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Explanation and Emancipation in
Marxism and Feminism

Both Marxism and feminism are emancipatory theoretical traditions in
that they envision the possibility of eliminating from social life certain
forms of oppression.' The two traditions differ, however, in the extent to
which theorists within each take for granted the viability of their core
emancipatory projects: Marxists have often treated the viability of
communism — a society without class oppression — as problematic;
feminists rarely question the viability of a society without male domina-
tion. Of course, feminists frequently engage the problem of the social,
political, and cultural obstacles to eliminating male domination, and
different feminists have different visions of what life in a world without
male oppression would be like. But what is not generally discussed is the
viability of a society within which male domination has been elimtnated.
For reasons which we will explore below, there is much skepticism
among people who share the radical egalitarian values of Marxists that a
classless society with advanced technologies is viable; there seems to be
much less skepticism among people with feminist values that a society
without male domination is viable. Feminists generally take it for granted
that social life does not require male domination; Marxists are forced to
defend the claim that social life under conditions of deveioped technol-
ogy does not need some form or other of class denomination.

The central objective of this chapter is to explore this contrast
between these two traditions of emancipatory social theory. My motiva-
tion for doing so comes primarily from the Marxist side of the compari-
son. At the core of the project of reconstructing Marxism as a social

1. 1 am using the term “emancipation” as the most general way of framing the
normative objectives of radicals. A variety of more specific valucs can be subsumed under
this general expression: self-realization, happiness, meaningfulness, sexual fulfiliment,
material welfare, etc. “Oppression,” then, is a situation in which a group is unjustly
deprived of one or more of these values; emancipation is the elimination of the relevant
form of oppression.
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theory is the problem of the relationship between its emanc@patory. vision
and its explanatory structure. My hope is that a comparison with the
feminist theoretical tradition will help to give greater precision to our
understanding of the dilemmas which Marxism faces today. The point of
the comparison of Marxism and feminism in this chapter, therefore, is
not to indict feminists for their relative silence on the problem of the
viability of feminism’s emancipatory project, nor to show that M_arxists
are somehow more sophisticated because they worry about these issues.
Rather, the point is to use the contrast between the theoretical_ preoccu-
pations of these two traditions as a way of revealing certain salient
properties of the theoretical terrain on which they work. ‘

Before we approach these issues, however, we need to cla.nfy seve_ral
key concepts we will be using throughout the analysis: Marxism, femin-
ism, oppression, and emancipatory viability.

Marxism and Feminism as Emancipatory Theories

It is far from easy to produce compact, non-controversial definitions of
“Marxism’’ and “feminism.” The boundaries of each are contested, both
by intellectuals committed to these traditions and by their critics. For Fhe
purposes of this chapter, I do not think that it is necessary to provhlde
complete definitions of either; it will be sufficient to work with a fal'rly
stylized description of their underlying theoretical structures. .I will,
accordingly, treat Marxism and feminism as emancipato_ry traditions of
social theory built around the critical analysis of p.artlcular fo_rms of
oppression — class oppression and gender oppression r_espzectlvely -
rather than as well-bounded, integrated explanatory theories.” They are
emancipatory theories in that both theoretical traditions believe that_ thg
forms of oppression on which they focus should be and can be elimi-
nated; both see the active struggle of the oppressed groups at the core of
their theory as an essential part of the process throggt} which such
oppression is transformed; and intellectuals working within both tradi-

2. It may be controversial to some people to characterize feminism as an emancipatory
tradition directed against gender oppression rather than simply against the oppression of
women. Certainly, until recently feminists did not explicitly embed their undgrstandlpg of
the oppression of women in a theory of gender ‘relauons, and thus earlier femnmsl:s
generally characterized their struggles as strictly against the oppresston of women as such.
Many contemporary feminists, however, understand the ramlﬁcanons of male domlnatlon
within gender relations more broadly than simply as an issue of men dominating and
oppressing women. Male homosexuals, for e{(amp}e, are also generally vmwe.d as
oppressed under existing gender relations, and while itisa morc.complex (and COntCﬂt[O;:S)
argument, I think that many heterosexual men can also 'be vxe'wed as oppressed within
gender relations. There is no need to work through these issues in the preseat context.
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tions belicve that the central reason for bothering to do social theory and
research is to contribute in some way to the realization of their respective
emancipatory projects. Where they differ, in these terms, is in the kind of
social oppression which anchors their emancipatory and theoretical
projects.

In making the distinction between Marxisms and feminisms in terms
of their pivotal concern with different forms of oppression, I am making
no assumptions about the autonomy, one from the other, of these two
forms of oppression in the world. Clearly, in actual societies there are
systematic, reciprocal effects between gender relations and class rela-
tions in all sorts of ways. Understanding such reciprocal effects between
class and gender is at the heart of much socialist feminism, whether in the
form of “dual systems theory” or more unitary theories of class and
gender.? Nevertheless, unless one is prepared to abandon the separate
categories of “class’ and “gender” altogether and replace them with a
new amalgamated category, “clender,” I believe that it is important to
distinguish class and gender analytically as two dimensions of social
relations which interact rather than treat class/gender as a unitary
category. Once such a distinction is made, then the question of the
feasibility of eliminating each of these aspects of social oppression can be
posed. The answer may be that one cannot be eliminated without the
other, as some socialist feminists have stressed, but that should be a
discovery rather than a premiss of the categories themselves.

