of the
most powerful tools that women have, especially if it is combined with the various
intellectual currents. Even opinion on the role of men is divided- according to some,
men are also oppressed by gender roles while others consider men as agents of
oppression, or complicit in fashioning sexist ideologies and practices. Contrary to
common beliefs, most feminists are not rabid “man-haters”, indeed many of them
have cordial social and personal relationships with men. The characterization of
feminists as aggressively anti-men is, some feminists argue, a means of discrediting
feminists and the feminist movement. In our day to day interactions at home we may
notice examples of “feminism” being discredited on one pretext or the other. For
instance when a young girl wants to leave home or go out for some vocation or for a
job or for higher studies and gets adamant about fulfilling her dreams she is often
accused as being under the influence of feminism or the new trends that have plagued
the modern society. But when the very same girl earns a livelihood for the whole
family and goes out to do so she is encouraged.
Why? There is a lot of contradiction involved in the society and its regulations which
are dominated by men and are modelled on patriarchy. Similarly, there are attempts to
control women’s reproductive rights and choices. Women are, at times, forced to
abort female foetus and go for a male child in keeping with the wishes of the
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husband’s family whereas for a mother it makes no difference if the child is a boy or
a girl. Many such instances may be recalled from our surroundings that we encounter
daily. There are also instances of oppression of men in the name of gender roles. In
dowry cases or in cases of violence against women at times men are falsely
implicated. More recently there are several cases where the law against dowry is
misused by the wife to extract monetary gains or to extricate herself from the bond of
marriage. All this happens at times at the instigation of her parental family. Here the
role of law becomes very important and proper discrimination is required so that
injustice is not perpetrated.

2.7 WESTERN FEMINISMS
It is generally believed that feminism first appeared in the 19th century. In the second
half of the 19th century state sponsored social reforms were being carried out in
Europe. In the backdrop of industrialization, liberalism and growing national
consciousness, the domestic policies of most of the European states were influenced
by these forces. In the years after the 1880’s various progressive steps were
engendered by state governments like universal manhood suffrage, expansion of the
popular press, acts and laws to regulate factory hours and working conditions. But
they fell short of fulfilling the needs and demands of most workers. The long
economic depression that began in 1873 and lasted well into the 1890s added to
social and political tensions in almost every country. Many feminists contended that
social reforms would be inadequate as long as women were without the right to enter
universities or vote. Thus, the suffrage movement took shape and forged ahead with
the demand for voting rights for all adult women. Gradually the movement grew
strong and drew within its fold various other issues of concern for women. This
process of gradual undulation of women’s demands is known as ‘waves’ of the
women’s movement. Let us now take a closer look at the notion of the three waves of
Western women’s movements, as they have been identified by scholars.

2.7.1 Feminism in the Three Waves of Women’s Movements
The first wave of the feminist movement in the United States began in the 1840’s as
women opposed to slavery, including Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Lucretia Mott,
drew parallels between the oppression of African Americans and the oppression of
women. They also sought equality in property rights and changes in the marriage
relationship. They are mostly known for their efforts for suffrage or voting rights for
women. The Seneca Falls convention began the social movement by which women
finally won the right to vote in 1920. But other disadvantages persisted, and a second
wave of feminism arose in the 1960s and continues today.
Sometimes also referred to as the women’s liberation movement, the second wave
focused on the discrimination of women, and on cultural, social and political issues.
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Some of the most influential works of the second wave are The Second Sex by
Simone de Beauvoir (which was actually published in 1949 but gained its popularity
during this time), The Feminine Mystique by Betty Friedan and Sexual Politics by
Kate Millett. The second wave has often been accused of catering to the needs of the
upper middle-class white women and, sometimes, of biological essentialism.
Much of the scholarship on second-wave feminism has focused on divisions within
the women’s movement and its narrow conception of race and class. Feminists in the
1960s and 1970s also formed many strong partnerships, often allying themselves with
a diverse range of social justice efforts on a local grassroots level. There were
coalitions and alliances in which feminists and other activists joined forces to address
crucial social justice issues such as reproductive rights, the peace movement,
women’s health, Christianity and other religions, and neighborhood activism, as well
as alliances crossing boundaries of race, class, political views, and sexual identity.
Beginning in the late 1960s, women’s health became a primary concern of feminist
activists throughout Canada. Women’s liberationists located in Vancouver were
particularly active. In 1970, members of the Vancouver Women’s Caucus organized
an Abortion Caravan that traveled across the country in the name of women’s rights
to accessible abortion on demand. The following year, the women of the Vancouver
Women’s Health Collective came together to imagine and create new feminist
options for women’s health care, including the operation of a women-run clinic
(Hewitt, 2009).
In the 20th century, two names stand out in terms of their originality. Simone de
Beauvoir of The Second Sex fame (1949) and Germaine Greer who wrote The
Female Eunuch (1970). The latter, like the former, is a monumental work. Both are
works of piercing subjectivity, literary feats of self-description whose status becomes
over time, ever more artistic and less political. Germaine Greer is the daughter, not
the originator, of feminist culture, and she and her work are part of the ‘second wave’
of feminism. Greer believes that women can change their saga if they so wish to or
they may change their lives for the better.
The feminist movement from the 1960s upto the early 1980s highlighted the notion
‘personal is political’. They argued for women’s equal access to public life in the
domains of education, paid work and contraceptive technologies. Women’s
movement in India had reference to second wave feminism of the West. Women’s
movement in India re-visited the social institutions of caste, class, religion and family
from a feminist perspective. According to Barrie Thorne (1987), feminists have
conceptualised women as ‘active subjects’ of enquiry and allowed them to exercise
their agency and diversity. For instance, within the sociology of occupation and
profession, women were simply relegated to the margins of class structure and
domestic space by assuming them to be static. On the contrary, men were given the
direct access to production and class struggle, and hence became the agents of social
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change (p. 88). Therefore, feminists of this period challenged the construction of two
separate gender spheres and broadened the definition of work by including visible and
invisible labour.
Women were re-conceptualized as active subjects by highlighting the following three
themes:
1) women’s subordination to men is basic to their experiences;
2) women are defined in relation to their social category and not by their
individual status; and
3) women are the actors and participants in all social institutions, hence the
study of gender needs to be the basis for conceptualizing private and public
institutions. (refer Thorne, 1987, p. 89).
Third-wave feminism, begun in the 1980s or early 1990s, addressed feminism across
class and race lines and has been grounded in culture rather than biology.
Postmodernist feminists, with their interrogation of fixed categories like ‘women’ and
‘gender’, belong to the third wave. In the west, some people also refer to a
contemporary ‘post-feminist’ era, which is based on the belief that the main agendas
of feminist movements have already been met through an egalitarian society which
offers equal rights and opportunities to men and women. However, there has been a
groundswell of strong opposition to such assumptions as most third wave feminists
continue to struggle in an unequal world. This is especially true in India, to which we
will turn in the next section.

2.8 INDIAN FEMINISM
Women, increasingly aware of their rights and duties, helped in the formation of the
first women’s movement in India. The use of the word ‘feminism’ in the Indian
context was still peripheral although its impact was being felt all over the country
thus leading to the birth of the women’s movement. More specifically, in the political
context, women were increasingly making their presence felt by way of participation
in the movement for national freedom. Women’s struggle, the world over, has been
marked by the efforts of the ‘second sex’ in dealing with the various material and
non-material inequalities and hierarchies that have affected women’s lives across time
and space, such as those related to class, gender, ‘race’, caste, sexuality, religion,
ethnicity, education, age or health. Women have, since ages, challenged or fought
these inequalities through different types of politics and activism in the public sphere
and through individual actions and forms of resistance in the so called ‘private
sphere’. Like the women’s movement elsewhere, the movement in India may also be
divided into three phases, if not waves.
The first phase began in the second half of the 19th century when socio-religious
reforms prompted women’s upliftment and gender equality. The second phase begins
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in the 1920s, when organized efforts were made to take up women’s issues. This
phase also coincided with the nationalist movement and at times both appeared to
merge. Women were also being gradually initiated into feminism. The role played by
women leaders and women’s organizations also constituted a new feature of this
period. The third phase started after independence, more specifically in the 1960’s,
when in the years after independence, the task of nation-building began. Another
phase, the fourth one, has been identified by scholars of women’s studies, beginning
with the 21st century, when women’s issues became more diverse and connected with
movements against other forms of inequality and subordination.

