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What are the political aims of feminism?


The women’s movement as such is not one single cohesive whole. The political hopes and aspirations of women tend to vary from one social grouping to another, if not indeed from one woman to another. Any discussion of the political aims of feminists must be grounded within the various feminine perspectives that come together to form that which we call ‘the women’s movement’ It is for this reason that in this essay I shall be examining both the perspective and political aims of an assortment of various feminist perspective groupings, namely Marxist feminists, Liberal feminists, Radical revolutionary feminists, Socialist feminists, Black feminists and Post modern feminists. Before I do that though I shall present a brief overview of the women’s movement in order to place the essay in the context within which feminism finds itself operating. 

The “first wave” of feminism is considered to have begun in 1792 with the publication of Mary Wolstencraft’s book “A vindication of the rights of women” in which she wrote;

“Women aren’t naturally inferior to men. Men have made us like this by denying us education and keeping us shut up indoors. And there aren’t special female and male qualities, only human ones. I’m sure that with the same opportunities women are just as capable of achieving success as men. And if girls were educated properly they’d not only be of use to society, they’d also have the freedom that comes from earning your own living.”

This book gave birth to that which we now call “feminism” First wave feminism is considered to have taken place between 1860 and 1920. The women’s movements of the day were interested primarily with women’s health, work and the vote. 

Health was of serious concern with women receiving hysterectomies to cure them of “hysterical” behaviour, a common feature of women’s health care at that time.  

Work had been primarily done by two categories of workers after the industrial revolution, men being one group and women and children the other. Most work was done by the male group and with it went the power born of being the wage earner. Things improved on the work front with the outbreak of war. Many women took on the jobs of men who left to fight.

An act of parliament in 1918 gave women over 30 the vote, provided they were property owners, thus excluding the mass poor. In 1928 this was reduced to 21,  (the 

same as it was for men.)

Although the earlier held belief that if women improved their minds there would be a diminishment in their ability to bear children had become discredited, the education establishment still held that women had little interest in education.

The period 1920-1960 saw little activity of a positive kind. Indeed in the 1930’s a lot of women went into domestic service, a thing that had previously nearly died out. This is credited with having been brought about by a shortage of men caused by the great war. Once again war was the cause of much change and many women once again found employment (other than domestic service) for the period of the war. Once war was over though it was “business as usual.” Within days of the end of war the crèches set up by the state were closed thus disabling most women’s ability to work at a stroke.

In the 1950’s the opinions of psychologists became popular. One of the leading men in this field was Bowlby who reckoned that latch key kids lead to maternal deprivation. This period saw programmes educating women in such matters as cleaning, washing and cooking your mans dinner.

2nd wave feminism began in the sixties with the publication of Simone Debeavoir’s work “The 2nd sex” in which she re-iterated the earlier comments of Mary Wolstencraft.

Free love, the pill and mini skirts prevailed. The Miss 1968 America  beauty contest was stormed by feminist activists and in 1970 the first national meeting took place at Ruskin college Oxford, of the Women’s Liberation Movement. Out of this meeting came 5 initial demands with a further 2 added on in 1972. These were;

1: Equal pay

2: Equal educational and job opportunities

3: Free contraception and abortion on demand.

4: Free 24hr child-care.

5: Legal and financial independence for women.

6: An end to discrimination against lesbians and the right to self defined sexuality.

7: An end to rape and violence against women.

As I have previously said, feminism is not one single movement, but all feminists agree upon two things;  Women are subjugated and oppressed by men and women need to be emancipated (freed from slavery). 

What all feminists do not agree about is the way to achieve this goal. 

Liberal feminists are concerned with equal rights for women, so that women have the same citizenship rights as men. Liberal feminists work within the frame-work of the law and seek to change that law so as a person's sex does not determine their options in life. liberal feminists believe that lots of the apparent differences between men and women are not innate. Rather they believe that many of these differences are simply due to socialization (social conditioning).

The liberals would like their fair share of the cake if it's all right with every-one else please.......