Defining Marxisms as emancipatory theories for the elimination of
class oppression and feminisms as emancipatory theories for the elimina-
tion of gender oppression leaves open precisely what is packed into the
concept of “oppression” within each tradition. Obviously, depending
precisely on how oppression is defined, the project of eliminating oppres-
sion can become a utopian fantasy or a practical political program. If, for
example, we define oppression in typical liberal terms as a situation in
which different categories of people have different formal rights, then it
would be a relatively non-contentious matter to argue that class and

3. In the terms of the present discussion, socialist feminism can be thought of as a
hybrid of the two emancipatory traditions we are examining. Throughout this discussion [
will not make a distinction between *“‘socialist feminism” and “Marxist feminism,” since
both of these attempt to take seriously the problem of the interconnection between class
and gender. The classical statement of “dual systems theory” is Heidi Hartmann's essay,
“The Unhappy Marriage of Marxism and Feminism,” in Lydia Sargent, ed., Women and
Revolution, Boston 1981, pp. 1-41. A critique of dual systems thcory which attempts to
frame a more unitary theory of class and gender is Iris Young, “Beyond the Unhappy
Marriage: a critique of dual systems theory,” in Sargent, pp. 43-70. For a general discussion
of varieties of feminism which discusses the difference between socialist feminism and
Marxist feminism, see Alison Jaggar and Paula Rothenberg Struhl, eds, Feminist Frame-
works, New York 1984, and Alison Jaggar, Feminism and Human Nature, Totowa 1983.
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gender oppression can be eliminated. Once workers have the franchise
and full rights to organize collectively, and once ascriptive barriers to
equal opportunity have been eliminated, class oppression will have
disappeared. Once women are accorded full citizenship and reproductive
rights, and anti-discrimination procedures are firmly in placc, gender
oppression will be eliminated.* On the other hand, if one takes a
maximalist view of what it would mean to eliminate oppressions, then
eliminating particular forms of oppression may indced seem utopian. In
the Marxist tradition, for example, there are those who have claimed that
class oppression will exist so long as there is any division of labor
whatsoever between mental and manual labor, between conception and
execution. It is hard to imagine how a technologically advanced society
could actually function under such principles.

For the purpose of the analysis of this chapter, I will adopt a concep-
tion of eliminating oppression that is more radical than the liberal
conception but less extravagant than a maximalist understanding.
Oppression will be defined as a situation in which the relevant categories
of social actors (people within the social relations of production and
within gender relations) systematically differ in terms of social power and
material welfare.’ The emancipatory project of eliminating oppression
then means the equalization of power and welfare across the relevant
social categories.® In the rhetoric of the Marxist tradition, this corres-
ponds to the elimination of alienation and exploitation — eliminating
power differentials linked to the social relations of production and
inequalities in income that go beyond differences in needs. This amounts
to the elimination of classes. The emancipatory future envisioned in
traditional Marxism — communism — is a classless society. In the case of
gender oppression this definition of emancipation implies eliminating
power and welfare differentials between men and women. This goes far
beyond equal rights, since it implies instituting a wide range of social
changes (e.g. public provision of childcare, equality of labor market

4. For a discussion of liberal feminism, see Jaggar, chapters 3 and 7.

5. The problem of defining oppression is aggravated in the present context, since we
are comparing the emancipatory projects of eliminating two different kinds of oppression:
class and gender. In order to make sense of the comparison we need to discuss these two
oppressions in analytically comparable terms. It would make no sense, for example, to
compare a liberal conception of gender oppression (eliminating gender inequalities of
rights) with a more radical conception of class oppression (eliminating classes altogether).

6. The idea of equality of “‘welfare” is complicated, given that people differ so greatly
in their non-material endowments and needs. The normative ideal of equality of welfare
therefore usually takes the more modest practical form of equality of income (or access to
external resources), modified by some provisions for inequalities of income required to deal
with various kinds of disabilitics (i.e. ““to each according to need”). For the present
purposes of comparing Marxism and feminism as emancipatory and explanatory theories,
we can bracket these difficult philosophical problems.
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position, changes in work organization to eliminate gender differences in
the burden of childrearing, etc.) necessary to give men and women equal
real power.

Many feminists, of course, hold much more complex visions of gender
emancipation than simply equality of power and welfare. Some believe in
the possibility of dismantling gender relations altogether; others see
emancipation as centered on making certain purported “female differ-
ences” the central organizing principles of social life (e.g. nurturing); and
still others place issues of sexuality, especially the problem of homopho-
bia, at the center of the emancipatory project. These are all interesting
and important issues, and a fully elaborated discussion of the varieties of
feminist emancipatory ideals would have to explore the implications of
these alternatives. Nevertheless, all of these different feminisms share
the thin notion of emancipation as the elimination of gender inequality of
power and welfare, and thus for the purposes of our comparison with
Marxism I will rely on this understanding of emancipatory objectives.

With this working definition of oppression, the question of the viab-
ility of an emancipatory project can be restated as follows: could a society
within which power and welfare were not differentiated by class and/or
gender be sustainable? Or would such a society necessarily contain self-
destructive contradictions which will tend to unravel the emancipatory
objectives or make them simply unattainable in the first place? The goal
of this chapter, then, is to explore the relationship between the kind of
explanatory theories characteristic of the Marxist and feminist traditions
and the nature of these emancipatory projects. Again, this is a stylized
and limited characterization of the emancipatory vision of Marxism and
feminism. There are many emancipatory issues within each theoretical
tradition that are not directly encompassed within this definition: the
problem of autonomy and self-realization in Marxism; questions of
sexuality, identity and difference in feminisms. Nevertheless, equality of
power and wclfare are sufficiently central to the emancipatory agenda of
all Marxisms and feminisms that comparing the two traditions in these
terms will be help to clarify certain important differences in the explana-
tory tasks which they confront.

The Silence on the ‘‘Viability’’ of Emancipatory
Objectives in Feminism

In order to establish the credibility of the project of gender emancipa-
tion, feminist intellectuals have focused primarily on three tasks. First,
much writing has been devoted to demonstrating that gender relations
can properly be described as relation of domination and oppression. A
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great deal of feminist empirical work is devoted to providing evidence
that women are systematically harmed in many ways by the gender
relations within which they live, and thus that those relations can be
described as oppressive. Second, feminists have been concerned to
establish that these relations are not unalterably given by biology, but are
socially (or, some theorists would prefer, culturaily) constructed.
Clearly, the indictment of gender relations as oppressive would be
vitiated if the disadvantages women suffer were completely determined
by biology. Much attention has therefore been devoted to demon_strating
the great variability in the forms of oppression of women across time and
place in order to give credibility to the claim that such oppression is
socially generated. Third, modern feminists have analyzed the various
social, economic, and cultural processes in contemporary societies which
undermine and/or reproduce existing forms of gender oppression and
thus create the context for transformative struggles, especially through
the agency of women. Discussions of these three clusters of issues have
been at the heart of the development of modern feminism.

