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V

Capitalism and the Oppression of Women
Marx Revisited*

MARTHA E. GIMÉNEZ
ABSTRACT: Marx's methodology is indispensable for identifying
a) the capitalist structural conditions and macro-level processes

that are the foundations of the inequality between men and
women in capitalist societies; and b) the limits of political and
legal changes to end gender inequality. The oppression of women
is the visible, observable effect (e.g., in the labor market, in socioeconomic stratification, the domestic division of labor, bureau-

cratic authority structures, etc.) of underlying relations between

men and women determined by the articulation between the
capitalist mode of production, and the organization of physical
and social reproduction among those who must sell their labor
power to survive. Feminism, to remain relevant to the majority
of women, must, therefore, acknowledge that most women are
working women whose fate, and that of their families, are shaped
both by gender oppression and class exploitation.

THE END OF THE SOVIET UNION and the socialist bloc,

SINCE capitalism has intensified its grasp over the entire world, unleash-

ing processes of economic change that intensify and render increasingly visible the links between the fate of people in the advanced

capitalist countries and the rest of the world's population. In this

historical context, a return to an examination of the relevance of Marx

for feminism makes sense - despite the now fashionable academic
belief in its irrelevance - because, as long as capitalism remains the
dominant mode of production, it is impossible fully to understand
* I would like to thank Christine DiStefano and Lise Vogel for their thoughtful comments
and suggestions.
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the forces that oppress women an
and women without grounding th
Like the social sciences, second w
largely in a dialog with Marx; not

with a "straw Marx" whose work is

to theorize childbirth, women's
determinisms and reductionisms

determinism, vulgar materialism),
categories," and "misogyny."1 If Ma

tion, by implication) were indeed

shortcomings that social scientists an

have been long forgotten. But
remain undiminished, as demonstrated in the extent to which even
scholars who reject it must grapple with his work's challenge, so much
so that their theories are shaped by the very process of negating it.
For example, early feminist rejection of Marx's "economic determinism" led to the production of ahistorical theories of patriarchy that
sought the origins of male domination outside modes of production.2

More recent feminist theories (grounded in the post-structuralist
rejection of Marxism) have, paradoxically, turned to discourse determinism in their efforts to reject Marx's alleged "economic deter1 See, for example, Eisenstein, 1979; Hartmann, 1981; O'Brien, 1981. Lise Vogel's point,
that socialist feminists "have worked with a conception of marxism that is itself inadequate

and largely economistic" (Vogel, 1981, 197) is relevant to earlier and more recent feminist critiques of Marx and Marxist thought. See also Benhabib and Cornell, 1987; Nicholson, 1987; DiStefano, 1991. With the exception of Nicholson and DiStefano, most feminist
writings since the late 1960s offer unsupported assertions about standardized flaws (class
reductionism, economic determinism, etc.) in Marx and in Marxist theory in general. This
practice indicates that many feminist writers and their editors share a set of taken-forgranted stereotypical beliefs about Marx and Marxism such that editors do not insist on
citations to support the standard criticisms.
2 Once patriarchy was conceptualized as a system of domination analytically separate and
independent from modes of production, its origins had to be found in abstract, universal, ahistorical factors: biological differences in reproduction, men's need to control
women's sexuality, reproductive capacities and/or their labor and their children's labor;
men's drive for power over women; men's intentional interpretation of biological differences in reproduction; the sexual division of labor; the psychosexual effects of mothering; the exchange of women by men; the "sex/gender system," etc. See, for example,
Firestone, 1971; Millet, 1971; Eisenstein, 1979, 5-40); Chodorow, 1978; Rubin, 1975. For
a critical assessment of ahistorical theories of patriarchy see Barrett, 1980; McDonough
and Harrison, 1978; Beechey, 1987. Attempts to historicize patriarchy (e.g., McDonough
and Harrison, 1978; Hartmann, 1976) result in the study of its changing forms while patriarchy itself remains constant. For a critique of theories of patriarchy as an ahistorical
and tautological attempt to account for the ubiquitous nature of gender inequality see
Middleton, 1988, 41-45.
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minism" and "class reductionism."3 The deconstruction of "women"