2.8.1 Post- independence Scenario: Indian Context
Like Western Europe and the United States, India too saw a feminist movement in the
early twentieth century and like them it gradually waned after gaining certain
demands. Later, a new feminist movement developed which brought together the
contemporary radical movements. The sixties and early seventies saw the
development of a whole spate of radical movements in India, from student uprisings,
workers’ agitations and peasant insurgencies to tribal, anti caste and consumer action
movements. These spanned a political spectrum from Gandhian-socialist (that is,
nonviolent protest based on explicitly moral values, over specific working or living
conditions); to the far left, in particular, the Maoists. The Gandhian-socialists initiated
several of the first women’s movements in post-Independence India. These included
an anti-alcohol agitation in north India, a consumer action and anti-corruption
agitation in western India, and a women’s trade union, also in western India.
Interestingly, however, neither they, nor others, looked upon these movements as
feminist, nor did they advance any theories of women’s oppression. These were
advanced first by two women’s groups which were formed in 1975, both of which
grew out of the Maoist far left. The Progressive Organization of Women (POW) in
Hyderabad offered an Engelsian analysis of women’s subordination, and the League
of Women Soldiers for Equality, in Aurangabad, linked feminism and anti-casteism,
saying that religious texts were used to subordinate both women and the lower castes.
Although the imposition of a State of Emergency on India in 1975 led to a break in
most agitational activities, there was, in many ways, an intensification of theoretical
discussion. In 1977, when the Emergency was lifted, several women’s groups had
developed out of these discussions which were able to come ‘overground’, and
several new groups were also formed. Most of these groups were based in the major
cities, such as Bombay (Mumbai), Delhi, Madras (Chennai), Poona (Pune), Patna and
Ahmedabad. Though there was no particular uniformity between them, their members
were largely drawn from the urban educated middle class, and this was an important
reason for their feeling that their own needs were minor, and different from the needs
of the large, and poor, majority of Indian women.
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These women’s groups comprised women from different sections of the far left, and
there was, at this time, considerable debate on the class basis of women’s oppression,
the road to women’s liberation, and the role that they themselves could play in this.
Historically, the experience of the Maoist insurgency of the late sixties and its
repression and disintegration in the early seventies, had led many to believe that a
revolutionary transformation of society could only come into being if different
oppressed groups, such as tribals, subordinate castes and women, first organized and
represented themselves, and then coalesced to fight their common enemies. The
question facing the women’s groups, therefore, was how women could organize and
represent themselves. The general feeling was that the primary role of middle-class
groups, such as their own, was to generate a consciousness of women’s oppression
not only among women but among workers, tribals and others. Broadly speaking, two
different views were expressed right from the beginning and continue to be
representative even now. The first view holds that socialist feminists should join
trade unions and revolutionary mass organizations while continuing to be members of
autonomous women’s groups. The former were seen as activist forums and the latter
as forums for the development of socialist-feminist theory. The second view
professed the spread of these activities more spontaneously. It implied that once a
feminist movement began, it would naturally spread and grow in multiple ways. The
two positions were neither as abstract nor as crude as they sound.
By and large, those holding the first had been, or were, active in radical and far left,
organizations. They felt that these organizations contained space for the raising of
feminist demands. The others had not been, or were not then, involved in such
organizations. They felt that negotiating within them would yield small gains
compared to those won by an independent women’s movement which, through its
very existence, would force political organizations to take note of it. In the event,
most of the women’s groups were sufficiently open to allow both views to coexist
within them. They developed links with far left, working-class, tribal and anticaste
organizations, campaigned around specific issues, and debated and disseminated
theories of women’s oppression. In the early years, however, campaigns were
relatively sporadic and minor compared to the pace of theoretical activity. Most of the
groups remained fairly loose until the beginning of the eighties - so few even named
themselves that at the first socialist-feminist conference in Bombay in 1978, their
main identification was regional - as the ‘Bombay group’, the ‘Delhi group’, and so
on.
By 1979-80, women’s groups and campaigns had started all over India, and ranged
from protesting dowry murders and police rape to unionizing women workers,
domestics and slum-dwellers. The campaigns against dowry murders and police rape
were in fact what ‘launched’ the women’s movement, for it was these that caught the
attention of the press and became public issues. The campaign against dowry murders
started in Delhi in 1979. This was the first time that dowry deaths, hitherto regarded
as suicide, were called murders and they also involved bride burning. It was also the
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first time that the private sphere of the family was invaded, and held to be a major site
for the oppression of women. The public/private dichotomy was broken by groups of
women demonstrating outside the houses and offices of those who were responsible
for dowry deaths within their families, and demanding the intervention of both state
and civil society. Interestingly, feminists were joined by local residents and within
some months of the campaign, groups of residents and professionals also began,
independently, to make similar protests.
Indian feminists discovered the ironic process whereby an agitation gained numerical
strength by being joined by political blocs, but at the same time found itself
constrained, intellectually, morally and strategically, by them. By the early eighties,
therefore, the women’s movement had grown in such a way that autonomous feminist
groups were only one of its several currents. Parties of all colours joined the
movement, the socialist and communist parties were becoming increasingly active, as
were the older, hitherto quiet, women’s organizations. At the same time an interest in
women began to be shown by diverse groups and radical movements. The socialists
had actually formed a women’s organization in 1977, which was affiliated to the
newly formed and elected Janata Party, but between 1978 and 1980 their activities
were fairly low-key and they were for that period marginalized by the feminists.
The Communist Party of India had had a women’s front from the late fifties, which
had dwindled into inactivity. It was galvanized only in 1980-81, when the Party saw
that women could again become an important constituency. The Marxists also noted
the potential of the women’s movement at this juncture, and formed two women’s
organizations in 1981, one of which was affiliated to their trade union. The first
attempt to organize women’s trade unions had been made in 1972, when the selfemployed Women’s Association, a kind of Gandhian socialist union of women
vendors, was formed in Ahmedabad. By the late seventies SEWA had expanded, and
to the union were added several craft co-operatives in and around Ahmedabad. In the
eighties they had branches all over the country.
Working-class women’s organizations which were set up in the late seventies or early
eighties were formed of women belonging to different streams, tended to be different
from SEWA. They, too, maintained a distance from the feminists as the issues they
handled differed. They did not wish to expose their constituencies to the struggle for
power which was being waged in the feminist movement. Perhaps it was for these
reasons that the efforts to reach out made by feminist groups in the eighties took the
form of neighbourhood rather than workplace politics, with groups of women
working in urban slum areas and mobilizing women in campaigns for better water
facilities, drainage, and so on. Interest in feminist ideas was meanwhile growing in
the radical socialist student movement, which had spearheaded a consumer cum
antistate agitation in Gujarat in the mid seventies, and had waged a campaign for land
redistribution in one district of Bihar in the late seventies.
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By this stage the Indian feminist movement was a multiplicity of organizations and
activities. In spreading it had undergone a process of fragmentation which is common
enough to all movements but which affected the feminists in a particular way. As a
credo, it is believed that feminism was based on the need for personal solidarity. This
led many feminists to question the very basis of feminism. Whereas earlier a certain
commonality of women’s experience was stressed, as a point at which political
differences could be transcended, it was now felt that differences could not be
subsumed in this way, and that the quest for unity was not only futile but also
counterproductive, for it allowed all sorts of evils to be glossed over. This affected the
movement in various ways. A new element could be seen in the links between
feminism and environmental, ecological, health, radical science, anti-communal and
anti-caste movements which appeared to be multiplying and strengthening all over
the country, and which led to new theoretical developments within the movement, as
well as new forms of action.

2.9 LET US SUM UP
Feminism was process classified based on the movements that emerged in various
historical periods. The period for first wave feminism was late nineteenth and early
twentieth century. During that period, they fought for women’s suffrage. The second
wave feminist activities were in 1960s and 1970s. They concentrated on women’s
equal rights in family, at the workplace and on sexuality. In the beginning of 1990s,
the third wave feminism started and it is continuing till now. Does feminism have a
future or has it served its purpose? The answer lies in the very emergence of various
types of ‘new’ feminisms over a period of time, and in different historical, cultural
and political contexts. This phenomenon shows that so long as the problems of
women persist, feminism will remain relevant.
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3.1 INTRODUCTION
Here we will attempt to introduce you to the relationships between gender and power,
and the root causes of gender oppression based on unequal power structures. What is
the basis of gender discrimination in a male dominated society? You will agree that
male dominance is pervasive across all societies and that most societies of the world
are positively biased towards males, albeit, differing in extent. The underlying
structure of male domination is described by feminists as “patriarchy”. Therefore, it is
important for us to understand patriarchy as a concept and how it operates in human
society. In this unit, we will contextualize women’s positions within patriarchy, by
examining the historical background of patriarchy as well as by obtaining a broad
understanding of capitalist patriarchy. Let us begin by looking at the main objectives
of reading this unit.

3.2 LEARNING OBJECTIVES
After studying this Unit, you would be able to:
• explain the meaning of the term ‘patriarchy’
• locate patriarchy in a historical context and explain its origins
• identify the relation between patriarchy and power
• understand the concepts of women and patriarchy in Indian context
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3.3 INTRODUCING PATRIARCHY
It would be interesting for you to know, the term patriarchy was by no means
invented by feminist scholars. Feminism is the advocacy of the rights of women. It
explains that women have been disadvantaged compared to men and are subordinated
to men because of a system of patriarchy. Patriarchy is a system of social structures
and practices through which men dominate and exploit women. This implies two
things. One that it is not biological characteristics but social systems that are at the
root of gender inequality. And second that not every individual man is necessarily in
a position of domination, nor is every woman in a position of subordination
This term patriarchy comes from nineteenth century anthropology and literally means
‘the rule of the father’ (from Latin, pater-father and arche-rule). This is a term that
lends itself to easy translation into other languages, so, for example, in Hindi the term
is ‘pitrsattha’. This concept emerged in the mid nineteenth century in the context of
studies of kinship and investigations into the origins of human societies. Some
European scholars of that time proposed that the earliest human societies (referring to
pre-historic times for which no direct evidence is available) took the form of a
matriarchy, where, as the term would suggest, groups living together were under the
control of a mother figure (matriarchy = mother rule). Because of women’s capacity
to give birth to children and the power associated with this unique capability, these
historians speculated that women themselves could have been very powerful figures.
This social system then gave way to a patriarchal form of organisation, where the
eldest male of the clan held power over both other men and all women in the group.
It is not possible here to go into the details of these more or less speculative theories
of that time. There is no evidence that there ever were matriarchies at the dawn of
human history, in the sense of women who had complete control over their group.
However, the idea that different stages of human development were associated with
different kinds of family and kinship relations continued to be debated. We must keep
in mind that these debates focused on societies that were relatively simple in
structure, without the kinds of complex divisions that we are applying today, and
without states in which authority was centralised.
The first person to use the term patriarchy to denote a generalised form of male
dominance over women was Friedrich Engels (1820-1895). In a sense this makes
him the first “feminist” to give a different kind of meaning to the term, one shaped by
questions of women’s oppression by men. Engels was a close companion of Karl
Marx (1812-1883), who wished to complement the materialist account of history as a
series of successive class-based societies. In his work The Origin of the Family,
Private Property and the State (1886), Engels made the famous proposition that the
earlier, more egalitarian forms of organization, gave way to “the world historic defeat
of the female sex” following the emergence of private property. In the Marxian
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scheme of conceptualising stages in history, Engels postulated that the earliest
societies were classless and relatively egalitarian in structure, with a simple division
of labour between men and women and common property relations. This system
gave way to distinctions based as much on property as on controlling women’s
sexuality and reproduction in the family through relations of servitude. While
Engels‟ frames of thinking such as using evolutionary biology and some of his
sources of evidence have now been superseded and many appear dated, there is little
question that the value of his efforts lay in trying to give a history to women’s
marginalisation in society rather than to assume this to be simply a natural fact not
worthy of further attention.
The concept of patriarchy has had mixed fortunes. Other than in Engels‟ work, the
term continued to be used by various anthropologists to denote, what we would today
call patriliny, that is to say, kinship systems where descent and inheritance is through
the father. By the early twentieth century the term patriarchy (and matriarchy) lost
their credibility as kinship theories shifted their concerns, and anthropology itself
moved away from this field. It is therefore of considerable interest to us to appreciate
how, several decades later, a new generation of feminists and women’s studies
scholars, from the 1970s onwards re-invented this term. They took it out of kinship
and anthropology to denote a more general structure of male dominance, which
enabled men to control the labour and sexuality of women. It was this control,
especially within the family, that was meant to explain women’s lack of value and
status both historically and socially. Now that we have come to have some basic
understanding of the term, let us examine patriarchy in its historical context.