Very little attention has been directly given, however, to the problem
of the practical viability of a society within which gender oppression has
been eliminated. As already noted, much effort has been devoted to
demonstrating that gender relations are socially constructed, but t.his is
not equivalent to demonstrating that gender emancipatioy is viable.
Indeed, it is possible that male domination could be biologically based
and that male domination can be eliminated. Biologically, human beings
are omnivores but this does not prevent people from adopting a strictly
vegetarian diet. Biologically, human beings have sexual drives, but this
does not prevent the social creation of celibate religious orders. What-
ever one’s judgment is on the question of the biological roots of gender
relations, the problem of demonstrating the eliminability of male
domination is thus not equivalent to demonstrating that male domination
is socially constructed.

Of course, much discussion has gone into the analysis of the obstacles
to actually creating such a society. It is important, however, not to
confuse a claim that the obstacles to achieving an emancipatory alterna-
tive are enormous, perhaps even insurmountable under contemporary
conditions, with the claim that the alternative itself is not viable.
Feminists differ considerably in the extent to which they believe that such

7. Consider the contrast between the achievability and viability for socialism. It could
be the case (a) that counterfactually, if capitalism were destroyed and workers democratic-
ally controlled the means of production, the economy would run efﬁc:ent_ly and equitably,
and thus socialism would be decmed viable, and also (b) that capitalists would r'ther
destroy the world through a nuclear suicide than give up power. Under these conditions
socialism is viable, but unattainable.
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obstacles are either primarily located in cultural and sexual practices that
shape the formation of deeply rooted gender subjectivities, or mainly
located in economic and political institutions of power and privilege.
Feminists also disagree over whether gender domination can be gradu-
ally eroded through an incremental process of reform or whether radical
ruptures in the system of male domination are needed.® But the viability
of the emancipatory objective itself is not subjected to systematic, critical
scrutiny.® Feminists do not ask the question, “are there contradictions
within egalitarian gender relations which might render a society without
male domination non-reproducible?” It is as if demonstrating that
existing gender relations are oppressive and socially constructed is equi-
valent to showing that a society within which male domination has been
eliminated would be viable.

This silence on the part of feminists occurs in an ideological context in
which there is relatively little skepticism among people who hold radical
egalitarian values about the viability of eliminating male domination.
Even among leftist radicals who are not particularly sympathetic to
feminism as a tradition of theory, there is relatively little skepticism in
the contemporary period about the practical viability of a society without
male domination. To be sure, there is often a lot of skepticism by non-
feminist leftists about the viability of distinctively feminist politics, since
many Marxists believe that the liberation of women can only succeed if
subordinated to the allegedly “more fundamental’ task of transforming
class relations. And there is certainly skepticism about some radical
feminist claims concerning the range of ramifications of eliminating
gender oppression (for example, the claim that bureaucratic hierarchy is
a distinctively male form of administrative organization, and thus that
eliminating male domination would imply — and require — an elimination
of all hierarchy). But, at least in the contemporary period, relatively little
skepticism is directly expressed at the possibility of eventually eliminat-
ing differences in welfare and power based on gender.

8. For a discussion of the history of feminist thought which touches on the problem of
incremental reform vs. ruputural breaks in male domination, see Hester Eisenstein,
Contemporary Feminist Thought, Boston 1983.

9. The one context in which the issue of the viability of gender emancipation is
indirectly posed is in socialist feminist discussions about whether or not capiralist society is
viable without gender oppression. It is often argued that capitalism needs male domination
for various reasons, and that thus this particular form of society is not reproducible without
gender oppression. Such arguments, however, all concern the viability of capitalism
without male domination; there is no discussion of whether or not a post-capitalist society
without male domination is viable.
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The Viability of Classlessness

The contrast between the relative silence on the problem of the viability
of gender emancipation and the extensive discussions of the viability of
communism (understood as a full classless society), and even of socialism
(understood as a society in which the working class democratically
controls the means of production and class divisions are declining) is
striking. Many radical intellectuals on the left, including Marxists com-
mitted to radically egalitarian values, doubt that class inequalities could
ever be completely eliminated. A variety of familiar arguments have
been advanced against the viability of classlessness. First, it is often
argued that in order for a complex economy to maintain even minimal
efficiency, significant material incentives (and sanctions) are needed,
particularly for people occupying positions of great responsibility requir-
ing high levels of skill. While logically it might not be the case that such
incentive-inequalities would have to threaten classlessness, there would
be strong tendencies for the recipients of such incentives to use the
leverage of their positions to extort economic premiums from the larger
community."’ While perhaps less onerous than the inequalities based on
property ownership in capitalism, such extortion in a “socialist™ society
would constitute exploitation rooted in command over productive
resources (skills and responsible jobs in this instance) and would thus
challenge the emancipatory project of classlessness.!!

Second, skepticism is often expressed about the possibility of genu-
inely democratic control over the means of production. While it might be
possible in quite small firms for ordinary workers to play an active role in
organizational decision-making, many people argue that in large firms
such involvement would necessarily be superficial at best. Perhaps
workers could have a say in choosing managers, but the actual running of
large, complex corporations — including the practical exercise of much

10. An “incentive” is an arnount of extra income necessary to compensate a person for
the extra effort involved in acquiring skills or performing arduous and stressful work
(which, for example, might accompany high levels of responsibility). An “extortion,” on
the other hand, is an increment of income above and beyond what is necessary to
compensate a person for this extra effort. Strictly speaking, incentive payments are needed
in order to maintain rough equality in overall welfare across persons (i.e. people need to be
compensated for the extra “disutility of labor™), whereas extortion generates inequality in
real welfare. In these terms, “‘extortion” is equivalent to “‘exploitation.” For a discussion of
these conceptual issues, see Erik Olin Wright, The Debate on Classes, London 1989.