as a category of analysis, the focus on "discursively constructed" gen-

ders, sexualities, bodies, and manifold differences among women
seem to have severed the links between Marx's work, feminist theory
and women's liberation. As Epstein argues, "feminist theory has come
to mean feminist post-structuralism" and this entails the adoption of

principles (e.g., anti-essentialism, social constructionism, the reduction of social reality to discourse, relativism, the rejection of macro-

level theories, the so-called "metanarratives") antithetical to the
development of social analyses and political strategies useful for all
social movements, including women's liberation.4 The very idea of
women's oppression and struggles for liberation presupposes the
material reality of their plight and the validity of their claims, notions
outside the purview of theories for which everything is relative and
discursively constructed.

Equally important as a barrier to the development of Marxist
feminism is the belief, widespread among Marxist scholars, students,

and academics in general, that while Marx's work might be important for the study of political economy, the state, ideology, social class
and other aspects of capitalist societies, it has little to contribute to
feminism, beyond the awareness that it is important to examine the
ways capitalism, in addition to patriarchy, or to systems of male domi-

nance, contributes to the oppression of women.
It is not my goal, however, to engage in a critique of feminist poststructuralism, the feminist literature about/ against Marx, or the views

of those who, though knowledgeable about Marx's work, have a relatively narrow view of its theoretical scope. Instead, I will present my
understanding of the usefulness of some aspects of Marx's work that
are theoretically and politically important for feminists.5
3 The post-structuralist reduction of social reality to discourse or text has been critiqued as
discourse determinism or reductionism by, for example, Alcoff, 1989 and Ebert, 1995.
For a critical understanding of discourse that links it to the workings of capitalism, see
Hennessy, 1993.

4 Epstein, 1995, 83; see also DiStefano, 1990, 75-76.

5 My work, influenced by my training as a sociologist and by Althusser's and Godelier's work
(Althusser, 1970; Althusser and Balibar, 1970; Godelier, 1972; 1973), shares their interest in Marx's methodology. Like Lise Vogel, I give importance to the organization of reproduction as one of the foundations of the oppression of women but my writings have

been more self-consciously methodological. I have explored the relevance of Marx's

method, as developed by Marx and elaborated by Althusser and Godelier, to identify the
non-observable structures and social relations underlying the visible patterns of interaction between men and women that place the latter in a subordinate position.
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this entails examination of their capitalist conditions
To do so from within Marx's theoretical and methodo
point requires an understanding of the relevance, for
the oppression of women, of Marx's dialectical and m

tology and methodology as well as of the basic premises
materialism. What follows is my interpretation of some o

on methodology, political rights, historical materialis

ism to show their relevance for both Marxist and femin

politics.
To grasp the capitalist determinants of the oppression of women

it is indispensable to follow Marx's methodology; i.e., his dialectical
understanding of abstraction, his critique of the search for origins
in isolation from and prior to the analysis of the historically specific

structures and relations underlying the phenomena under consideration, his conception of history and the dialectics of the general and
the particular. I believe that Marx's most important potential contributions to feminist theory and politics reside precisely in the aspect
of his work that most feminists ignored: his methodology. Exclusive

focus on what he said and did not say about women kept feminist
theorists from exploring the potential of his methodological insights

to deepen our understanding of the phenomena called "the oppression of women" or, in earlier times, the "woman question."
In his only explicitly methodological statement, Marx argues that
those aspects of social reality that seem to us the most concrete and
obvious, the starting point of our investigations are, however, the least

informative because they presuppose multiple historical conditions
of possibility that cannot be grasped without further theoretical and

historical analysis (Marx, 1970, 205). We attain knowledge when we
advance from those "imaginary concrete concepts" (e.g., women, men,

family, childcare, etc.) to "increasingly simple concepts"or abstractions, meaning partial, one-sided aspects of complex phenomena such

as, for example, domestic labor, sexual division of labor, and gender. Then, after theoretical and empirical investigation of the histori-

cal social relations or conditions v possibility of these abstractions,
dialectical thinking. I view "men" and "women" as universal concretes (Marx, 1970, 188214), as the unity of the universal material aspects of the human species (i.e., the ways in
which humans are conditioned by their biology and the natural environment) , and the
historically specific ensemble of social relations within which people live their lives and
organize production and reproduction.
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chronological account of changes in, for example, the se
sion of labor, sexual or gender stratification, ideological
sive constructions of gender, etc. To place a phenomeno

categories with which we attempt to characterize it in their
context means first, to elucidate its conditions of possibility

ports within a given mode of production (e.g., capitalism
ond, to investigate the historical processes leading to its
form. Marx (1970, 213) states:

