2. Marxist Feminism.

As the name suggests, Marxist Feminists have tended to explain gender inequalities from the viewpoint of Karl Marx's analysis of Capitalism. Various Feminist writers have analysed institutions such as the family in terms of its structural relationship to Capitalist forms of economic production. In this respect, the emphasis is placed upon the way in which women are generally exploited through such things as domestic labour, child care ("services" that leave men free to be either exploited economically in the workplace or, indeed, to do the exploiting - Marxists call this type of "free service" a "use value" - the value of unpaid female labour to Capitalism can be expressed in terms of how it helps capitalists to carry-out economic exploitation, rather than in direct monetary terms) and as a "reserve army of labour".

In Marxist Feminist terms, the importance of the economic dimension to people's relationships is stressed. Just as an employee became dependent upon an employer for a job, a wage and hence survival, so this kind of dependent relationship became mirrored by the family group. In this instance, the woman becomes dependent upon her partner for survival. In both instances, of course, this is a highly-dependent relationship and, therefore, one characterised by relations of domination and subordination.

In addition, these relationships become routinized over time. The Capitalist seeks to justify and maintain his domination (because it is advantageous to him) and the male seeks to justify and maintain his domination (because, in exchange for sharing part of his wage he receives domestic services in return).

Barrett argues, on the basis of the above, that it is hardly surprising that in a situation where:

a. One individual has power over another and

b. The powerful individual stands to benefit by exercising that power, then

c. People become effectively "locked-into" these relationships. It becomes - eventually - a normal part of people's lives (as, over time, children are socialised into these expected male / female, employer / employee roles).

For Barrett, therefore, a "patriarchal ideology" develops effectively out of the initial relations of (male) domination and (female) subordination produced by the Capitalist system of production - not the other way around as many Radical Feminists have argued.

Thus, the combination of the material fact of economic dependency coupled with the ideological rationalisations of this dependency (things like concepts of "femininity", "maternal instinct" and so forth) becomes a powerful social brew in which women are the eventual "losers".

According to Barrett, the cause of "women's oppression today" (to coin a phrase) is not simply to be found in economic dependency (although it remains a significant factor). A patriarchal ideology that has been developed, practised and refined over two or three hundred years is a powerful ideology. 

Marxist Feminism synopsis.

a. Capitalist class relationships are the root cause of female oppression, exploitation and discrimination. Men are socialised into exploitative relationships in relation to work and they carry this socialisation over into the home and their relationship to women.

b. Patriarchy is an ideology (a set of related beliefs about the world - in this instance, male - female relationships) that stems from male attempts to justify the economic exploitation of women.

c. The "family system" characteristic of modern societies benefits capitalism (and, by extension, the men who tend to dominate positions of power and influence) because women:

- can be forced / socialised into unpaid domestic labour.

- can be forced / socialised into responsibility for child-rearing.

This benefits the Capitalist because they do not have to pay women to perform this role (the "reproduction of labour power" in society).

This benefits men because women perform a "domestic servant" role for all men.

d. Neither Marxist nor socialist Feminists see men as the "enemy" of women. To create a Communist / socialist society men and women have to co-operate in to:

Overthrow the Capitalist system of economic exploitation (Marxist Feminism).

Create a more-equal and equitable form of society (Socialist Feminism).

e. For Marxist Feminists, the concept of social class is considered to be more important than the concept of patriarchy since the latter is seen as a form of ideology that stems from class exploitation. Women are not a "sex class" because the only thing they have in common is their sex - an upper class woman, for example, has little if nothing in common with a working class woman. In addition, there is general agreement amongst Marxist Feminists that the points in the following section are valid.

Marxist Feminism: a critique.

a. Marxist Feminists tend to be criticised for placing too much emphasis upon class relations in the economic sphere (women considered as part of the working class, for example) and not paying enough attention to female experiences outside the labour market (within the family / domestic sphere, for example).

b. Given that the revolutionary overthrow of Capitalism does not seem very likely to occur, this "solution" to female exploitation tends not to be seen as a particularly useful one to pursue.

c. Radical Feminists have been critical of the emphasis placed upon Capitalist forms of exploitation. The main argument here is that patriarchal forms of exploitation have existed in all known societies, not just Capitalist ones. In addition, they argue that patriarchy predates Capitalism which makes it a more significant explanation of female exploitation and oppression.