3.4 PATRIARCHY : COCEPT AND MEANING
Patriarchy is a system of social and power relations where men dominate and control
women. It is present in different institutions and structures from family to state to
international relations. Patriarchy varies according to different social systems and
cultures. Patriarchy determines relations between men and women, between
individuals, social groups, communities and social formations. Patriarchy has existed
at different periods of times from pre-history, ancient societies, feudalism, and
capitalism and is part of the globalisation process. At each stage it has had its specific
characteristic and intersects with all prevailing concepts like nationalism, militarism
and religion. Patriarchy is a pervasive ideology but one that has been challenged and
contested.
In simple words, patriarchy means the societal mechanisms (including cultural
beliefs, established norms, institutional practices etc) that allow, maintain and
reiterate the domination of women, and even younger men, by older or more powerful
men (Levy 2007). Patriarchal rule, in its every essence, is repressive. Feminist
writings shed light on three major ways in which patriarchy manifests itself – first,
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the way in which it acts as an ideology; secondly within the space of the household
where male domination of women takes place in the way women are bound to
exchange their physical, emotional, sexual and domestic labour for their upkeep; and
thirdly, as Marxist feminists point out, the interplay of capitalism and patriarchy in
the coercion of women (Abercrombie, Hill and Turner 1994).
Patriarchy is a social system in which the role of the male members as the primary
authority is central. It refers to a system where men have authority over women,
children and property. As an institution of male rule and privilege, patriarchy is
dependent on female subordination. Historically, it has manifested itself in the social,
legal, political, and economic institutions of different cultures. Patriarchy also has had
a strong influence on modern civilization, notwithstanding the fact that many cultures
have moved towards a more egalitarian social system over the past century (MaltiDouglas).
In feminist theory, however, the concept of patriarchy often includes all the social
mechanisms that reproduce and exert male dominance over women. Feminist theory
typically characterizes patriarchy as a social construction, which can be overcome by
revealing and critically analysing its manifestations (Tickner 1197-98). Most
sociologists reject predominantly biological explanations of patriarchy and contend
that social and cultural conditioning is primarily responsible for establishing male and
female gender roles.
Patriarchy is defined as rule of male/father. It is considered as an institution. The
patriarchal institutions perpetuate domination of male and subordinates the female.
The dominant power relations operate at different levels in the society and
discriminate against female and girls at all levels. This discrimination not only leads
to curtailing of opportunities and undermining of women’s agency, it may produce
violence against women. Patriarchy further demarcates and insists that the private
sphere is for women and the public sphere is for men. The public private dichotomy
forces women to be confined at home and restricts their movements. It further
enforces women to perform domestic roles as mother and wife. It also restricts
women’s entry to politics and decision making level. These restrictions have
important consequences for women’s material independence and access to education.
Patriarchal norms are prevalent in social structures like family, society, politics,
government, media and religion. In the patriarchal society, the inheritance of wealth
passes to the son and it is called patrilineage. In the patriarchal tradition and patrilocal
system, women are supposed to come to husband’s house and live there after
marriage.
Heidi Hartman defines patriarchy as “… a set of social relations between men, which
have a material base, and which, though hierarchical, establish or create
interdependence and solidarity among men that enable them to dominate women.
Though patriarchy is hierarchical and men of different classes, races or ethnic groups
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have different places in the patriarchy, they are also united in their shared relationship
of dominance over women; they are dependent on each other to maintain that
domination” (Hartman, 1981, p. 107). Hartman’s definition makes clear that
patriarchy is a system of social values that affirms the superiority of men and
necessitates the inferior position of women. Within patriarchal setups, it is assumed
that a woman is weaker, less intelligent and has to confine herself to the domestic
environment concerning herself to the domain of the house, child-rearing and
dependence on the men in her life.
According to standard sociological theory, patriarchy is the result of sociological
constructions that are passed down from generation to generation. These
constructions are most pronounced in societies with traditional cultures and less
economic development. However, gender messages conveyed by family, mass media
and other institutions largely favour males having a dominant status. Any attempt to
define patriarchy explains the reasons for the subordination of women through the
ages and its bearing on their future and success in life. Patriarchy not only explains
how our society functions but also as to how it controls women. It is best defined as
‘control’ by men.
Kate Millet in her work Sexual Politics (1970) examines the varied presence of
patriarchy in social structures. In fact it was Millet’s thesis that brought the word
patriarchy into dominant discourse. Her work examines the politics of sexual division
that constantly affirms the marginalisation of women to a dependent and submissive
position in society. She also claims that the political structure of civilisation is rooted
in affirming a masculine order that thrives on the exclusion of women. Hence, a
patriarchal system functions to assert male dominance and to constantly affirm this
male dominance as necessary and natural and to this extent it prevents women from
assuming any role outside the domestic environment. This dominance of men
becomes the basis of the marginalisation of women.

3.5 THEORIZING PATRIARCHY
Here, we will briefly summarize some significant aspects of this theory in relation to
work. The theory of patriarchy, based on male dominance was the first in realising
and exposing the gender biased theories of social sciences. Patriarchy came up as a
strong analytical response to the wave of feminism in 1960s by highlighting the
neglect of women and the prominence of male oriented models in all social sciences.
In the sphere of labour and employment, gender neutral concepts such as capital and
labour were criticised for covering up female oppression and excluding women from
the analysis altogether. In addition to the exposing of existing theories, the theory of
patriarchy maintains that the position of women in the labour market is governed by
the forces of patriarchy, the theory of male dominance.
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Consequently, the theory of patriarchy became central to the study of women and
labour market, not only in sociology but also in economics and political economy
models. In economics and political economy models, the theory of patriarchy was
used mainly as a ceiling or link to fill the gender vacuum of the existing models in
social sciences. Models or analyses of women were added to the existing gender
neutral models through the theory of patriarchy which resulted in dual systems
theory, one theory dealing with labour market and the theory of patriarchy explaining
women’s position within that. Much of the developments in the dual systems theory
were based on the Marxian concepts and frameworks. The theory of capitalist
patriarchy assumes that patriarchy exists side by side with capitalism with one
conditioning the other.
The theory of patriarchy was successful in exposing the male bias of the existing
theories and also in bringing out the primacy of gender relations. It was used widely
as a mode of investigation and framework for analysis by both, economists and
political economists in dealing with gender aspects in the labour market.
To explain that women have gender interests, feminists evolved a theory of
patriarchy, of male capitalism, in which women were oppressed by male culture as
they are by the economic system. Recently, feminists have been edging away from
outright condemnation of marriage and family. But still feminists insist that the state
must thrust justice into inherently oppressive condition related to marriage and family
life. But on the contrary it is argued that adults involved should work out their own
definition of justice in the privacy of their own homes.
According to Marxist feminists, patriarchy is a set of ‘power processes between
women and men.’ Their approach involves linking these power processes with class
and gender aspects. To them, the term ‘patriarchal’ would be an adjective to define a
power relationship between men and women, where men tend to extract the surplus
labour of women in a household setting. They also argue that women are not simply
exploited by class processes but also actively oppressed by patriarchal policies
sanctioned by the state (Fraad, Resnick and Wolff 1994).
Sylvia Walby, in her book ‘Theorizing Patriarchy’ (1990), identified six different
structures in which patriarchy functions: paid employment, household production,
culture, sexuality, violence and the state. She argues that firstly, though women have
entered the job markets, inequality still persists between women and men in terms of
wage gap, lesser access of women to greater rewarding jobs etc. Secondly, divorced
women with less/no experience with the labour market, and especially those with
children, are seen to be facing struggles to maintain a decent standard of living after
breaking out of their marriages; this is quite contrary to the feminists’ idea of
breaking out of patriarchal families by means of dissolving marriages. This happens
because a divorced ‘middle class’, ‘middle aged woman’, without adequate
experience of the labour market, loses out on the economic support of an earning
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husband. Culture, thirdly, helps in ingraining ideas regarding masculinity and
femininity, and thereby creating the very foundation of patriarchal ideologies and
structures.
According to Walby, at present time, patriarchy has six relatively autonomous
structures. Needless to say that these are connected to one another, and also by other
structures such as capitalism and racism, but she wishes to look at them separately in
order to account for the variation in gender relations in contemporary societies,
especially western ones.
Let us take a quick look at each one of these structures:
 Patriarchal relations in paid work
The second structure means that women in the world of paid work are
effectively excluded from the better forms of work and confined for the most
part in lower levels of work, considered less skilled and more appropriate for
women, for which they then receive lower wages.




Patriarchal relations in the state
The third factors, the state, on its part, in its policies and actions is patriarchal
towards women, being biased against them.
Male violence
The fourth structure is that of male violence, which is not as individualised as
is often made out to be. Only the most extreme forms of such violence – such
as rape, or wife beating have been denoted as a crime, though more recently
other forms of domestic violence and sexual harassment are beginning to be
recognised.



Patriarchal relations in sexuality
Fifthly, sexual relations constitutes another patriarchal structure, composed of
compulsory heterosexuality (that is to say, that the normative form of
sexuality is that with a member of the other sex), and, that the onus of chastity
and virtue falling on women. The double standards of men are condoned,
while women who have sexual relations outside of marriage are more severely
stigmatised and punished.



Patriarchal relations in cultural institutions
Finally, Walby looks at institutions such as education, religion and the media.
Here, particularly in the field of representation, she believes that biases
against women are produced and legitimised.

Walby also talks about male dominance by control of women’s sexuality, male
violence (harassment, abuse, rape, wife beating etc.) against women, and the state’s
legitimate coercion through which patriarchy is perpetuated. Next she draws upon the
‘dual systems theory’ whereby she shows how one needs to look at the nexus
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between patriarchy and capitalism in order to understand the complex dynamics of
gender relations. She argues that patriarchy works in a two-fold fashion, ranging from
a strong private patriarchy within the family, and then moving onwards to a kind of
public patriarchy, in the backdrop of exploitative capitalist class relations, market and
the state. While private patriarchy subjugates women within the family, public
patriarchy does not directly forbid women to enter the ‘public’ sphere, but control
them within that space. Analyzing the contemporary British society, she argues that
women might no longer be shackled by patriarchal relations within the private spaces
of the household, but now they are left in the public sphere to be exploited to an even
greater extent (Walby 1990).
Kumkum Sangari argues, on the other hand, that patriarchy functions in manifold
ways in the Indian context. She coins the term ‘multiple patriarchies’ to identify the
functioning of patriarchy through a plurality of religions, laws and customs. She
raises a question – ‘are there separate patriarchies governing women of each caste and
each religion?’2 She argues that, there cannot not be seen only a single patriarchal
arrangement, but an overlap and intersection of multiple patriarchal arrangements,
based on class, caste, religion, region and other such dynamics which lead to the
hierarchical and repressive relations between women and men.
The feminists try to draw attention to the repression perpetuated by patriarchal norms
and structures. As V. Geetha argues, one needs to understand that gender and
patriarchy are not isolated categories in themselves, but have interlinkages with caste,
class and religion. The ‘honour’ of men and their communities (be it caste-based or
religious) is assumed to be engraved on the women’s bodies. Therefore, guarding the
women’s virtue and ‘chastity’ are seen as equal to safeguarding the male honour and,
thereby, preserving their caste and religious identities. Thus a woman’s sexuality gets
controlled by the nexus of patriarchy, caste, class and religion. Especially in the case
of caste or religion based riots, the assertion of community identity, exertion of
power, or repression and opposition – all fervently revolve around the bodies of its
women (Geetha 2002).
Uma Chakravarty, points out the intersections of patriarchy and the caste system in
India. She argues that the caste system is central to the structure of marriage,
sexuality and reproduction, and is therefore the basis of gender based subordination.
Patriarchal codes guarantee that the caste system thrives on endogamy, keeping
women as the ‘gateways of caste’. This she terms as ‘Brahmanical patriarchy’.

Check Your Progress Exercise 3.1

Note:
I. Write your answer in the space given below.
II. Compare your answer with the one given at the end of this Unit.
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Q.1 Define patriarchy by Heidi Hartman.
……………………………………………………………………………………...
……………………………………………………………………………………...
……………………………………………………………………………………..
……………………………………………………………………………………..
Q.2 What do Marxist feminists say about patriarchy?
……………………………………………………………………………………..
……………………………………………………………………………………..
……………………………………………………………………………………..
……………………………………………………………………………………..