It would be inexpedient and wrong ... to present the economic
successively in the order in which they have played the domin
history. On the contrary, their order of succession is determin

mutual relation in modern bourgeois society and this is quite the r

what appears to be natural to them or in accordance with the
historical development. The point at issue is ... their position w
ern bourgeois society.

Marx acknowledges that all modes of production have com

tures, the basis for general categories of analysis that social
identify through historical and cross-cultural comparisons. H

these general concepts (e.g., sexual division of labor, sexu

ity, etc.) are themselves "a multifarious compound comprisin

gent categories. . . . The most modern periods and the mo
periods will have (certain) categories in common," a com

that follows "from the very fact that the subject, mankind,
object, nature, are the same"; but what matters, what consti

development of these categories is "precisely their diverg
those general and common features . . . their essential di
(Marx, 1970, 190).

Production and Reproduction as Historically Specific Phen

For Marx, simple abstractions or general categories y
partial and misleading knowledge, misleading because they
lize that which is historically specific to a given mode of pr
He gives the example of capital; if the specific relations of p
and the specific form of surplus appropriation are omitted,
mulation of wealth can be viewed as capital which, then,
"a universal and eternal relation given by nature" (Marx,
In the case of the reproduction of human beings, if the h
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specific social relations within wh
reproduction occur are omitted, it
(and the relations between men an
entails) is an unchanging societal un
some feminists, that equality betwe
of technology to abolish biologica
More precise knowledge, Marx ar
ognition of the historical specificity
understand with the use of general

is no production in general and, likewis

instead, there is capitalist or feudal
production) and so forth. Also, there
reproduction; production and reprod
industrial production, reproductio
True, Marx did not write at lengt

men and women; nevertheless, his

important to help us theorize the ca

contradictions that underlie the
oppression of women or gender in
petitive market relations and thei
frameworks by identifying the ca
of people's will), unequal and expl

underlying the sphere of "Freedom,

(Marx, 1967, 176). Likewise, it is p
able market, social stratification a

between men and women (e.g., sex s
division of labor within and outside

conditions of possibility in underl
ist) relations among men and wom

These capitalist social relations of re
relations; they are relations between
relations to the conditions of prod
the relations between social classes

7 Mediation, as a mode of determination, ref
variables is shaped by the relationship betwee
the relationship between capitalists and worke
(ownership and non-ownership) to the mean
to work for a living, on the average, men ear
places women, especially single women and s
position. For further discussion of this mode
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ship to the means of production (the material basis of the
owners of the means of production exert over the non

relationships between men and women under capitalis

ated by their differential access to the conditions necessar

physical and social reproduction, daily and generationa

The fundamental principle underlying this analysis is t
social formations where capitalism is the dominant mod
tion, the functioning of the mode of production deter
cial organization (establishes historical limits for its va
the economic foundations of human reproduction or
production.8 The mode of reproduction, in the context of
sis, is the historically specific combination of labor, and t
and means of reproduction (the material basis - biolog
nomic - for the performance of reproductive tasks) in
of relations among the agents of reproduction.
There is no historically specific name for the mode of
tion, except the common sense, ahistorical concept of "fam
denotes its most widespread observable forms. Though
light of the ease with which it is possible to think abou
domestic relations, the concepts of mode of reproducti
of reproduction are important because they shift attentio
family" and different or "deviant" (depending on the o
ues) family forms to a different object of theorizing and
transhistorical, necessary process of human physical and s
duction and the capitalist underpinnings of its observ
within societies where the capitalist mode of production i
e.g., nuclear families, single parent households, orphan