Marxist feminism has developed out of the attempts by women to develop Marxist theory in such a way as to enable it to offer a satisfactory explanation of the subordination and exploitation of women in capitalist societies.

Marxist feminists admit that Marxism is inadequate because it left out the plight of women. Marx concentrated his efforts upon the labour market and men not domestic labour. In fact Marx thought very little about women. What he did consider led him to believe that women were exploited by the capitalists who could pay them less than a man and he felt the solution to this was for women to stay at home and look after their husband. To Marx even the idea of women’s rights was to be considered “bourgeois” Marx was what is now referred to as “sex blind”  meaning by which that he didn’t think of women or women’s issues. Marx was not interested in reforming any-thing, he wanted a revolution. Out with the old and in with the new. He felt that the whole process of reform was no more than a bourgeois smoke-screen designed to placate the masses. He believed in a thing that he called the “family wage” This would see to it that men would be paid enough so as to be able to support a family with-out any need for the woman to go to work. 

Marxist feminists say “of course women were subjugated before capitalism and if you were to get rid of capitalism it does not automatically follow on that women would achieve emancipation. Marxist feminists are interested in today’s capitalist society. The class struggle. The struggle between men and women is seen as a separate issue and one that is subordinate to class. Class comes before sex, to a Marxist feminist.

They consider women to be the unpaid carers of both the future and the present labour force. Marxist feminists think that Marx was right about capitalism but into his theories they seek to integrate the feminine concept of subjugation.

In 1987 Marxist feminist sociologists looked at the jobs done in the home and tried to work out the going rate for such jobs if they were in the private labour market. Their research led them to believe that to replace the average house-wife would cost £20.000 per annum.

Frederick Engels published a book in 1884 (Marx died in 1883) called “The origin of the family (private property and the state)” In this work he looked at the origins of the family. how it emerged and its relationship to capitalism. He argues that the bourgeois nuclear family was formed because of the needs of capitalism. He argues that men are concerned with passing on their property to “their” offspring and because of the guaranties offered by monogamy they have co-operated with the capitalist and allowed the oppression of women to continue. Engels said; “All women are oppressed whether they are married or not".
If we move fore-ward in time now to Michelle Barrett, who in 1980 published a book called “Women’s oppression today.” In it she said the best way to look at the issue of women’s subjugation was to look at the house-hold and the family.

“Famialism” is the belief that the nuclear family is both natural and universal. Michelle rejects Famialism claiming that it is neither natural nor universal. She speaks of women being a reserve army of labour.

The central idea held by the Radical Revolutionary Feminists is that gender inequalities are the out-come of an autonomous system of patriarchy and that these gender inequalities are the primary form of social inequality, (autonomous: self governing) (patriarchy: a system of male authority which oppresses women through its social, political and economic institutions.)

Radical revolutionary feminists believe that there has always been a division of labour and that this has re-enforced male domination. Killing all men is a revolutionary idea!

They argue that no area of society is free from male domination and they want every aspect of a woman’s life to come under self scrutiny. She must ask herself if she is doing it for herself and if not, then who is she doing it for. Radical revolutionary feminists believe that every thing a woman does is political.

The interests of Radical revolutionary feminists cover three key areas.

1: The relationship between feminist politics and personal sexual conduct

(should women continue to live with men or is it essential that they live separately?)

2: Are the gender differences sociologically constructed or are they biological?

Most radical feminists believe that the differences are biological. If you’re a man there’s NO hope for you.

3: The political strategy; Should women simply withdraw or should they take violent revolutionary action?

Radical Feminists want us to celebrate womanhood and not to consider it some-thing less than OK. Blood and milk are seen to go together and such things as “period parties” for pubescent girls are encouraged. Androgyny as seen with people such as Boy George is rejected by radical feminists as a watering down of both femininity and the central issues of sex.

Much consideration is given to the following;

1: Child rearing;  Who does it and how is it done?

2: Marriage, rape and prostitution;  these three are put together because the differences between them are seen by radicals as “negligible.”

3: Sexual harassment.

4: The physical act of sex.