1. The characterization of the incomes of people who command high levels of skill or
responsibility as “exploitation” is derived from the work of John Roemer. See especially
Roemer, “New Directions in the Marxian Theory of Class and Exploitation,” Politics &
Society, vol. 11, no. 3, and A General Theory of Exploitation and Class, Cambridge, Mass.
1982.
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operational power — would have to be under the control of managers and
executives. This, again, would tend to generate class inequalities.

Finally, particularly in the aftermath of the stagnation and collapse of
the state socialist economies, many leftist intellectuals argue that because
of the massive information problems in a complex industrial society,
centralized planning of the details of production is not possible. Given
that centralized allocation of capital is not possible, then some kind of
market mechanism for the allocation of capital goods is needed to
coordinate production. But once markets in investments (rather than
simply in consumer goods) are allowed to function in even limited ways,
they will tend to generate class inequalities. While there could be
considerable democratic social control over the parameters of the system
of production, once markets are allowed to play a significant role in
allocating capital, something very much like capitalism would tend to re-
emerge. This would be the case even if firms took the form of workers’
cooperatives, since under conditions of market competition such co-
operatives would behave pretty much like capitalist firms.

A range of plausible arguments can be used to defend the emancipa-
tory project of a classless society against these attacks. Against the first
claim it can be argued that gradually, over time, the balance between
extortion and incentive could shift in favor of incentives, particularly as
the economic security of people increases and high-quality public goods
replace important elements of private consumption. Against the second
claim it can be argued that through education, work teams, shorter
working weeks, and other changes, meaningful democratic participation
becomes much more possible even within large organizations, and thus
the effective power differentials associated with hierarchy might decline
over time. Finally, against the third claim it could be argued that while
market mechanisms might of necessity play an important information
role in allocating capital, the inegalitarian consequences of such alloca-
tions can be systematically neutralized by an activist, socialist state.
Taxation, redistribution, and regutation could be designed in such a way
as to prevent the relatively decentralized, cooperatively managed firms
from degenerating into capitalist enterprises.

My point here is thus not that the arguments against the possibility of
climinating class oppression are convincing. Rather, the point is that
these doubts are raised by people on the left, people sympathetic to the
emancipatory egalitarian values themselves. At this time in history,
parallel arguments are not generally made by egalitarians with respect to
gender oppression. Of course, there many be anti-egalitarians of various
sorts for whom a society without male domination would be seen as non-
viable. Certainly many right-wing religious fundamentalists would see
such a society as destroying the basic fabric of social life, leading to chaos
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and disintegration. Within the community of peop!e‘sharing egalitarian
emancipatory values, however, there is little Skeptl.ClS.m apout the viab-
ility of a radical emancipatory project for the ellmmatnon. gf gender
domination and inequality, while there is considerable skepticism abouyt
the elimination of class oppression.

One hundred years ago the situation was quite different. Radical clas
theorists took it as obvious that class inequality and domination were
becoming increasingly unnecessary and could be supersedgd ina post-
capitalist society. Capitalist development was seen as creating such high
levels of concentration and centralization of production, with such high
levels of surplus, that workers would be able to transform th_e solidarities
and interdependencies they experienced within production into an egali-
tarian reorganization of the society as a whole. All they needed to
accomplish this was power. Feminists in the last century, on the other
hand, rarely envisioned a society without a quite substgn.tlal gender
division of labor and even gender inequality. While recognizing that the
potentials of women were blocked by the forms of male fiomination
existing in their society, particularly as these were embod}ed in legal
restrictions on the rights of women, the emancipatory project dld.not
generally pose the possibility of a future of radically egalitarian relations
between men and women. '

At the close of the twentieth century, second-wave feminism envisions
a future that ranges from complete equality of rights of men and women
to the elimination of all gender inequalities in power and welfare
(although not necessarily the elimination of all gen.de;r differe':nces)A No
feminists imagine that male domination in even vestigial form is essential
for social life. Many Marxists, on the other hand, have come to dqubt the
feasibility of the most egalitarian forms of their historic emancipatory
class project, partially as a result of the failures of agthorltanan state
socialist systems and partially as a result of theoretical development
within Marxism itself. ‘

Why is the viability of the feminist emancipatory alternatlive to mal_c
domination seen as so unproblematic compared to the Marxist emanci-
patory project? One possibility is that this simply reﬂec}s_ the hlstorfcal
context for the development of the two intellectual traditions. Marxism
has not only had one hundred-plus years of sustained debate., but has.also
borne witness to a massive historical “‘experiment” in applying certain of
its core ideas to the actual design of social institutions. Whether.or not
one endorses or condemns these experiments as authentic embodupents
of Marxist ideals, they have deeply affected the intellectual climate

12. This characterization of nineteenth-century feminism was suggested to me by Linda
Gordon (personal communication).
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within which the problem of class emancipation can be discussed. Perhaps
after a hundred years of development of systematic feminist social
theory, and in the aftermath of an equivalent attempt at instituting radical
gender equality, there would be similar skepticism about its viability.

While undoubtedly the current skepticism among leftists about class-
lessness has been significantly shaped by the historical experience of the
authoritarian socialist states, I do not think that the silence on the
problem of viability within feminism can be attributed mainly to the
absence of massive societal experiments in gender emancipation or the
relatively recent vintage of systematic feminist theory. Rather, I believe
there is a crucial difference in the character of the emancipatory projects
themselves which provides a plausible grounding for feminist confidence
that gender emancipation is a viable social project. In particular, class
and gender differ in terms of the relationship between lived micro-
experiences within existing relations and the macro-institutional changes
required for emancipation.

Micro- and Macro-Contexts of Emancipatory Projects

In the everyday practices of living in patriarchal societies, in a variety of
ways people can experience prefigurative forms of gender equality.'
Firstof all, in the historical experience of contemporary women there has
been a steady trajectory of transformation of gender relations in an
egalitarian direction. Without suggesting that male domination is on its
last legs, or even that new forms of gender inequality have not emerged,
the opening up of greater personal opportunities and political possibil-
ities for women is a critical part of the lived experience of women in the
twentieth century.'® Furthermore, in the more recent past there has been

13. To say that a person experiences a “prefigurative form™ does not imply that in a
male dominated society either men or women can really experience “what it would be like”
to live in a gender-egalitarian society. To experience a partial form of X is not the same as
experiencing a fully developed form of X for a limited time or in a limited context. The
point being made here is that within oppressive gender relations it is possible for people to
experience glimpses of more egalitarian relations, glimpses which contribute to the
credibility of the alternative.