While the vast majority of households start as h

unions, whether or not the actual organization of reprodu
the form of a nuclear family (parents and children only)

other biologically related and/or unrelated members, v
ing to social class, marital status, socioeconomic status,
erence, employment, culture, race, ethnicity, the relat
classes reflected in state welfare and family policies, a

8 For other Marxist-feminist analyses of the role of reproduction in t
women see Lise Vogel, 1983; Johanna Brenner and Maria Ramas, 1984. F
(1972) argued that production is always twofold, for it entails the prod

and, at the same time, the production of human life; his work established

foundations for Marxist feminism.
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Furthermore, changes in the "for
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only in the process of physical re
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Production, Reproduction and the O

The notion that under capitalism
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unequal relations between men and
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network of macro-level effects, upo

mode of production driven by cap
the goal of satisfying people's nee
ing the "mutual interaction" betwe

and the organization of reproduction
latter, is to overlook the theoretic

ing evidence documenting the cap
tion to production.
Production determines reprodu

material conditions of possibility wi
limits; this implies that some forms
structurally excluded, while some po

others. For example, while it is lo
holds to pool resources, live togeth

it is difficult, if not impossible, to s

a mode of social and legal organiz
erty and individual responsibility.
rangements are, consequently, fat
the rule, and do not substantially
people, while willing to share cook
go as far as to share their econom

9 For further elaboration of these issues see Giménez, 1991.
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Production subordinates reproduction to itself be
or not individuals have access to the necessary condi
duction (employment with a wage or salary sufficient
ents and children) shapes their reproductive strate
outcome. The consequences of these relations of det
subordination, which make reproduction contingent
of the accumulation process, are the creation of intrac
and enormous suffering among a large proportion of t
For example, among the poor, sex and procreation
reproduction of labor power (which entails the repr
cial and work skills) is not funded or funded only to a
tent. Hence the growth, in all capitalist societies, in
of families headed by women and of populations e
present and future labor force participation. The su
reproduction to production means that the satisfac
needs and the needs of the future generations of work
dent on the ups and downs of the business cycle an
sions aimed at profit maximization. The emergence
state in its various forms: poverty, unemployment, cla
in fertility, mortality and morbidity; the never-en
around wages, etc. These are some of the ways in whic
nation of reproduction to profit-making is manifest
Production determines reproduction through the
the choices open to propertyless men and women (t
own means of production and must sell their labor for
ries) ; they are able to sustain themselves and establish
of reproduction to the extent they have access to the
tions necessary to sustain life, something that depe
on complex processes beyond the control of indivi
bined effects of proletarianization, universalization

production, and chronic unemployment and und

compel men and women to sell their labor to earn t
sary to purchase those basic necessities. Employmen
scarce and changes in the forces of production resu
technical division of labor characterized by a compl

skills and remunerations. It is therefore structurally im

talism to provide full employment and to pay all work
of gender (or any other socially relevant attribute), a w

to support themselves and their families. Male and
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tempered by the development o
intensified when women's politi
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in the division of labor, which s
cally render workers' skills obso
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around

racial,
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politically constructed differenc
While the subordination of rep
ture of the capitalist mode of p
to all capitalist societies, its obser
ing to their historical and envi
within the world capitalist econ
of shanty towns in less develope
housing projects that warehouse
underlying the so-called "feminiz
tions of production that system
ployment to a substantial proport
male and female, so that their a
the future generation is serious
is self-perpetuating. From this s
one aspect of a broader phenom
proportion of the propertyless
access to the minimum condition
At the level of observable market relations, men and women

workers are objectively placed in competitive relations, somewhat
ameliorated in the more sex-segregated sectors of the labor market,
which are spontaneously understood and fought through a variety
of ideologies, including ideologies about gender. But male and female relationships are not exclusively social or historical; biologically,
and as long as the "forces of reproduction" remain largely unchanged
for the vast majority of people, men and women are placed in comple-

mentary sexual and procreative relations. This is the material basis
for the fact that they do not confront each other purely as competi-

tors in the market, but also as potential sexual partners and potential parents - i.e., as potential agents of reproduction. Other divisions

