4. Socialist Feminism.

Socialist Feminism, whilst having a number of things in common with other Feminist perspectives

- support for practical action to improve the position of women's lives on an everyday basis (Liberal Feminism),

- attacking the causes of women's economic oppression (Marxist Feminism),

- challenging the patriarchal assumptions that underpin male / female domestic relations (Radical Feminism),

is also a distinct perspective in its own right. Unlike, for example:

Liberal Feminism - Socialist Feminists do not see legal and / or political changes as sufficient in themselves. Women have to be emancipated as a class, rather than on a piecemeal, ad hoc, basis.

Marxist Feminism - since 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.

Radical Feminism - whilst patriarchy is seen to be a significant factor in female oppression, Socialist Feminists do not see women as a "sex class", nor do they see all men as "the class enemy". Not all male / female relationships are characterised by oppression and exploitation, for example. 

Technological "solutions" to female exploitation are also viewed with suspicion (since control over development and exploitation of technology has traditional been a male preserve), as is the idea that a matriarchal society is somehow superior and preferable to a patriarchal society.

In essence, perhaps, Socialist Feminism seeks to combine political analysis with economic and domestic reform as a means of improving the social position of women.

In theoretical terms, the main idea that tends to set Socialist Feminists apart from other Feminist perspectives is probably the recognition that neither patriarchy nor class are, in their separate ways, explanations for female oppression. Various social factors are seen to shape women's lives (class, gender, ethnicity, age and so forth), with no single factor being seen as the key to unlocking women's oppression.

The relationship between "economic class" and "sex class" is considered to be important by Socialist Feminists in the sense that female biology is clearly significant insofar as it gives men the opportunity to dominate women by limiting their ability to compete economically. However, economic discrimination, segregation and so forth is evidently a factor that affects women's social choices and experiences. Economic discrimination, for example, clearly has a socialising influence in relation to women's desire to marry, raise children and the like (domestic labour, for example, may be seen as a preferable alternative to low wage, low skill, repetitive work...

Sylvia Walby ("The Historical Periodization of Patriarchy", 1988) personifies the Socialist Feminist perspective when she argues that we need to understand male / female relationships in terms of "dual modes of production".

1. A "patriarchal mode" that is found in domestic labour, paid work and so forth (where women are exploited on the basis of gender).

2. An "economic mode" where women, like men, are exploited on the basis of their class.

For Welby, this "dual form" is considered significant for two reasons:

a. The patriarchal mode is never found in isolation from the economic mode - female discrimination is always based upon some form of economic discrimination / exploitation (since men can only exploit a "biological advantage" in a wider social context involving the economic organisation of a society). 

b. Although patriarchy pre-dates Capitalism (in the sense that it has existed in all human societies in one form or another), Capitalism is seen to be a significant economic development because of the way in which it systematised economic exploitation - raising it to new and hitherto unseen heights, for example.

In particular, the marginalization of domestic economies and subsistence farming in favour of the ascendancy of paid (factory-type) work is seen as significant since it expanded male power bases and opportunities at the expense of female power bases.

For Welby, as for many Socialist Feminists, Capitalism and patriarchy do not necessarily work hand-in-glove, however. On some occasions there is a dynamic tension between them. 

For example, Welby argues that such tension has developed between the interests of a Capitalist class (the desire to employ the cheapest possible form of labour, regardless of sex) and the interests of men (patriarchy) who may resist attempts by employers to replace male workers with (cheaper) female workers.

Socialist Feminism: a synopsis.

a. Women's work and their social status is highly marginalized by their potential / actual "dual role" in modern societies (child-rearer and worker). Employers are able to exploit this dual role to pay women lower wages. Men are able to exploit this dual role by receiving "unpaid services" within the home.

b. The main reason for women's lower status in relation to men is the fact that they are generally economically dependent upon their male partner.

c. Male power over women is consolidated by ideological myths about women (that they are naturally passive, that they have maternal instincts and so forth). These myths are part of a powerful socialising influence upon women that leads them to define their major role as that of "mother, housekeeper and child-rearer".

Socialist Feminism: a critique.

a. This form of Feminism underplays the significance of Capitalist forms of exploitation.

b. Socialist Feminism is criticised for being neither revolutionary nor radical enough to create lasting solutions to the problem of female economic and social exploitation.