14. There are feminists who insist that male domination has “simply” been reconsti-
tuted in a new and equally oppressive form — from private patriarchy constructed particu-
larly within the family to public patriarchy constructed particularly within the labor market
and the state. In this view, the transformations that have occurred in the past fifty years do
not represent any real progress towards more egalitarian gender relations. While it is
undeniable that new forms of male domination have emerged, reflected in such things as
the feminization of poverty, new forms of job segregation, and the double shift of paid and
domestic labor, in terms of the overall distribution of welfare and power in capitalist
democracies, [ believe that the trajectory of gender relations has been in a generally
egalitarian direction in recent decades.




222 INTERROGATING INEQUALITY

added to this experience of a trajectory of social change, the experience
of the collective political cfficacy of women engaged in transformative
politics. The women’s movement itself generates a range of experiences
of solidarities among women which are prefigurative of a society in which
women are not dominated by men. If for no other reason, therefore, 3
simple extrapolation into the future of trends of the recent past suggests
the viability of a world without gender oppression.

But this is not all. Gender oppression itself has a peculiar structure in
that even inside the existing relations within which men dominate women
there are elements of prefigurative experiences of symmetry and equa-
lity. Women have male children whom they nurture; boys have mothers
whom they love. And even in the relations of husbands and wives within
traditional “‘patriarchal” relations, alongside practices which are
oppressive, reflecting relations of domination, there are elements of
reciprocity and companionship which prefigure, even if in a limited way,
the potential for egalitarian relations. This is part of the specific com-
plexity of gender domination — the way it packages together in variable
degrees and forms domination and equality, oppression and reci-
procity.'> The elimination of gender oppression can thus be partially
experienced in micro-contexts in a society within which gender domina-
tion remains. The practical plausibility of eliminating gender oppression
altogether is therefore experienced, if still in partial and limited ways,
within existing societies.

It could be objected that the same is true about the elimination of class
domination. After all, in the practical cooperation among workers on the
shop floor and in the solidaristic struggles against bosses, workers could
be said to experience prefigurative forms of socialist — or even communist
- relations. Such solidaristic and cooperative experiences have certainly
been important in drawing people to the socialist movement, and they do
provide some existential basis for the plausibility of the Marxist emancip-
atory project. Why, then, aren’t such experiences a practical demon-
stration of the viability of a classless society?

There are two issues that distinguish prefigurative emancipatory
gender experiences from prefigurative emancipatory class experiences.
First, in the case of gender, the prefigurative symmetrical experiences
include experiences that bind people together across gender categories.
In the case of class, the prefigurative emancipatory experiences are not
between workers and capitalists, but exclusively among workers.

15. The way in which this internal complexity of gender relations, combining oppres-
sion and reciprocity, prefigures egalitarian gender relations was emphasized to me by Linda
Gordon in a discussion of an earlicr draft of this chapter.
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Second, and more important for the present context, there is a different
relationship between micro-experiences and macro-changes in the case
of class and gender: whereas it is relatively easy to extrapolate from the
micro-setting of prefigurative non-oppressive gender interactions to an
image of a society without gender oppression, it is much more problem-
atic to extrapolate from the micro-settings of class solidarity to a model of
society without class domination. The reason for this is that socialist (and
communist) production requires active macro-level coordination, with
macro-level institutional arrangements which generate distinctive
macro-level dynamics. The solidarities experienced in the interpersonal
practices of class struggle and the micro-settings of the labor process,
therefore, do not translate in any simple way into the institutional
mechanisms of planning, information flows, allocation of capital, and
price setting. There is nothing comparable at the macro-institutional
level for gender practices.

This is emphatically not to suggest that macro-institutional arrange-
ments are unimportant for gender relations. Gender is not simply a
micro-interpersonal phenomenon in contrast to class, which is both a
micro- and a macro-social phenomenon. The laws of the state, the
structure of labor markets, and the division of labor, to cite several
examples, all affect gender practices in significant ways and are system-
atically shaped by gender relations. And it is also undoubtedly the case
that in order to create and reproduce a society without gender domina-
tion, state institutions would have to enforce various laws against dis-
crimination and violence structured around gender. There would have to
be extensive public provision of childcare services and reorganization of
work to climinate gender differences in the burden of childcare, since
childrearing plays such a central role in sustaining gender inequalities.
Particularly in a transition period towards a society without gender
oppression it would probably be necessary to have quite pervasive forms
of state intervention in issues around gender, although much of this
intervention could perhaps be of an extremely decentralized sort. All of
these interventions imply that gender egalitarianism requires certain
kinds of macro-social arrangements.

Nevertheless, even though gender relations are not simply equivalent
to micro-practices and experiences (and thus their transformation
requires various kinds of macro-structural arrangements), there is still an
important difference from the parallel situation of eliminating class
oppression. The emancipatory gender interventions of the state are all
directed at the micro-settings of gender practices; they would not have to
solve any problems of the system-level coordination of different gender
practices as such in order for the society to be reproducible. What is the
gender equivalent of long-term macro-economic planning of invest-
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ments? Or of international flows of commodities? Or of coordination of
intermediate goods in a highly interdependent production process? AJj
of these macro-institutional issues potentially call into question the idea
of a classless society. There do not seem to be any parallel system-
integration dilemmas posed by gender equality. It is for this reason that
the extrapolation from particular micro-experiences of eliminating
gender oppression to the society as a whole seems so plausible; macro-
institutional arrangements may have to intervene systematically at the
micro-level, but there are no distinctively gender contradictions of the
macro-coordination as such.