3.6 PATRIARCHY AND POWER
While analyzing the dynamics of gender and patriarchy, one needs to elaborate on
how gender relations are inherently vested with power, involving domination by one
and the subjugation of the other. As Michel Foucault argues, power permeates
everywhere; it is widely dispersed into all kinds of relations, and that would include
gender relations as well. Power works subtly and discursively through the way we
categorize people, and thereby marginalizing certain sections of society. Power acts
in ways of disciplining, regulating and ‘normalizing’ the body, and the ways in which
identities are formed. This understanding inspired many feminist studies. Thus power
is an essential dimension of gender that needs to be discussed.
‘Power’ was fundamental to the Women’s Liberation’s understanding of patriarchy
itself. Power can be seen in the media portrayals of women as coy, weak and inferior;
or the naturalized perception that men should exert control over women’s body and
sexuality. But Women’s liberation also acknowledges that patriarchy is not simply
about direct bodily control of women by men. There is much more complexity to it
than that. Patriarchal biases and ideology are ingrained in various social structures,
including the institution of state. For e.g. when a woman reports of being raped, the
woman’s sexual history, marital status, location in class-caste nexus, location of the
woman at the time when she was violated, whether her dress was ‘proper’ or not, etc
– all are scrutinized, instead of putting the offender immediately on trial. Such biases
are, in effect, psychologically damaging, as well as discouraging, for the woman who
brings such charges.
In case of homosexuality, again, power is exercised in extreme forms through
criminalization, economic and cultural discrimination, persecution, violence etc. Gay
liberation theorists often associate repression of gay men with that of lesbians, and
women in a broader spectrum. This laid the foundation of understanding gendered
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power relations among men, analysing hegemonic and subjugated masculinities. This
in time led to the growth of research on men and masculinities (Connell 2009).
Socialization has a profound influence on the ways in which gender roles and
expectations come to be acquired. Socialization happens not only within families, but
also in educational institutions, among peer groups etc. The seeming biological
differences between women and men are transformed into gender roles to be played
out as per societal expectations and norms. Attributes (active, dominant, aggressive
etc) associated with masculinity are naturally given power and status, while those
associated with femininity (Care work, emotions, docility etc.) are considered
inferior, non-rational. The gender politics is so discursive and entrenched in our
psyche that since birth itself, one tends to assign femaleness the as lack or absence of
male attributes. If a male or a female fails to perform the expected role of masculinity
or femininity, respectively, they are considered to be deviating from their normative
heterosexual roles (F. Paechter 1998).

3.7

LOCATING “WOMEN” AND “PATRIARCHY” IN THE
INDIAN CONTEXT

It might seem too obvious for you to say that any thinking or research in the field of
women and gender studies must begin by focusing on “women”. When the women’s
movement emerged in a new form in the 1960s and 1970s in many parts of the world
with the cry of “women’s liberation” and “equality for women”, one of the sites of
struggle was that of knowledge creation. Whose knowledge and what knowledge was
relevant, and what had been left out or suppressed? Many of the activists of the
women’s movement were simultaneously writing about women, both within
institutions such as universities and outside them. There is no uniform or single story
to be told here, as situations varied a great deal across the world, including countries
like Britain, France and the United States where feminists were more visible than
elsewhere.
In India, the pre-independence women’s movement appeared to have retreated after
independence. According to one of our foremost feminist scholars Neera Desai, the
reason for this retreat was that the women leaders of that generation believed that the
new nation-state led by Jawaharlal Nehru would deliver on its promises of equality
for women and men, and that the new claims of national development (after
colonialism) would indeed bring about progress for all. It was in the 1960s and
especially the 70s that the nation entered an economic and political crisis. People’s
movements struck out to protest issues such as rising prices, the exploitation of the
poor, the loss of tribal lands, and so on. A small group of scholars and policy makers
were brought together in the early 70s to collect data and undertake research on the
“status of women in India”. Their research resulted in the compilation of a
Government of India Report entitled Toward Equality, (by the Committee on the
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Status of Women in India) which was completed in 1974 and was prepared for the
United Nation’s Women’s Year of 1975. Its findings were a shock to all, since with
only a few exceptions, the data showed that women’s status, far from gaining ground,
had been declining in the past decades. Neera Desai established the first Research
Centre for Women’s Studies in Bombay (in SNDT Women’s University) in 1974. So
in India, too, the 1970s saw a new focus on women, as subjects of research.
We have to imagine the many ways in which “woman” as a new subject have
changed our understanding and perspective on the world:



Some feminists have emphasized the absence of women in the classroom
curriculum and textbooks.
Others have talked about how their assumptions of equality between women
and men were belied.

Therefore an early impulse in women’s studies has been to question such absences
and such assumptions of equality.
In India, “women’s studies” was conceived by a founding generation as bringing to
the social sciences (that is to say, those disciplines most engaged with questions of
development) the missing perspective of women’s lives.
One of the routes that was followed in the work that was published from the 1960s
onwards was to question the ‘invisibility of women’ in social life and in knowledge
production. Economists, sociologists, and subsequently teachers of literature, history
and other subjects, including many outside the academy have been undertaking
pioneering research in a range of fields. Most of their efforts have gone to show that,
far from being absent in history, society or literature, women have been fundamental,
often creative in their own right. Thus anthropological work has demonstrated the
critical roles women played in many different cultures, whether “primitive” or
“advanced”. Economists have questioned the non-recognition of women’s labour,
arguing that if all the work done by women were to be counted (whether paid or
unpaid), women as a group do more work than men. Scholars in the field of literature
have been discovering a wealth of writing by women, hitherto unknown or not
considered worthy of attention. A powerful example in India would be the twin
volumes Women Writing in India: From 600 B.C. to the Present (Tharu and Lalita,
1991, 1993). These volumes contain writings by women from across the subcontinent, across time and region, astounding literary scholars and the general reader
but hitherto largely unknown or belittled. Many more examples could be given.
However, it should be clear to you even at this stage that only focusing on the lives
and work of women, unrecognized in history and society is not enough. Surely one
cannot escape the question, if indeed women have been so essential, why has this not
been acknowledged? Why have women been hidden from history, undervalued in
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their work, treated as secondary to men? Why have only exceptional women been
remembered? To appreciate the nature of the problem more fully, it became necessary
therefore to examine reasons for the overall marginalisation of women. Towards this
aim, certain concepts came to be used. One of the first major ones is that of
patriarchy to which we will turn now.

3.8 LET US SUM UP
Patriarchy, as you have seen, has been used both historically as well as in
contemporary societies as a description of the unequal social relations that women
suffer from. Whatever the origins of the term, it has been widely used by feminists
both in India and elsewhere to emphasize the structures that control women. While
some have emphasized women’s unique control within families and households in
terms of their labour, their sexuality and their reproductive capacities, others have
looked at differing structures as well. You have seen how the origins of patriarchy
can be traced back to ancient times and cultures, as done by Gerda Lerner, in her
work on Mesopotamia and the historical emergence of patriarchy. In India, we
looked with Uma Chakravarti at the caste system together with patriarchy; with
Marxist feminists we looked at capitalism and patriarchy; and with Sylvia Walby we
looked at different structures that combine to produce more private and more public
forms of patriarchy. You will come across the term “patriarchy” in various contexts
throughout this course, as well in other courses of this programme too. It would be
helpful Women and Patriarchy for you to relate what you have learnt here to other
contexts in order to gain a better and deeper understanding of patriarchy.

3.9 CHECK YOUR PROGRESS: ANSWER KEYS
Ans to Q 1:

Ans to Q 2:

Heidi Hartman defines patriarchy as “…set of social relations between
men, which have a material base, and which, though hierarchical,
establish or create interdependence and solidarity among men that
enable them to dominate women. Though patriarchy is hierarchical
and men of different classes, races or ethnic groups have different
places in the patriarchy, they are also united in their shared
relationship of dominance over women; they are dependent on each
other to maintain that domination”.
According to Marxist feminists, patriarchy is a set of ‘power processes
between women and men.’ Their approach involves linking these
power processes with class and gender aspects. To them, the term
‘patriarchal’ would be an adjective to define a power relationship
between men and women, where men tend to extract the surplus labour
of women in a household setting. They also argue that women are not
simply exploited by class processes but also actively oppressed by
patriarchal policies sanctioned by the state
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4.1 INTRODUCTION
In this last unit of the block on “Feminist Theories” we will begin by trying to
achieve conceptual clarity regarding the theoretical perspectives on feminism.
Through your study, you will realize that the term ‘Feminism’ is directed at changing
the existing inequalities in the power relations between men and women. Feminist
theories combine description, explanation, and prescription. Each theory attempts to
describe women’s oppression, explains the causes and consequences, and prescribes
strategies for women’s liberation. You will also see that feminist theories contradict
the erroneous, unclear and irrational way of thinking and writing on the subject of
women. Here, we will look at the theoretical frameworks of the formative feminisms
so that you can view these in relation to the historical movements that you have read
about earlier. The formative feminisms are Liberal, Radical, Socialist, Marxist and
Materialist feminisms. Each theory presented in this unit has three broad sections the informing political philosophy, its theoretical debates, and critiques of the theory.

4.2 LEARNING OBJECTIVES
After studying this Unit, you would be able to:


understand the meaning of classical and new wave liberalism



know about Liberal feminism theory



describe Radical feminism



explain Socialist feminism



analyze Marxist feminism



state about Materialist feminism theory
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4.3 THEORIES OF FEMINISM
Feminist theory refers to a broad system of ideas which are based on the principle that
women are equal to men and need to be given the same rights and opportunities as
men in every sphere of their lives. It can also be described as a system of ideas which
seek to challenge traditional conceptions of gender and related concepts of femininity
and masculinity. Simply theorizing about gender does not qualify as a feminist
position. In order to be considered a feminist theory, it must also recognize gender as
a system of inequality; assume that it is a changeable rather than fixed feature of
human societies, and most importantly, advocate a commitment to a gender equitable
system (Chafetz 2006).
Feminist theory differs from most sociological theories in two ways. First, it is the
work of an interdisciplinary community which includes not only sociologists but also
political activists, historians, biologists, psychologists, etc. Second, feminists work
with a double agenda- they desire both to broaden and deepen their own discipline;
and to develop a critical understanding of society in order to change it for the better
(Ritzer 2011).
One of the important contributions which feminist theory has made towards sociology
is the concept of gender, which it has centralized, and refined (Lengermann and
Niebrugge 2007). Feminist scholars distinguished between biological differences
between males and females, which they called sex, and the socially constructed
behaviours associated with the feminine and masculine, which they termed as gender.
Although various strands of feminism differ regarding their views on what the
essential qualities of gender are, almost all agree upon the socially constructed nature
of gender as opposed to the view that there is a strictly biological basis of gender.
Interdisciplinary and intersectionality have been influencing feminist theorizing since
inception. Feminist theorizing has been reshaped by multiple mainstream theoretical
perspectives in its understanding of women’s oppression. Inability of the liberal
welfarism and radical patriarchal feminist agendas of women’s liberation, paved the
ways for Marxist and socialist feminism. Marxist and socialist feminists’ claim that it
is impossible for women, to achieve true freedom in a class-based capitalist society
where the powerless many, that produce the wealth, are deprived of it. Private
ownership of the means of production by relatively few persons, originally all male,
inaugurated a class system whose contemporary manifestations are corporate
capitalism and imperialism. Reflection on this state of affairs suggests that capitalism
itself, not just the larger social rules that privilege men over women, is the cause of
women’s oppression. Women’s true liberation demands, the capitalist system must be
replaced by a socialist system in which the means of production belong to everyone.
No longer economically dependent on men, women will be just as free as men.
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4.4 LIBERAL FEMINISM
Liberal feminism holds the view that if society is to achieve gender equality, then it
must provide women with the same political rights and economic opportunities as
well as the same education that men enjoy. For liberal feminists, the ideal sex/gender
system would be one wherein each individual can act as a free and responsible moral
agent. Individuals may be free to choose the lifestyle most suitable to her or him
without being judged for it- “be it for housewife or househusband, unmarried
careerist or part of a dual-income family, childless or with children, heterosexual or
homosexual” (Ritzer, 2011). This liberal feminist ideal then is consistent with the
dominant American philosophical tradition of liberal democracy and capitalism, with
its reformist orientation, and its appeal to the values of individualism, choice,
responsibility, and equality of opportunity (ibid).
Liberal feminists call for the formation of a society in which each individual can act
as a free and responsible agent and be able to live the life that is most suitable for him
or herself. Liberal feminism’s emphasis on freedom of choice and equality between
the sexes, while pushing for change, is more reformist in its agenda than
revolutionary, as it does not question the basic roots of inequality and challenge the
present sex/gender system itself.
Liberal feminism is a logical extension of traditional liberalism that emerged in the
west, out of the rapid social, political and economic transformations of the late 1600s
to 1700s. The period is called ‘The Age of Reason’ or ‘The Age of Enlightenment’.
For liberalists, the uniqueness of human nature is in the capacity of rationality.
Human progress is in the onward march of human reason and knowledge. Individual
dignity, equality, autonomy and self-fulfilment are esteemed as liberal values.
Rationality is the property of individuals rather than of groups, and this mental
capacity is possessed at least by all men in equal measures.