among workers can be overcome through labor unions and other
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organizations. The family, which is the site where the
reproduced daily and generationally, is the main inst
ing sexual partners and parents and children togeth
structurally produced poverty and exclusion from em
from a living wage of a large and fluctuating population
time a substantial proportion of propertyless people can
material needs through claims upon the resources of
waged workers, or with the help of charities and stat
the present time, it is through marriage and kinship
many people who are unable to work (for whatever re
ing the effects of capitalist restructuring, downsizing, e
to support themselves despite working full time, can
the resources necessary to satisfy their needs. This is wh
wage, usually criticized as a prime example of male wo
in appropriating women's labor for themselves, shoul
lectically understood as a working-class survival strategy
a great deal of sense in the conditions affecting the wor
the 19th century (see, e.g., Humphreys, 1977), while tod
as a relatively unattainable ideal basis for a higher stand
for workers, although it has never been available to t
workers at any given time.
Within the constraints imposed by capital accumul
male workers have one major source of economic su
or salaried labor - whereas female workers have, in ad
work, unpaid domestic work. Changes in capital accumula
conditions for family formation among the propertyless
same time, continuously undermine it, so that a stable u
increasingly unattainable or unstable for the more vulne
of the working class. But "family" in its various current

to use Marx's terminology, an "imaginary concrete";
crete" or "totality comprising many determinations and

the capitalist organization of social reproduction and
changing networks of social relations within which so

tion becomes possible at a given time for different strat

propertyless population.
Marx's logic of inquiry thus results in the identif
structural foundation (one that is not reducible to in
explanations) for the capitalist mode of reproductio
propertyless which, though it is one that on the surf
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major social actors; these actors'
practices have to be explained in
that made them possible.

The subordination of reproductio

tures gender inequality as a mac
formations; in doing so it also a

tices and, therefore, their consciou

conditions for the effectivity of p

and practices about gender, sexua
gence of new ones. To make the

precapitalist elements in the cultur
formation is not an indicator of th

ity as a transhistorical phenomen

capitalist "survivals." Rather, it is e
material conditions that allow for
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ditions change, people's behavior
tional views on gender, sexuality

This content downloaded from 142.150.190.39 on Mon, 18 May 2020 18:09:36 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms

CAPITALISM AND THE OPPRESSION OF WOMEN 25

social change is always uneven, and some sectors of th
are more affected than others, ideological struggles a
within social movements are the unavoidable result, as
by past and current divisions among women and amo
theorists, and the ambivalence many women feel towar
today.
For the sake of brevity, I have explored these determining effects

among the propertyless. Among the owners of capital, the intergenerational transmission of capital is ensured through ideological,
legal and political conditions which, while reflecting the requirements

for the intergenerational reproduction of the capitalist class, apply
to all social classes, as if "the family" were a classless phenomenon
and its conditions of possibility were the same for everyone. The
constraints and opportunities shaping the relations between male and
female owners of capital and the forms of oppression faced by wealthy
women are different, in some respects, from those affecting propertyless women, but I have chosen to focus on the latter because most

women (and most men as well) are propertyless. It was their experiences and grievances that gave rise to the Women's Movement in the
1960s and will give rise to class politics enriched by feminist politics

in the future.

Conclusion: Marx and Feminism Today
In this essay, I have explored the relevance of Marx's methodology for deepening our understanding of the structural basis for the
inequality between women and men under capitalism. This is a preliminary analysis, limited to mapping out those structural conditions
at the level of the mode of production, establishing the grounds for
empirical analyses of their effects in historically specific contexts. I have

argued that Marx's methodology leads to a conceptualization of the
oppression of women as the visible or observable effect (e.g., in the labor
market, socio-economic stratification, domestic division of labor, etc.)
of underlying structured relations between men and women which are,

in turn, an effect of the ways in which capitalist accumulation determines the organization of reproduction among the propertyless, making it contingent on the ability of people to sell their labor.
Does this conceptualization matter? Isn't it a form of "economism"

or "class reductionism"? I do not think so. To argue that women and
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men are not equal because the