Now, it could in principle be the case, contrary to what I have just
argued, that the extrapolation from the micro- to the macro- is illegiti-
mate in the case of emancipatory gender practices, just as it seems to be
for class practices. There are two kinds of possibilities worth considering.
First, it could be the case that the kinds of state interventions and other
institutional arrangements discussed above — work reorganization, child-
care, real labor market equality, etc. — could only be possible (for
financial and other reasons) under socialist conditions. Capitalism may
be incompatible with the institutional conditions for complete gender
emancipation.'® If, then, it turns out that socialism itself is not viable for
the reasons adduced earlier, this would imply that an extrapolation from
the micro-prefigurative experiences of gender equality to society as a
whole would also be illegitimate. This would not, however, be due to any
distinctive contradiction inside of the project of gender emancipation as
such. Rather, the non-viability of gender emancipation would be due to a
macro-failure in the project of class emancipation.

There is a second possibility, however, in which the macro-institu-
tional dilemmas of eliminating gender oppression are rooted directly in
gender relations as such. For example, suppose it is the case that if male
domination were eliminated, biological reproduction would drop drastic-
ally. For reasons that are not now understood (this concocted argument
goes), the cultural values that support having children require gender
inequality to be sustained. In a society without gender oppression,
therefore, few women would have children, and thus demographic
collapse would occur. The very reproduction of society, therefore, would
be threatened by the elimination of gender oppression. Under such
conditions, gender-based macro-institutional arrangements would have
to be organized to ensure adequate breeding and such arrangements

16. Such a claim need not imply that male domination serves some essential function for
capitalism. Male domination — like pollution and environmental degradation — could even
be harmful for capitalism and yet eliminating male domination could be impossible in
capitalist societies because of cost and other constraints.
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might well contradict the emancipatory objectives of the feminist
project.

While this argument may be ridiculous, it has the same form as the
efficiency-collapse effects postulated by the absence of class inequality:
the unintended consequences of the elimination of a form of oppression
undermine the material conditions necessary for sustaining the society
and thus sustaining the emancipatory project itself. The critical point is
that whereas in the Marxist context there are credible arguments of this
sort raised by class-egalitarians that call into question the viability of the
Marxist emancipatory project, such arguments are not raised (at least not
by egalitarians) against gender equality.

Itis important to be very clear on what is being claimed here. I am not
denying that macro-social phenomena are deeply gendered in the sense
that their form and consequences are shaped by gender relations in a
variety of ways. Nor am I saying that there are no gender obstacles to
transforming macro-institutions. The power that men wield economic-
ally, politically, and culturally constitutes large obstacles to the
transformation of the macro-institutions that contribute to sustaining
male dominance, just as the power of capitalists constitutes a significant
obstacle to transforming the macro-institutions of capitalism. None of
this implies, however, that there are any inherent gender dilemmas
posed by the transformation of those macro-institutions. In the absence
of credible arguments that macro-arrangements free of gender domina-
tion would self-destruct for gender reasons, it is therefore perfectly
reasonable to extrapolate from the prefigurative experiences of gender
equality at the micro-level to the society as a whole. With such extrapola-
tions in hand, then the core feminist theses — existing relations are
oppressive and these relations are socially constructed ~ seem to imply
the practical viability of the emancipatory transformation of the
relations.

Classical Marxism and the Viability of Socialism/Communism

Unlike the issue of the viability of a society without male domination,
socialist theorists have never been able completely to by-pass the prob-
lem of the feasibility of socialism. And Marxists have often felt it
necessary at least to make gestures towards arguments for the viability of
communism {complete classlessness). In classical Marxism, this issue was
handled in a particularly elegant - if ultimately unsatisfactory — way
through the development of a theory of history, generally referred to as
“historical materialism.” Even though most Marxists today reject the
rather deterministic cast of classical historical materialism, it is neverthe-
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less worth reviewing the core arguments of the classical theory since the
way it solves the problem of linking the emancipatory project to ap
explanatory theory remains an important part of the Marxist intellectya]
terrain.'’

Historical materialism can be divided into what might be called the
“General Theory of History,” which attempts to chart and explain the
overall trajectory of human history, and the “Special Theory of Capital-
ist History,” which more modestly tries to explain the trajectory of
capitalist development from its emergence to its demise. While the
Special Theory is of more relevance for understanding the problems
contemporary Marxism faces in defending its emancipatory project, it
will be helpful to first briefly review the General Theory itself.

Since the internal logic of the General Theory of History has been
recently subjected to such rigorous scrutiny by G.A. Cohen, I will only
sketch out the central contours of the argument here.'® Within historical
materialism, the history of humankind is seen as developing in a system-
atic way through a series of stages defined by their distinctive social
organizations of production. Each stage is characterized by a particular
combination of forces of production and relations of production, and the
central dynamics of the system come from the ways in which the forces
and relations of production interact. More specifically, Cohen has elab-
orated this interaction in the following form:

L. The forces of production have a tendency to develop in history. This
Cohen calls the “Development Thesis.”

2. Atany given level of development of the forces of production, there is
some set of relations of production which will be optimal for the
further development of the forces of production.

3. There will be a tendency for those relations of production which are
optimal for the development of the forces of production to be selected
(through an unspecified process of class struggle) because they are
optimal.

17. To avoid misunderstanding, it is important to avoid equating “Marxism” with
““historical materialism.” Historical materialism is a particular way of theorizing the overgll
trajectory of historical development. Much of what is intellectually valuable in the Marxist
tradition does not depend upon the validity of this general theory of history. Marxism is also
a form of class analysis of social institutions. While Marxist class analysis is embeddefi inan
understanding of historical variation, it need not presuppose a theory of hislor_lcal trajectory
(i.e. a theory of the inherent tendencies for historical variations in class rc?lallons to follow
some developmental path). For a further discussion of the relationship between class
analysis and historical materialism, see Erik Olin Wright, Andrew Levine, and Elliott
Sober, Reconstructing Marxism, London 1992, Part I; and chapter 12 below.

18. See G.A. Cohen, Karl Marx’s Theory of History: a defense, Princeton 1978. For an
appreciative critique, see Wright, Levine, and Sober, chapter 2.