4.4.1 Conservative Liberals
The consensus among the conservative liberals was that the principles of rational
individualism are not applicable to women. They inherited Aristotle’s reductionism
that “We should look on the female as being as it were a deformity, though one which
occurs in the ordinary course of nature” (Aristotle, 1953). Thinkers like Voltaire,
Diderot, Montesquieu and above all Rousseau wrote that women are biologically
suited to play the roles of wives and mothers. They are by nature, emotional and
passionate, and hence unsuited for work in the public sphere. The ‘Normative
Dualism’ of Des Cartes divided mind from body. Rationality and associated mental
capacities were ascribed to men while women, passionate and emotional, were
identified with the body. Jean Jacques Rousseau (1712-1778) was committed to
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sexual dimorphism, in constructing a systematic difference between ‘rational man’
and ‘emotional woman’ and setting up complementary roles for men and women.

4.4.2 Liberal Feminist Voices
The 18th century liberal feminists argued that women as well as men had natural
rights. The 19th century feminists extended the arguments in favour of equal rights
for women under the law to own property and to vote. The contemporary liberal
feminists adopt the theory of welfare state and demand that the State should actively
pursue social reforms and ensure equal opportunities for women. They oppose laws
that establish different rights for women and for men. It was left to the early liberal
feminists to argue that women were indeed capable of reasoning. Attempts were
made to demonstrate that the liberal ideas of the Enlightenment could be applied to
women as well as to men. Women’s voices were heard from both sides of the Atlantic
demanding equal treatment with men. Let us discuss the views of some important
liberal feminists as follows.
i) Mary Wollstonecraft (1759-1797)
Liberal tradition emerged with the growth of capitalism. Mary Wollstonecraft was
writing at a time when the economic and social position of European women was
very low. The bourgeois women of the capitalist society were confined within the
unproductive, idle condition of domestic life. Rose Marie Tong describes the situation
in her Feminist Thought: “These women were the first to find themselves left at home
with little productive, or income-generating, work to do. Married to wealthy
professional and entrepreneurial men, these women had no incentive to work …”
(Tong, 1989, p. 13-14).
Wollstonecraft compared these women to the “feathered race”- the birds in cages who
do nothing but plume themselves and “stalk with mock majesty from perch to perch”
(Wollstonecraft, 1792). She surmised that if men were also caged in as women are,
they too would be pleasure seeking and pleasure loving and be overtly emotional and
passionate.
ii) Harriet Taylor (1807-1850) and John Stuart Mill (1806-1873)
Fifty years later, Harriet Taylor Mill (1807-1858) and her close friend John Stuart
Mill (1806-1873) whom she married later, defended women’s rights in a series of
essays they published jointly and separately. Both Taylor and Mill differed from
Wollstonecraft in demanding for women not only the same education as men to
achieve sexual liberty, but also the civil liberties and economic activities that men
enjoy. Harriet Taylor was the primary author of Enfranchisement of Women (1851)
and Mill was the author of Subjection of Women (1869). These works provided the
first systematic defense of women’s rights.
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Mill and Harriet provided an Agenda for the next 200 years of liberal feminism by
synthesizing both utilitarianism and libertarianism (Nye, 1988, p. 12-13). Utilitarians
envisaged a society in which there is the greatest good for the greatest number of
people while Libertarians claimed that freedom is the natural right of every human
being. Mill and Harriet argued that women should be granted all political privileges,
including the vote and the right to run for public office.
iii) Betty Friedan (1929-2006)
The leading figure in the 20th century liberal feminism is Betty Friedan (1929-2006),
an American activist and writer. Her book The Feminine Mystique (1974) is credited
with sparking of the ‘second wave’ of feminism. The second wave of feminists
believed that women’s liberation meant sexual equality and gender justice, and that
social change can be achieved by constructing legislation and regulating employment
practices. The ‘feminine mystique’ is the idea that women can find satisfaction
exclusively in the traditional role of wife and Friedan attempts to explode this myth.
Friedan analyzes the emptiness that middle class, suburban, white, heterosexual
housewives experience in their domestic life. Frustrated, beleaguered, and bored,
these women turn to adorning themselves. They hope in vain that sex will free them.
Friedan calls this frustration ‘a problem that has no name’. Friedan emphasizes that
women should be freed from oppressive gender roles everywhere, in the academy, the
forum, and the market place.
The National Organization for Women, co-founded by Friedan in 1966, aimed to
bring women into the mainstream of American society in full partnership with men.
Friedan joined other leading feminists (including Gloria Steinem, Shirley Chisholm,
Fannie Lou Hamer, Bella Abzug, and Myrlie Evers-Williams) in founding the
‘National Women’s Political Caucus’ in 1971.
Liberal feminists are of two categories:
i)
ii)

Classical feminists who fought for the removal of discriminatory laws and
Welfare feminists who argued that government should take appropriate
action to eliminate socio-economic, as well as legal impediments to
women’s progress. In general, both are known to depend heavily on legal
remedies.

4.4.3 Liberating Strategies: Education and Employment
Liberal feminists believed that given equal education, women will be equally rational
as men. This premise is explained by traditional and modern liberal feminists.
Wollstonecraft forcefully argued against Rousseau’s view that women are defective
in reasoning. In his book, Emile, ou de l’éducation (Emile, or On Education)
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published in 1762, Rousseau emphasized the inegalitarian view that “… the entire
education of women must be relative to men. To please them, to be useful to them, to
be loved and honored by them, to rear them when they are young, to care for them
when they are grown up, to counsel and console, to make their lives pleasant and
charming, these are the duties of women at all times” (Cited in Okin, 1983, p. 71).
Rousseau also assumed that little girls always liked to sew rather than to read and
write. Wollstonecraft repeatedly argued that women ought to be given the same
education as men so that they would be capable of making free choices and assume
responsibility for their own development.
Valerie Bryson points out that Wollstonecraft’s quarrel with Rousseau is fourfold
(Bryson, 1992, p.22-23):


First, Wollstonecraft was convinced that the women of upper classes in her
time were frivolous and vain not by nature but because of their socialization.



Second, she affirms that women are equally capable of and entitled to a
rational education.



Third, the virtue of being a good wife or mother cannot be imposed on
women; it must be freely chosen by women themselves and women should be
given knowledge and education so as to make rational choices to be good
wives and mothers.



Fourth, if men and women are of equal worth, they must also have equal
rights. Wollstonecraft advocates political liberalism that campaigns for
women’s suffrage and legal rights and equal participation in politics and paid
employment with men.

According to Betty Friedan, many educated middle-class women of her time suffered
from depression because of the ambiguous life imposed on them. As education
developed their potentialities, domestic life demanded their fulfillment in
childbearing and childrearing. Friedan advised the suburban housewives to get
college education and then enter into full time, public work-force. As education is
intimately connected to employment and financial independence, liberal feminists
like Betty Friedan emphasized its importance for women.
Employment and career will enable women to earn and become economically
independent of their husbands. J.S. Mill opined that by keeping women in an
unnatural state, the nature of women has become an artificial thing. He wrote in The
Subjection of Women that the power of earning is essential for the dignity of a
woman. Friedan argued that equality and human dignity are not possible for women if
they are not able to earn and ‘only economic independence can free a woman to
marry for love’. According to Taylor, women could be fully liberated if they were to
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work outside the home. So the right to vote is not enough but participation in the free
market of capitalist society is necessary. A woman who is employed contributes to
the family and also wins respect. But Mill was of the view that a fully liberated
woman enters and leaves the labour market at will.

4.4.4 Marriage, Motherhood and Career
J.S. Mill believed that even if a woman receives the same education, economic
opportunities and civil liberties, she will prefer marriage and motherhood over other
competing occupations. But Taylor claimed that given a free choice, a woman will
choose a career in arts, business or politics instead of marriage and motherhood.
Friedan insisted on women entering a career. She argued that if a woman spends her
whole time in the role of a wife or mother and has no time for a career, she will not
develop into a full person. But Friedan failed to explain how to combine marriage and
motherhood with a career without bringing in major structural changes within, as well
as, outside the family. Later, Friedan admitted that it is not easy to combine marriage
and career. Instead of calling women back into the private sphere, she exhorted
women to propel the women’s movement and work with men for the desired changes
in the ‘mainstream’. Liberal feminists also demanded equal rights for voting,
reproduction, abortion and child healthcare, and reacted against sexual harassment.

4.4.5 Critiques of Liberal Feminism
The central aim of liberal feminists was to achieve for women those traits associated
with males. It did not occur to them to question the value of traditional male
attributes. This erroneously assumes that women can become like men if they set their
minds to it; that most women want to become like men and that all women should
aspire to masculine values. Liberal feminists worked for women’s equality without
aiming at changing the structures of existing institutions. Their emphasis on
individualism prevents people from coming together as a community. It separates an
autonomous individual from others, thus creating a ‘political solipsism’. Though
liberal feminists argued that women should be economically independent of men,
they failed to provide women with adequate strategies to achieve an independent
status. Even after gaining all sorts of legal rights, women will be still left in a
condition of economic dependency damaging to liberation.
Elevating the activities of the mind over those of the body and identifying women
with the body, as well as with ‘woman-specific’ work like child care, child rearing,
care of the sick and the aged, lead to the devaluation of such activities since they are
perceived as forms of unskilled, unpaid labour, associated with servicing the despised
body and requiring less mental work. On the whole, we could say that Wollstonecraft,
Taylor, Mill and Friedan sent women out into public realm, though without
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summoning men into the private domain. Despite these limitations, liberal feminists
have contributed immensely in improving the quality of life for women.
The fundamental tenets of liberal feminism can be summarized thus:
• All individuals have certain essential features— they are capable of
achieving rationality, moral agency and self-realization.
• These qualities can be exercised through legal recognition of universal
rights.
• The inequalities between the sexes are not based on any ‘natural’ differences
but are the consequences of socially constructed patterns of behavior.
• Gender equality in society can be achieved through an organized appeal to
the human capacity to be moved by rational arguments.