Conclusions so far drawn by the Radicals are as follows; Women’s subordination is universal and is primary (by which they mean it is the most important issue facing women today) This state of affairs does not and has not changed irrespective of time or place. The relationship between men and women is political which is why they call for all women to become “political” lesbians. Political lesbians do not have to be actual lesbian, they must merely be “woman” friendly.

Radicals believe that all women’s culture has been denied by men and that when we look at a “truth” it tends to be a male truth. It is because of this that they want to change all types of sexual practice.

The problem with all of this is that Radical revolutionary feminists are biological reductionists, meaning that they bring every-thing down to sex and if you’re not a woman then you’re SCUM.

Socialist Feminism is often referred to as “dualism” as it attempts to develop an analysis that recognizes the economic and the sex gender. Patriarchy is seen as “transhistorical”

(Patriarchy: System of male domination.) (Transhistorical: In all societies in all times.)

Socialist feminists believe in “stratification.”  This is the belief  that in society every-one belongs to a particular social class and that every-one has a specific sex.  People are stratified by way of age, nationality, race, sex. Socialist feminists believe that no one off these groupings should be treated in a preferential manner over any of the others. They see no difference worthy of discrimination between one group and another. This gives them a fairer more balanced perspective than most of the other perspectives.

As feminists they say that women are controlled in both the public and the private (domestic) spheres. Areas that they tend to focus their attention on are pay, women being used as sexual objects and sexual desire. At the beginning of the 2nd wave of feminist consciousness many of these socialist feminists favoured “women’s consciousness” groups. In these group's women would sit around naked as part of a process of familiarisation with their own female form. They would be encouraged to examine their own genital areas and those of others in order to re-assure them of their “normality” These meetings were supposed to re-assure women and raise their consciousness. Socialist feminists also looked at pornography and marriage. Because of their beliefs concerning stratification the socialist feminists have the most eclectic (universal) view point of all of the groups. 

Black feminists say that feminism is often “Ethnocentric” and focuses its attentions upon white women. White women’s views are seen as largely irrelevant because they pay little if any attention to the plight of non white ethnic groupings. Black feminists refer to three primary areas that are of particular relevance to them.

1: Family

They say that liberation for black women is labelled as “getting rid of their old customs”

If black women are to be liberated then they must rebel against their own families. This view exaggerates the importance placed upon white women’s culture and so say “liberation” It also exaggerates the control that men have in other cultures. For example; do other groupings want monogamy? Do all women want to live like the stereo-typical westerner.

2: Work

Black feminists argue that a lot of white middle-class feminists say you’ll get liberated by going out to work. Black feminists argue that they have to work. They do shit jobs for shit pay, work the longest hours in the worst conditions. They see little “liberating” about work.

3: Sex

Black women are often portrayed as sexually exotic, closer to nature. This is evidenced by the numbers of white middle class men who go to places such as the Philippines and Bangkok in search of exotic fantasies. Sexuality is shaped by men’s racist assumptions.

Post modern feminism involves a rejection of any metanarrative (any grand theory) which purports to identify the basis of women’s subordination. The concept of “women’s subordination” is not one which post modernists would use themselves, since it implies an objective fixed state, they prefer terms such as “gender relations” that are suggestive of greater fluidity. Moreover, once gender categories are deconstructed, it is no longer possible to think in terms of women in general. Once we call into question the status of knowledge as objective truth, we can no longer claim that feminist theory can provide a definitive account of gender relations.

In conclusion I would say that perhaps reality can have “a” structure only from the falsely universalizing perspective of the dominant group. That is, only to the extent that one person or group can dominate the whole will reality appear to be governed by one set of rules or be constituted by one set of social relations. Criteria of theory construction such as parsimony or simplicity may be attained only by the suppression or denial of the experiences of others. All in all, this means it is not possible to identify any overall political aspiration that all women hold, even the desire for freedom and equality is denied many women by the appalling socialisation processes that they have been exposed to for all of their lives, although it must be said that the same seems true to say for the majority of humans, inasmuch as they never truly realise their potential because all clues to it are suppressed by the dominant ruling elite.
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