MARXISM AND FEMINISM 227

4. The relations that exist, therefore, have the form they do because that
form of relations best facilitates the development of the forces of
production.'® This is the essential statement of the functional explana-
tion of the relations of production by the forces of production.

5. Within all class-based relations of production, there is a limit to the
maximum possible development of the forces of production, and thus
eventually the further development of the forces of production will be
blocked (or, to use Marx’s term, “fettered”).

6. When such fettering occurs, the now dysfunctional relations of pro-
duction will be replaced (according to thesis 3 above) with new
relations of production capable of unfettering the subsequent deve-
lopment of the forces of production.

If the General Theory of historical materialism could be shown to be
true, then it would offer a powerful analytical tool for sustaining the
Marxist emancipatory project. Capitalism, after all, is a class-based
mode of production, and thus according to (4) will eventually fetter the
development of the forces of production. When it does so, according to
(5) those relations will eventually be replaced by new ones which will
unfetter the forces. Eventually, therefore, a soctety without class
exploitation is predicted by the theory since class modes of production
eventually exhaust their capacity to develop the forces of production.’

The problem is that there is little reason to believe the General Theory
as such. That is, at the level of abstraction of “‘relations of production”
and *“forces of production” it is hard to imagine what mechanism could
exist which guarantees the eventual fettering of the forces of production
by all class-based relations of production. Marx certainly never provided
an actual argument for an inherent tendency for fettering at that level of
abstraction, and neither does Cohen in his reconstruction of Marx’s
argument.

The validity of the generalizations within the General Theory, there-

19. One can slightly soften this statement without undermining its essential structure,
by saying: ““The probability of a given set of relations existing is determined by the extent to
which those relations are optimal for the further development of the forces of production.
There is therefore a tendency for the relations to be what they are because they facilitate the
development of the forces.” The probabilistic form retains the functional form of Cohen's
interpretation of historical materialism without implying a unique, deterministic historical
trajectory.

20. Even if Marx was wrong that capitalism was the last form of class society, and a new
form of class socicty would replace capitalism according to thesis (5), still eventually that
society would also fetter the forces of production according to thesis (4) and thus would
eventually be replaced. Unless one believes that there is an indefinite number of new class
modes of production, therefore, eventually a society without classes will occur.
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fore, depends upon the validity of the various Special Theories of the
history of the different modes of production that comprise the trajectory
of the General Theory. That is, there is a special Theory of Pre-class
Society History, a Special Theory of Feudal History, and a Special
Theory of Capitalist History. For each of these theories there may be
convincing arguments for the inevitability of fettering and transforma-
tion.?' In particular, for present purposes, the critical issue is the validity
of the Special Theory of Capitalist History.

Marx put a great deal of effort into developing the Special Theory of
the fettering of forces of production within capitalism. His strongest
arguments are contained in the quasi-deterministic theory of the long-
run nonviability of capitalism based on his famous “Law of the Tendency
of the Falling Rate of Profit.”?* Without going into the technical details
of the argument of the falling rate of profit, Marx argued that by virtue of
the inherent competitive dynamics of capitalism, combined with the
difficulties capitalists face in extracting labor effort from workers, there
will be a systematic tendency in capitalism for capitalists to substitute
machines for labor (or, as he put it, for the “organic composition of
capital to rise”’). However, according to Marx’s analysis of the labor
theory of value, the rate of profit is fundamentally a function of the
amount of surplus labor time performed in production. By substituting
machines for labor-power, therefore, capitalists reduce the amount of
labor time in production available for exploitation, and this ultimately
erodes the rate of profit. The decline in the average rate of profit, in turn,
makes capitalism as a whole more and more vulnerable, since random
shocks, tendencies for overproduction, etc., will more easily push the
rate of profit to zero or below.

The key point is that if there is an inherent, forceful tendency for the
rate of profit to fall, and if the available ““counter-tendencies” cannot
ultimately block this decline, then there is a high probability that
eventually capitalism will stagnate and the forces of production will
become fettered, since in capitalism the only source of resources for new
investment and innovation come from capitalistic profits. If the Law of
Tendency held true, therefore, capitalism would ultimately become

21. If each of these Special Theories were shown to be valid, then collectively they could
provide the justification for the generalization contained within the General Theory of
History, but they would still not provide a defense of the General Theory as such since
there is no independent theoretical argument for the explanatory mechanisms in the
general theory itself.

22. Irefer to this theory as “‘quasi-deterministic” since Marx is careful to describe a set
of counter-tendencies to the general tendency he proposes. While he does argue that in
some unspecified long run these counter-tendencies cannot permanently block the primary
tendency, nevertheless most of his arguments simply imply the strong probability that the
rate of profit will fall, not that that fall is inevitable.
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unreproducible as a social order. This does not mean that socialism
would only occur in the aftermath of the catastrophic collapse of capital-
ism. People may become committed to socialism out of the belief that
capitalism will collapse, and through such commitments bring about the
demise of capitalism before it would have self-destructed. In any event,
the theory provides a strong basis for predicting the eventual non-
sustainability of capitalism as a social order.

The thesis of the likely long-term nonviability of capitalism due to its
self-destructive internal contradictions is crucial for the traditional Marx-
ist theory of socialism, The burden on the theory to demonstrate
positively the superiority of socialism (let alone communism) over
capitalism is reduced if it can be demonstrated that ultimately capitalism
itself is nonviable. Socialism could be plagued with all sorts of inefficien-
cies, dilemmas, and uncertainties, and yet be preferable to moribund
capitalism. Furthermore, if indeed capitalism becomes nonviable and
thus ceases itself to be an alternative to socialism, then the political will to
cope with dilemmas internal to socialism and creatively devise novel
solutions would increase, thus rendering socialism itself more attractive.
Given that his theory of the laws of motion of capitalism predicts its
eventual non-reproducibility, Marx could perhaps be excused for refus-
ing to elaborate blueprints or even systematic arguments for the sustaina-
bility of socialism/communism as the alternative to capitalism. It was
enough to say that the workers would be in control and that through their
creative energies, through trial and error and systematic experimenta-
tion, the precise institutional forms of socialism, and later communism,
would be produced.