4.5 RADICAL FEMINISM
Radical feminism is the most intriguing of all formal feminist theories we have
studied in this unit. Issues about women’s lives that had been taboo for discussion till
the second half of the 20th century, i.e., the female body, sex, violence, reproduction,
are brought into focus for frank and in depth analysis. Radical feminism covers a
wide spectrum of variant views on the sexual oppression of women. The new
concepts and terminologies that Radical feminism has helped to generate are now
used liberally by global institutions, governments, and policymakers. Words such as
‘gender’, ‘patriarchy’, and ‘objectification’ might have been familiar to you even
though you may not have been familiar with their nuances and significance. Radical
feminism can easily be misconstrued if one does not understand its basic concepts
and the significance of these concepts.
Radical feminism was started in the late 1960s by some college-educated middle class
women and some New Leftists who became dissatisfied with what they considered to
be conservative demands and male dominance, which were contrary to the principles
of egalitarianism and altruism in their organizations.
The term ‘radical’ refers to ‘roots’ and therefore implies going to the roots. Radical
feminists claim that the root of all forms of oppressions is in the oppression of
women. It includes the following meanings: “that historically women were the first
oppressed group; that women’s oppression is international; that women’s oppression
is the hardest form of oppression to eradicate; that enormous suffering result for
women; and that women’s oppression provides a conceptual model for understanding
all forms of oppression” (Jaggar & Rothenberg, 1984). According to radical
feminists, the social structure that most oppresses women is called ‘patriarchy’.
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4.5.1 Patriarchy
Through patriarchy men appropriate all super social roles and keep women in
subordinate and exploited position. Literally, patriarchy means ‘rule by fathers’. Prior
to the emergence of Radical feminism, the term was used mostly by anthropologists
in a narrower sense of an old man with absolute power over wives, children, herds,
and dependents. Radical feminists use the term ‘patriarchy’ to address an
autonomous, social, historical, and political force, a “sexual system of power in which
the male possesses the superior power and economic privilege” (Eisenstein, 1979,
p.17). Patriarchy refers to all systems of male dominance and appears to be
everywhere.

4.5.2 Sex and Class
Radical feminists argue that women everywhere share a common oppression, and
they constitute a class by themselves as opposed to men. “Sex class is so deep as to
be invisible” are the opening words of Shulamith Firestone’s work The Dialectic of
Sex (1970). Unlike liberals and Marxists, radical feminists pay attention to the ways
in which men control reproduction, in other words, women’s bodies. The control of
men over women may be in varied forms: restrictive contraception, sterilization,
abortion laws, pornography and other kinds of violence against women. When a
person is deprived of power over her own body, it is deprivation of her humanity.
Moreover, men construct women’s sexuality, not for women’s needs, but for their
own interests.

4.5.3 Reproduction
Firestone was influenced by Marxism but believed that Marx’s and Engel’s
interpretation is too narrow to explain women’s subordination. Unlike the Marxists,
she argues that it is the relations of reproduction, and not those of production, that
form the basis of society. Hence she redefines historical materialism of Engels, by
replacing ‘materialism’ by ‘sex’, ‘economic classes’ by ‘biological classes’ and ‘
production’ by ‘reproduction’(Firestone, 1970, p.4):
Historical materialism, is that view of the course of history which seeks the ultimate
cause and the great moving power of all historic events in the dialectic of sex: the
division of society into two distinct biological classes for procreative reproduction,
and the struggles of these classes with one another; in the changes in the modes of
marriage, reproduction and child care created by these struggles; in the connected
development of other physically-differentiated classes [castes]; and in the first
division of labor based on sex which developed into the [economic-cultural] class
system.
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Thus, Firestone sees that the first division of labour is in the differing reproductive
roles of men and women. The radical feminists conclude that the root of women’s
oppression is biological and therefore women’s liberation requires a biological
revolution. A section of radical feminists are convinced that modern reproductive
technologies promote such a revolution.

4.5.4 Reproductive Technologies for Liberation
Modern reproductive technologies of contraception, sterilization, and abortion for the
first time in history provide the possibility for biological revolution.
… the artificial insemination by donor , in vitro fertilization, and embryo
transfer are also quiet widely used. Due to these technologies and due to
contracted motherhood, a woman who begets a child need not bear it, and a
woman who bears a child need not rear it. Furthermore, as soon as it is
possible to beget a child in vitro and bring it to term ex utero, women’s role in
the reproductive process will be no larger than men’s. … (Tong, 1989, p.74).
Radical feminists claim that sex roles will be eliminated when both men and women
stop playing substantially different roles and finally, distinctions between the roles of
woman-the-reproducer and man-the-producer will disappear.

4.5.5 Reproductive Technologies for Enslavement
Another group of radical feminists including Mary O’Brien and Adrienne Rich
contend that modern reproductive technologies are a trap for women though they may
promise untapped freedom. Men who are alienated from reproductive process, try to
have power over women’s reproductive process as compensation. Male doctors and
psychologists write down the rules, tell women how to feel and when to feel and how
to act during pregnancy and delivery. Thus ‘pregnancy’ and ‘birthing’ are not lived
experiences for women. In this regard, Mary O’Brien comments that modern
reproductive technologies are men’s strategies to get ‘a child-for-nothing’ (O’Brien,
1981, p.58-60).

4.5.6 Forced Motherhood
Radical feminists assert that women are forced to be mothers. Patriarchy declares that
motherhood is the only way for a woman’s self-fulfillment. A childless woman is
pitied and described as ‘unfeminine’. Women are expected to perform the same kinds
of nurturing to adults as they do to their children. Patriarchy determines the
conditions of their motherhood which imposes the responsibility of nurturance on
women without giving them the power of nurturance. Feminist mothers may thus
experience a sense of ambivalence in bringing up their sons amidst patriarchal
ideology which promotes the ideas of sons as future masters.
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4.5.7 Women as Sexual Slaves
For radical feminists, women under patriarchy are not only mothers but also sexual
slaves. Women’s sexuality is controlled forcefully by men and her ‘honour’ violated.
Even rape laws are often framed to protect the interests of men rather than of women.
An obvious example of this would be that nowhere is a man convicted for raping his
wife, although this may be a common occurrence. It is because of the assumption that
the woman belongs to her husband. Prostitution is another form of sexual coercion. In
all of these instances, what comes to the fore is the idea that women lack control over
their own bodies. Radical feminists suggest that women should be liberated
from forced motherhood, sexual slavery, and regain control over their bodies.

4.5.8 Liberating Strategies
Promoting female culture and revalorization of females will liberate women from
their sexual and attendant enslavement. Radical feminism maintains that every
society has two cultures: the visible male culture and the invisible female culture.
Religion, government, economy, and all social institutions represent the male view
and interests. In this male culture, men envy women’s reproductive processes and
female creative energy. Radical feminists state that this results in sexual politics and
leads to the notion of the ‘personal is political’. The emergence of femininity in girls
and masculinity in boys is not due to the psychological differences in their parents but
due to the difference in power between their mothers and fathers. As such, this is the
de-biologising of the Freudian theory of penis envy.
Radical feminists Mary Daly and Adrienne Rich advocate celebration of ‘woman
culture’ which will change the basic structure of society, substituting new values.
These values are qualities that characterize femaleness – empathy, intuitiveness,
adaptability, and awareness of growth as process, and a capacity to respond
emotionally as well as rationally. The ‘revalorisation’ of women’s qualities is carried
out through women’s art and language. It includes the creation of a new world view,
seen from women’s perspectives, and expressed through journalism, radio, music,
film, dance, poetry, painting, photography, sculpture and literature. The first task of
radical feminists is to reconstruct patriarchal language. This process is called
‘naming’. Mary Daly defines feminist naming as a deliberate confrontation with
language structures. Daly believes that the activity of being able to name things
(oneself, or anything in the world around us) through language is indicative of power,
and that women have had that power of naming stolen from them. Feminist naming
thus begins with women invoking and exerting this power, and confronting traditional
language structures. Radical feminists believe that women are oppressed primarily in
the realm of so-called intimate relations and suggest shaking off heterosexual
marriage and recommend lesbianism as the full commitment of women to their own
sex.
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4.5.9 Critiques of Radical Feminism
Radical feminists contend that patriarchy is a trans-cultural universal phenomenon.
However, we may note that oppression of women and enslaving practices have
different meanings in different societies and are contextualized. Female separatism as
envisaged by the radical feminists excludes men who form half of the world’s
population. Exclusion of men cannot bring about a revolution, as any such revolution
must take into account that women and men co-exist within the patriarchal structure
which needs to be transformed. Radical feminists are not concerned with the material
reasons for men’s subjugation of women. They demonstrate vividly how men enslave
women but do not attempt to explain why men do so. The important contribution of
Radical feminism is the conviction that while the sexuality of women might have
been a source of danger in the past, it can become a locus of power for women in the
future. You would find it interesting to note the manner in which radical feminists use
intellectual and analytical tools to subvert given misconceptions about sexuality and
about biology of women.

4.6

SOCIALIST FEMINISM

One step removed from Radical feminism is Socialist feminism. In order to examine
the situation of women, both of these formative feminisms use sex and society as
their lenses, although with the help of different feminist perspectives. Socialist
Feminism is an offshoot of women’s movement in the 1970s. It is a synthesis of the
best insights of both Marxist and radical feminists. It blends capitalism and
patriarchy; production and reproduction. Productive activity for socialist feminists is
not only provision for basic material needs of food, clothing, and shelter, but also the
reproductive and sexual work that is done by women at home.
Socialist feminism adopts two kinds of approach: dual-systems theory and unifiedsystems theory. The dual systems theorists like Juliet Mitchell treat patriarchy and
capitalism as separate forms of social relations but dialectically related to each other
while the unified –systems theorists like Hartman and Sheila Rowbotham insist that
patriarchy and capitalism are not separate but together form one unified concept.

4.6.1 Historical Conception of Biology
Social Feminists believe that biology is gendered as well as sexed. This implies that
while we may be born with specific sexual anatomies (female/ male/ trans-gendered),
our bodies are also submitted to a social gendering process from the time of our birth.
So we could say that we are born into an already gender codified society. In terms of
the notion of gender, we can thus infer that infants are bisexual (androgynous) at
birth. But they are transformed into boys and girls with rigid masculine and feminine
character structures, through a systematic gender-structuring which continues
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throughout life. The physical differences between men and women are partially
determined by the work they do. Iris Young remarks that women in sexist society are
physically handicapped because they have less mobility and strictures on physical
development. Marian Lowe has investigated that social conditions bring variations in
menstruation and menopause. Juliet Mitchell, Jane Flex, Gayle Rubin, Nancy
Chodorow, and Dorothy Dinnerstein have all worked to prove that the masculine and
feminine character types are structured and established by specific social forms of
work practices. On the whole, socialist feminists believe that our ‘inner lives’, our
bodies and behavior are structured by socially imposed gender-structuring. You will
read much more about the relationships between ‘sex’ and ‘gender’ in various other
courses of this programme.
The activities in women’s private life such as sexuality, childbearing and childrearing
cannot be understood apart from society. Zillah Eisenstein argues that giving birth to
a child is termed ‘motherhood’ only if it conforms to the social norm defining the
relations of marriage and the family. Otherwise, the child is ‘illegitimate’ and the act
‘adultery’.