capital accumulation makes that
the oppression of women in capi

and features of the capitalist mode
tions for feminist theory and poli

Theoretically, a focus on under

women leads to the replacement of

ing with a more complex and di
which sexist ideologies, "discours
tices of individuals, male and female, have structural conditions of

emergence and effectivity that are not reducible to individuals' intentions and characteristics. Relations, as objects of inquiry, can be
grasped only through their effects. We do not see class relations but

we see and experience their effects when, for example, downsizing
leaves thousands unemployed or when, despite growth in labor productivity and profits, workers' real wages decline. Likewise, we do not
see the relations between propertyless men and women based on their

unequal access to the conditions of reproduction and the means of
exchange, but we do see their effects in women's relative lack of power

at work and in the home. It may be argued that it is superfluous to
conceptualize these underlying relations, and that it is enough to
document wage/salary differentials, differences in socialization, ide-

ologies, social constructions of gender that belittle women, male
prejudices, discriminatory practices, etc. These are important phenomena which, however, must themselves be explained if we are to
avoid falling into tautology {i.e., explaining male domination on the
basis of the phenomena used to infer its existence) while struggling
for changes likely to be ineffective in the long run, no matter how
significant they might be in the short run. The alternative to expla-

nations of the oppression of women grounded in their historically
specific material conditions of existence (the capitalist processes that
place propertyless men and women in unequal relations to the conditions necessary for production and reproduction) are ahistorical
theories based on societal requirements or on individuals' attributes
(biology, psychology, psycho-sexual development, etc.) which, in
terms of Marx's logic of inquiry, are at best descriptive, partial and
therefore misleading accounts of the observable phenomena we call
the oppression of women.
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In light of the preceding remarks, the Marxist-feminist
offer in this paper is not "reductionist" but historical in th
sense; it postulates that just as the production of things is o
qualitatively different ways or modes of production, the rep
of life and concomitant social relations are also structured in
tively different ways. Although at the level of observable p
there appears to be such a degree of continuity to warrant t
sion that gender differences and gender inequality are a tra

phenomenon rooted in transhistorical societal or individu

Marx's methodology leads to the identification of underlyin
cally different structural conditions of possibility under
conditions that remain unchanged despite changes at the lev

servable phenomena such as, for example, greater male in
in housework and childcare, increases in women's income, women's
access to male-dominatedjobs, professions, careers, political office, etc.
This approach transcends the issue of whether class or gender is "primary," or whether they "interact," by postulating that at any given time

people, as ensembles of social relations, act in ways that reflect the
interconnections of the historically specific structures that shape their

lives, among which production and reproduction are paramount.
Capitalist production entails class divisions and contradictions between
the interests of capitalist women and propertyless women; among the
latter, socioeconomic status differences create antagonisms between,
for example, "middle-class" and working-class women. Reproduction,

on the other hand, entails important commonalities of experience,
most of which cut across classes, establishing a material base for
women's solidarity and shared interests (sexuality, childcare, reproductive rights, domestic responsibilities, problems and joys, etc.). There
are, however, important class and socioeconomic status differences in

women's experiences of biological reproduction, reflected in their
attitudes towards abortion, desired family size, etc, as well as differences

in the organization of social reproduction: the use of paid domestic
workers not only by capitalist women but by women affluent enough
to afford them highlights how oppression is not something that only

men can inflict upon women. The real advances upper-middle-class
professional and business women (those earning six-figure salaries)
have made in the last 30 years presupposes the existence of a servant

stratum, drawn from the less skilled layers of the working class,
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including a large proportion of w
ties, often undocumented immigr