4.6.2 Historical Analysis of the Gender Division of Labour
Socialist feminism claims that human beings are constantly recreating themselves
through sexual division of labour. Iris Young (1981) provides a historical analysis of
the gender division of labour. In pre-capitalist times, there existed an economic
partnership between wives and husbands. With the rise of capitalism came the publicprivate split. Capitalism identified men as the ‘primary work force’ and women as the
‘secondary work force’. As women were needed at home, they were confined to
domestic work. Women became a large reserve army of labour, unemployed, low
paid and less skilled secondary workforce, needed to keep wages low and meet
unexpected demands in the workforce. In the third world economies, women
gradually move from the primary work force to secondary work force.
Even today, the categories of work where women congregate are the lowest paid.
Women work mostly as clerical workers, saleswomen, social workers, nurses and
teachers. This confirms the ideological perception of women as subservient,
nurturing, and sexy. It forces women to depend on men. Women wage earners face
problems common to all workers and in addition suffer sexual harassment.
In the 1970s, socialist feminists began to demand due wages for household work that
women do. Margaret Benston’s “The Political Economy of Women’s Liberation”
exposed domestic labour as a crucial form of women’s work and many more
domestic labour studies followed to gain public recognition and legitimacy for
women’s work at home (Benston, 1969).
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4.6.3 Women as Sexual Objects
A woman is confronted by words, gestures, comments and threats of violence which
express male dominance. Alison Jaggar (1983) sums up the socialist feminists’ views
on how women are treated as sexual objects:
Women are viewed relentlessly as sexual objects, whether or not they
welcome sexual interest, and they are subject continually to sexual
assaults and harassment. In addition, economic survival requires most
women to present themselves in a way that is sexually pleasing to men:
male superiors penalize women who seem to be “punishing” or defying
men through their appearance: much of women’s work is sexualized:
and, in the end, the best chance of economic security for most women
remains the sale of their sexuality in marriage. … (p. 108).
It is an ideological mystification to consider women primarily as sex objects. Women
have always worked outside procreation. They have provided food and services to the
family and the larger society outside. It is men who control the expression of
women’s sexuality.

4.6.4 Alienation
Women, like wage workers, are alienated in sexual situations. Alison Jaggar proposes
alienation as the theoretical framework which accommodates the insights of Marxist,
radical, psychoanalytical and liberal feminisms (Jaggar, 1983, p.353).
A wage worker is alienated from the product upon which he works. In the same way,
a woman is alienated from her body, the product upon which she works. A woman
has little say on her body. She adorns herself, diets and dresses but all these activities
are done for men. A woman is alienated from the product of her reproductive labour,
that is, her child. A woman does not have the power to decide how many children she
should have and when. Motherhood can also be an alienating experience for a woman
as women may be alienated from the process of their reproductive labour. It is
obstetricians who take total control of the birthing process. Childbearing like
childrearing is an alienating experience. “The social relations of contemporary
motherhood make it impossible for her to see the child as a whole person, part of a
larger community to which both mother and child belong” (Jaggar, 1983, p.315).
Finally, women are alienated from their intellectual capacities. To the extent men take
control of producing and distributing knowledge and the process, women are not at
ease in the academy. Ann Foreman (1977) declares that femininity itself is alienation.
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4.6.5 Liberation of Women
Mitchell argues that defeat of capitalism alone cannot liberate women unless it goes
with the defeat of patriarchy. Biological or economic revolution will not liberate
women. It is only an outer expression. Mitchell considers the psychoanalytical view
that sex oppression is deeper at the unconscious level. Hence she advocates primarily
a psychological revolution, and states that attitudes toward women will never really
change so long as the female and male psychology are dominated by dominant phallic
symbols which extol male culture, male authority and male control over women.

4.6.6 Critiques of Socialist Feminism
Socialist feminism is criticized for being neither revolutionary nor radical enough. It
underplays the significance of capitalist forms of exploitation. It has failed to create
lasting solutions to the problem of female economic and social exploitation. One
distinguishing feature of socialist feminism is its emphasis on democratic control of
procreation. But it fails to explain what democratization of procreation would mean in
practice. However, in its favour, one could say that socialist feminism has an
inspiring vision of an androgynous society in which the distinction between
‘masculinity’ and ‘femininity’ no longer exists.
Your reading of various formative feminisms, Liberal, Marxist, Radical and Socialist,
would have given you an understanding of the wonderful chemistry that exists
between the progressive theories on which each of these was based. In the light of
this, we could say that Socialist feminism is the most evident indicator in terms of
showing how paradigms shift when feminist equations (specifically, Radical and
Marxist) work on each other in understanding women’s tangible and intangible
oppressions.
Check Your Progress Exercise 4.1
Note:
I. Write your answer in the space given below.
II. Compare your answer with the one given at the end of this Unit.
Q.1 What are the categories of Liberal feminists?
……………………………………………………………………………………….
……………………………………………………………………………………….
……………………………………………………………………………………….
……………………………………………………………………………………….
Q.2 Alison Jaggar’s proposal of alienation.
……………………………………………………………………………………….
……………………………………………………………………………………….
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4.7

MARXIST FEMINISM

Marxism provides a perspective completely different from liberalism. Marxism
denies rationality as the essence of human nature. Rather, it offers a theory called
historical materialism. The unfortunate effect of economic dependence of women was
recognized by Karl Marx (1818-1883) and Friedrich Engels (1820- 1895). Following
Marx and Engels, Marxist feminists believe that women are oppressed by capitalism,
and that gender inequality will disappear when capitalism is replaced by socialism
and a classless society.

4.7.1 Historical Materialism
Marx talked about the ‘materialist conception of history’, which was later referred to
as ‘historical materialism’ by Engels. Human beings are viewed as a biological
species. Thus, human nature itself changes as modes of production and economic
relationships change. It is the mode of production that determines the social
consciousness of a given society.
Human praxis is a cooperative social activity involving some division of labour. It is
historically determined. The worker’s conception of what needs to be done, how it
should be done, and when it has to be done successfully are determined by previous
social experience and the social context within which the individual is situated. Marx
expresses that the sum total of relations of production constitutes the economic
structure of society, and on this economic structure is built the legal and political
superstructure. On the whole, the mode of production conditions the social, political
and intellectual life process in general (Marx, 1973). Marx criticized capitalism as he
felt that in this contemporary social structure, the necessity of survival and class
domination deter human freedom and development. Freedom to Marxists is a social
achievement. The capitalist organization of production alienates the workers from the
product of their work, from the production process, from their self-realization and
alienates them from each other.

4.7.2 Marx on Women
Although Marx does pay some attention to women’s subordination under capitalism,
it was the overthrow of capitalism and not sexual oppression which was the main
agenda of Marx. It was left to Engels to undertake a systematic analysis of women’s
oppression after Marx’s death. Engels’ work The Origin of the Family, Private

57

Property, and the State, published in 1884, has been accepted as a classic statement
by generations of Marxists.
Whenever the women’s situation is discussed by Marxists, it refers to women’s
subordination under capitalism. Since capitalist society is composed of different
classes, therefore, all women are not identical. Working class women are different
from bourgeois women in a capitalist class society as class divisions cut across sex
lines.
Marxist feminists believe that when forms of feminisms do not account for social
consciousness, they lead to forms of false consciousness of bourgeois women.
According to Marxist feminists, women, as a class, should not focus their struggle
against men but against the bourgeois system under capitalism. This is a collective
work of both men and women of the working class. While Marxist theory provides
Marxist feminists with useful systematically organized tools to carry out an important
critique of patriarchal capitalism, it stops short of providing a comprehensive
framework from within which many other issues related to women’s place in society
could be addressed.

4.7.3 Production and Reproduction
Engels records that a social organization of a given society in a particular period in
history is determined by ‘the production and reproduction of immediate life’. This
implies that along with production of the means for existence, reproduction of human
beings is equally considered. In a capitalist society, oppression impacts both the
development of labour and that of the family. With the focus on reproduction,
women’s role in family and work under capitalism also enters into the Marxian
debate.
Household work, the traditional work area of women, is defined as reproduction. In a
capitalist society, the economic relations are such that the social tasks involved with
reproduction, such as childbearing, childrearing, caring the sick and the aged,
cooking, cleaning and other forms of household work, are considered economically
cheap and unprofitable. Correspondingly, women as the performers of unprofitable
tasks are also undermined in their value and contribution.

4.7.4 Family and Mother’s Right
Engels traces the evolution of family from the earlier savage society to the present
day in his major work The Origin of the Family, Private Property and the State. He
uses the anthropological work of Lewis Morgan in formulating his theory of family.
Morgan distinguishes two historical periods prior to civilizations - savagery and
barbarism (hunting state). In these earliest societies, sexual relationships had been
totally promiscuous and unregulated. The original family consisted of a state of group
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marriage. In all forms of group marriage, Formative Feminisms only the mother of
the child was known and not the father. This made the ‘the mother right’ as the
dominant principle in the family organization.
The society moved from hunting state to the herding of cattle and cultivation of
plants. In these primitive societies, the relations between sexes were based on
equality. Women were responsible for domestic work and men for agriculture and
husbandry. Women reigned supreme in the home and the descent was calculated
through the female line. Then came the domestication of animals and the breeding of
herds, metal-working, weaving and agriculture. There was surplus and slaves were
engaged for labour power. Some men gained more property and more power. The
acquisition of new wealth led to men’s position becoming higher than women’s. Men
wanted to pass their property on to their children. ‘Mother right’ was overthrown.
Engels’ strongly comments in The Origin (1972, p. 120) that “the overthrow of
mother right was the world historical defeat of the female sex”. The traditional
inheritance from father to his children was ensured through strict monogamy.

4.7.5 Monogamy
Monogamous marriage is an offshoot of the rise of class society. The first class
opposition and oppression coincides with the sexual opposition of man and woman in
marriage. The oppositions and contradictions are found in this marriage. Engels
argues that prostitution, adultery and gender subordination are the outcome of
monogamy. Marriage itself becomes a crass form of prostitution for women.
According to Engels, the only difference between a married woman and a prostitute is
that the former does not sell her body piecemeal like a courtesan, but sells it once and
for all into slavery. Thus, the woman historically became a mere commodity, a
possession of her husband, and an instrument for the production of children. In the
middle class capitalist family, the woman was forced to sell herself sexually and
brought down to a position of powerlessness. Engels holds that within the family, the
man represents the bourgeois and the wife represents the proletariat.

4.7.6 Sexual Division of Labour
Despite Marxist ideals promoting equality of women as a class, there are
contradictions within Marxist theory based on stereotypical assumption about
women’s bodies and their roles. The sexual division of labour, from the Marxist
perspective, is natural because it is biologically determined. Marx and Engels state
that the social division of labour originates in ‘the division of labour in the sexual
act’. It means that differences of age and sex naturally determine the division of
labour. Marx suggests that women may be excluded from those branches of industry
which may be unhealthy or objectionable morally to the female body. In brief, it
means that women’s capacity to enter public industry is limited both by biological
and by moral factors. The final conclusion may be thus: despite Marxian advocacy for
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women to enter public industry, there is a suggestion that there could never be a
complete abolition of the sexual division of labour, either in the family, in the work
place, or in bed. Though gender differences would be muted under socialism, a
psychological equality between men and women would be impossible.

4.7.7 Application of Marxian Liberating Strategies
Marxists believe that the abolition of private property will end sexual oppression, and
that economic supremacy will disappear of itself. The first condition for the liberation
of woman, according to Engels, is “to bring the whole female sex back into public
industry” and collectivize housework and childcare. The second condition for
liberation is the social revolution which Engels hoped would occur soon.
Marx’s analytical tools are used by feminists in debates relating to women’s labour
force. According to Marxist theory, classes develop based on work relations. In the
case of women, it is not surprising that socialist feminists focused on domestic labour
since “this work was done almost exclusively by women and was fundamentally
different from the work done by either sex in formal economy” (Armstrong, 1990,
p.68). Charnie Guettel, in her work Marxism and Feminism (1974, p.52), argued that
what women do as housework is outside the formal economy. Jobs performed outside
the home are valued as productive as they earn profit in a capitalist society, while the
unpaid consumption work at home that women do is regarded as unproductive.
Guettel maintained that class differences among women seem to reflect their
husbands’ relations to production, thus sustaining their double subordination. Hence,
to overcome their subordination as women, women must work for the socialization of
domestic work and enter the labour force. Such a labour force, with more equitable
distribution of roles between the genders, can subsequently transform the productive
system.
Margaret Benston, in her pioneering article “The Political Economy of women’s
Liberation” (1969), explored women’s domestic labour further. Citing the Marxist
distinction between use value and exchange value, she maintained that women as a
group are responsible for the production of simple use values associated with homes
and families. Unlike the paid work of men, which produces exchange value as well as
use value, the unpaid work of women is perceived as superfluous from the standpoint
of capital because it produces only use value. It acquires a secondary status as it does
not directly produce for the market or command wages.
Contrary to the above, Benston argued that women’s labour is useful in two ways:
• First, it fulfills the need for closeness, community and warm secure
relationships and stabilizes the entire economy; and
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• Second, it serves to make women what Marx would call as ‘a reserve army’
of labour , contributing to the transient economy in capitalism.
Benston was the first to use the reserve army concept in case of women. She
explained how women are called upon to fill vacancies in the job market whenever
needed and sent home to do their domestic work when their services are no longer
required. Women are the last to be hired and the first to be fired and are hired to do
low-paid work when the demand for workers arises in the market.
As you have seen above, Marxist/ socialist feminists strive to develop a theoretical
account of different types of oppression resulting from the interface of gender,
race/ethnicity, and regionality/ nationality with class. While making use of Marxist
concepts to understand the position of women, Marxist feminists have also
transformed these concepts. Most recent works demonstrate that work done in the
home, including bearing and rearing of children, must be included in any notion of
class; moreover, any conceptualization of class is inadequate if it does not take into
account sex, domestic work, race, and region.
In the above section, you have obtained a broad overview of some of the ways in
which feminists have applied Marxist theories and ideas in trying to achieve a more
gender-just society. In the next section, let us look at some critiques of these
theoretical perspectives so that we can understand the limitations of Marxist
feminism.

4.7.8 Critique of Marxist Feminism
It has been argued by critics of Marxism that Marxist categories are sex-blind. This
accusation is based on the view that although traditional Marxists were able to
explain how capitalism separated the homestead from the workplace, they failed to
explain why capitalism assigned homestead to women and workplace to men.
Engels’ assumption that the family pattern has been universal in all societies is
questionable. The claim that there was sexual equality in primitive societies is also
dubious. Engel’s views on early man’s desire to leave his property to his heirs have
been challenged for it is likely that women were the first cultivators and provided the
surplus value.
They also said that in a socialist society, housework and childcare should be
collectivized. But they have not mentioned who should be doing these household
tasks - men or women. The implication is that these tasks will be done by women
which reinforce the sexual division of labour that the Marxists want to abolish. The
dual work that women do in combining paid work with domestic responsibility and
its implications on women has not been analyzed by Engels though collectivization
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of domestic work is recommended. He also failed to explain the sexual oppression of
women workers and male dominance in the work place.

4.8 MATERIALIST FEMINISM
Materialist feminism highlights capitalism and patriarchy as central in understanding
women’s oppression. Under materialist feminism, gender is seen as a social construct,
and society forces gender roles, such as bearing children, onto women. Materialist
feminism's ideal vision is a society in which women are treated socially and
economically the same as men. The theory centers on social change rather than
seeking transformation within the capitalist system. Jennifer Wicke, defines
materialist feminism as “a feminism that insists on examining the material conditions
under which social arrangements, including those of gender hierarchy, develop...
materialist feminism avoids seeing this gender hierarchy as the effect of a singular...
patriarchy and instead gauges the web of social and psychic relations that make up a
material, historical moment”. She states that “...materialist feminism argues that
material conditions of all sorts play a vital role in the social production of gender and
assays the different ways in which women collaborate and participate in these
productions”.
Material feminism also considers how women and men of various races and
ethnicities are kept in their lower economic status due to an imbalance of power that
privileges those who already have privilege, thereby protecting the status quo.
Materialist feminists ask whether people have access to free education, if they can
pursue careers, have access or opportunity to become wealthy, and if not, what
economic or social constraints are preventing them from doing so, and how this can
be changed.
The term feminist materialism emerged in the late 1970s and is associated with
leading thinkers, such as Rosemary Hennessy , Stevi Jackson and Christine Delphy.
Rosemary Hennessy traces the history of materialist feminism through the work of
British and French feminists who preferred the term materialist feminism to Marxist
feminism . In their view, Marxism has to be changed in order to explain the sexual
division of labor. Marxism was inadequate for the task because of its class prejudice
and because it focused on production. The feminism was also problematic because of
its essentialist and idealistic concept of women. Materialistic feminism then emerged
as a substitute for both: Marxism and feminism.
Materialist feminism originated partly from the work of French feminists,
especially Christine Delphy . She argued that materialism is the only theory in history
that sees oppression as a basic reality in women's lives. Christine Delphy says that
this is why women and all oppressed groups need materialism to investigate this
situation. For Christine Delphy, “starting from oppression defines a materialistic
approach, oppression is a materialistic concept.” It argues that the mode of domestic
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production was the place of patriarchal exploitation and the material basis of
oppression of women. He further argued that marriage it is an employment contract
that gives men the right to exploit women The Grand Domestic
Revolution by Dolores Hayden is a reference. Hayden describes feminist materialism
at that time as reconceptualizing the relationship between private housing and public
space, presenting collective options for “taking the burden off” women with respect
to housework , cooking and other traditionally female jobs.

Rosemary Hennessy traces the history of materialist feminism in the work of British
and French feminists who preferred the term materialist feminism to Marxist
feminism. In their view, Marxism had to be altered to be able to explain the sexual
division of labor. Marxism was inadequate to the task because of its class bias and
focus on production. Feminism was also problematic due to its essentialist and
idealist concept of woman. Material feminism then emerged as a positive substitute to
both Marxism and feminism, and pointed out the unequal distribution of social
resources.

4.8.1 Relationship to Marxist Feminism
Marxist Feminism is focused on investigating and explaining the ways in which
women are oppressed through systems of capitalism and private property. As stated
previously, materialist feminism was developed as an improvement upon Marxism, as
it was felt that Marxist feminism failed to address division of labor, especially in the
household. The current concept has its roots in socialist and Marxist feminism;
Rosemary Hennessy and Chrys Ingraham, editors of Materialist Feminism: A Reader
in Class, Difference, and Women’s Lives, describe material feminism as the
“conjuncture of several discourses—historical materialism, Marxist and radical
feminism, as well as postmodernist and psychoanalytic theories of meaning and
subjectivity”.

4.8.2 Criticism of Materialist Feminism
Materialist feminism has been criticized for assuming universal oppression of
women. By focusing on capitalist relations combined with patriarchy, materialist
feminism fails to include women of different classes, sexualities and ethnicities.
Hazel Carby challenged the materialist feminist analyses of the family as universally
oppressive to all women. She instead noted the ways that values of the family are
different for black women and men, just as the division of labor is also racialized. In
recent years materialist feminist thought has attempted to focus on transnational
issues. Scholars consider global economic change in relation to the feminization of
poverty. Feminist scholars are also working to create a transnational feminist agenda.
For example, Rosemary Hennessy analyzes grassroots organization in
four maquiladora communities along Mexico's northern border. The research claims
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that the global nature of patriarchy and capitalism sustains a “political economy of
sex”.
The relationship between materialism and feminism has been described as
problematic” and regarded as an “unhappy couple”. There has also been concern for
the general ambiguity of materialist feminism. It has been called to question whether
the differentiation between materialist feminism and Marxist feminism is great
enough to be a worthwhile contribution to feminist theory. However, the main
criticism for materialist feminism involves the lack of intersectionality within the
theory. While Material Feminism has always focused on the idea that gender is a
social construction, Rosemary Hennessy comments on how there has recently been
pressure to recognize the differences within the definition of “woman” and how this
intersects with not only class, but race and other sexualities and genders.
Christine Delphy’s contributions to materialist feminism have also been the subject of
criticism, for example by Michèle Barrett and Mary McIntosh. They suggest that the
definition of materialism feminism has a very loose interpretation of patriarchy, and
that Delphy’s article “Towards a Materialist Feminism” has a focus limited to the
oppression of wives and fails to connect this to the global oppression of women in
general. Stevi Jackson also calls concern towards the recent resurgence of materialist
interest, stating that many of the new ideas were reducing the material to capitalist
ideas, and that “this might bring us full circle back to the least productive forms of
1970s Marxism”.

4.9 LET US SUM UP
In this unit, we discussed and analyzed five feminist theories. You would have
realized that feminist theories address fundamental issues in feminist thought - the
origins of women’s universal oppression, gendered and problematized social and
institutional relations, and the political actions to be taken to ameliorate these
injustices. The five types of feminisms that you have read about included - Liberal,
Radical, Socialist, Marxist and Materialist. You have also seen that each feminist
theory remains partial, imperfect, and incomplete. However, all of these different
feminisms have contributed in valuable ways in enhancing our understanding of
women’s oppression and each offers us a rich perspective on how to struggle against
this oppression. We need to draw on the strengths of all these theories in our ongoing
efforts to deepen our critical understanding of these important issues. Finally, the
formative feminisms are predominantly of white, middle-class origins. From the
viewpoint and historical perception of Indian women, we can find both
commonalities and differences when we compare the situations discussed here with
those in India.
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4.10 CHECK YOUR PROGRESS: ANSWER KEYS
Ans to Q 1:

(i) Classical feminists who fought for the removal of discriminatory
laws
(ii) Welfare feminists who argued that government should take
appropriate action to eliminate socio-economic, as well as legal
impediments to women’s progress. In general, both are known to
depend heavily on legal remedies.

Ans to Q 2:

Alison Jaggar proposes alienation as the theoretical framework which
accommodates the insights of Marxist, radical, psychoanalytical and
liberal feminisms.
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