While

the

nature

and

number

at the level of social formations, class divisions are common to all

capitalist social formations and all social groups (e.g., immigrant
populations, races, ethnicities, etc.) are themselves divided by class.
In light of recent feminist theory's "retreat from class" and from Marx,
it must be kept in mind that regardless of what theorists may think of

class as a category of analysis, class as a mechanism of surplus extrac-

tion and as a social relation that constrains people's opportunities
for survival and self-realization continues to affect women's (and
men's) lives: "Without understanding the significance of class positioning . . . women's movements through social space, through education, families, labor markets and in particular, in the production
of their subjectivity, could not be understood" (Skeggs, 1997, 6).
Politically, the existence of class divisions establishes limits to
qualitative changes in the situation of women under capitalism. Feminist struggles for women's rights, though important for the attain-

ment of substantial improvements in the opportunities and quality
of life of many individual women, do not and cannot substantially
alter the status of all women. Women's success in their struggle for
economic, political and civil rights does not alter the material conditions that created the problems that motivated those struggles; it
only implies full membership in capitalist society. This is indeed im-

portant, for most women, like most men, must work to support
themselves and their families. The abolition of gender barriers to
education, employment, career advancement, political participation,
etc. is a necessary and key aspect of the struggle against the oppression of women. But, as Marx argued, political emancipation and the
attainment of political and civil rights are inherently limited achievements because, though the state may abolish distinctions that act as
barriers to full political participation by all citizens, it does not abolish the social relations that are the basis for those distinctions and
are presupposed by the very existence and characteristics of the state:
The political annulment of private property has not only not abolished private property, it actually presupposes it. The state does away with difference
in birth, class, education, and profession in its own manner when it declares
birth, class, education, and profession to be unpolitical differences, when it
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summons every member of the people to an equal partic

sovereignty. . . . Nevertheless the state still allows private p
tion ... to have an effect in their own manner . . . and make

lar nature felt. Far from abolishing these factual differe
rests on them as a presupposition. (Marx, 1994, 7.)

Today we can add gender, race, ethnicity, immigrant s

distinctions to those aspects of people's lives used t
from full economic and political participation. Cont
lation designed to abolish male (and other forms o
not put an end to these forms of inequality. The m

women can expect, under capitalist conditions, is a str
file that mirrors that of men. Women would then cea

portionately poor. While this would be an enormou

in the status of women, it is unlikely to happen. Given

zation of labor contracts, the unhampered mobility

changes in the forces of production which increase pr

decreasing labor inputs, women's and other opp

struggle for equality within the structural limits of c
are likely to be protracted, with no happy ending in s

the capitalist mode of production prevails.
There are limits to political gains also. Women's
proportional representation in political office and

tions would not substantially change the conditions af

of most women (though it could benefit the most
and economically privileged), just as the over-repres
in political positions and leadership roles does not a
litical, class, and socioeconomic inequalities among
economic inequalities among men have deepened in t
in the United States, for example, the observed n
income gap between male and female earnings owes
just to higher real wages for women but to declines in
(Mishel, Bernstein and Schmitt, 2001, 127-129).
This admittedly sketchy account of some of the
Marx's work for feminism indicates that as long as
propertyless women will remain oppressed because
women's ability to satisfy their needs, reproducing
and generationally, will remain subordinate to the
of capital accumulation. To the extent feminist the
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reject as "reductionist" any gr
in capitalist material condition
creasingly irrelevant for the l
and

the

relatively

strength
devastate

ers

and

the

national

increases

affluent.

As

t

unpreceden

and

regional

exponentially.

e

In

resurgence of labor organizing w
Feminism cannot afford to be a
require the recognition of the r

cipation

of

women

divisions among
can ignore class

and

acknow

women, thus ra
and remain poli

of women. This acknowledgme
cause of women would therefo
new scholarship researching a
tween the capitalist structures t
der formation, consciousness,
the rediscovery and acknowle
socialist and materialist femin
1980s.10 More importantly, it w
ening and greater visibility of
mentation of voices and identit
working women. Underlying
torical, cultural and politically c
there is the fundamental fac
women, here in the United Stat
have to work for a living, fac
oppression and similar constra
This preliminary analysis has

methodological

and

theoreti

theorize the capitalist foundat
possibilities today open to fem
self; as in the early 19th centu
ment opportunities are declini
and children intensifies. In th

10 Two relatively recent collections do br
nists important Marxist-feminist contrib

1995;

Hennessy

and

Ingraham,
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tions of Marxist feminism that both Marxism and feminism can be

revitalized to meet the challenge of the times.
Department of Sociology

University of Colorado at Boulder

Boulder, CO 80309
gimenez@csf colorado, edu
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