Unfortunately, the debates over the labor theory of value in recent
years have raised very serious issues with the Law of the Tendency of the
Rate of Profit to Fall. Not only have the general claims of the labor
theory of value to explain the rate of profit in terms of labor value been
seriously challenged, but even within the terms of the labor theory of
value, the specific claim that there is any tendency for the “organic
composition of capital” to rise indefinitely (and thus for the rate of profit
to have a tendency to fall) has been shown to be at best very problematic
and at worst simply wrong.

There may, of course, be other kinds of dynamic tendencies within
capitalism, besides the hypothesized tendency of the rate of profit to fall,
which could potentially provide a basis for predicting the eventual
socialist transformation of capitalism. Indeed, Marx himself often
advanced other arguments besides the strong theory of capitalist non-
viability driven by the falling rate of profit, most notably his frequent
reference to the contradiction between the increasing social character of
production and the enduring private character of capitalist appropria-




230 INTERROGATING INEQUALITY

tion. The increasing social character of production signaled the increas-
ing capacity of workers themselves to organize production and deploy
the means of production for the satisfaction of human needs and the
expression of human creative energies; the enduring private appropria-
tion by capitalists blocked the realization of this potential by directing
production towards the goal of private profits and the expansion of
capital.?® The tendency for this “‘contradiction” to increase does not
itself depend upon the falling rate of profit (although the falling rate of
profit would render this contradiction more destabilizing); it merely
depends upon a claim about the trajectory of organizational forms of
capitalist production. Socialism, then, becomes the solution to this
contradiction by creating a new social form of appropriation compatible
with the already developed social character of production.

G.A. Cohen also elaborates a view of capitalist development and its
“distinctive contradictions” that does not hinge on the falling rate of
profit.>* He proposes that while capitalism may not actually fetter the
sheer growth of the forces of production in the manner postulated in
historical materialism, it fetters the rational use of those forces of
production (through waste, a bias for consumption over leisure, ecolo-
gical damage, etc.). What Cohen calls “use fettering,” then, could
provide the rationale for socialism, at least if one were convinced that
socialism would “‘unfetter” the rational use of the means of production.

Marx may be correct that as capitalism develops there is an increasing
contradiction between social production and private appropriation, and
Cohen may well be correct that capitalism suffers increasingly from use
fettering. But these processes would only lead one to predict the eventual
triumph of socialism if it could also be shown that they constituted
powerful motivations for people (especially workers) to struggle to
overthrow capitalism in favor of socialism. In the case of the theory of the
tendency of the falling rate of profit, much weaker motivational assump-
tions are needed, since in the long run capitalism itself becomes unrepro-
ducible. Neither of the alternative formulations of capitalism’s
distinctive contradictions — social production/private appropriation and
use fettering — by themselves imply that capitalism as an economic system
has any tendency to become unsustainable, and thus they only become
effective arguments for socialism (let alone communism) if socialism can
be shown to be superior to capitalism. This, again, requires a positive
theory of the viability of the emancipatory alternative to capitalism.

23. In Marx’s words from volume III of Capital: *“The contradiction between the
general social power into which capital develops, on the one hand, and the private power of
the individual capitalist over these social conditions of production, on the other, becomes
ever more trreconcitable . . .7

24. G.A. Cohen, Karl Marx’s Theory of History: a defense, Princeton 1978.
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This failure to develop a convincing theory of the fatal fettering of the
forces of production in capitalism matters because, as already suggested,
it is a far from simple task to demonstrate convincingly the practical
superiority of socialism over capitalism, particularly in the aftermath of
the collapse of social experiments carried out in the name of socialism.
Capitalism may be damaging to masses of people, oppressive and
exploitative; it may embody contradictions between the deeply social-
cooperative character of its productive forces and its system of private
appropriation; and it may block the rational deployment of those forces
of production to meet human needs. Yet people may still prefer actually
existing capitalism to an alternative with uncertain characteristics and
dynamics whose viability is open to serious challenge by sympathetic (let
alone hostile) critics. In the absence of a credible theory of the inherent
tendency for capitalism to move towards catastrophic collapse, a positive
theory of the viability of socialism and communism becomes essential.

The importance of this task is widely recognized by socialists. Even in
the heyday of the intellectual sway of relatively deterministic versions of
Marxism, there was some discussion of the problem of the design of
socialist institutions and of the conditions under which socialism could be
sustainable. In recent years there has been a proliferation of serious
theoretical and empirical work exploring these issues. No comparable
body of theory and research on the problem of the viability of eliminating
gender oppression has yet developed within feminism. This is not an
indictment of the theoretical work of contemporary feminists. Rather, it
is a reflection of the different theoretical agendas imposed by the
differences in two emancipatory projects. i

Inplications for the Form of Explanatory Theory

At the core of the Marxist tradition is a set of quasi-deterministic theories
in which the “laws of motion” of social systems tend to propel social
change along specific trajectories. Sometimes these deterministic argu-
ments are relatively strong, as in classical historical materialism. Other
times they are considerably weakened, taking the form of arguments
about underlying tendencies and counter-tendencies which only generate
probabilities of particular courses of development rather than unique
paths. And sometimes — especially in certain strands of contemporary
Marxism - determinism is rejected altogether in favor of a theoretical
framework emphasizing the open interplay of structure and agency.
Capitalism, as a result, is seen as having no inherent tendencies of
development. Even in this case, however, anti-deterministic arguments
are constantly in a dialogue with the more deterministic (sometime called
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“economistic’’) variants of Marxism, since determinism is such an integ-
ral part of this intellectual tradition.

Feminism, in contrast, has characteristically taken the form of a muych
more agent-centered theory, in which there is no pa.rticular tendency for
social change to move along a given trajectory. With a few exceptions,
feminists do not posit “laws of motion” of patriarchy of even a probab;-
listic character towards self-destruction. The prospects for women’s
liberation depend crucially on consciousness raising anc! on cplturally
oriented emancipatory struggles. The problem of determinism is gener-
ally not a central preoccupation.?

If the analysis of this chapter is correct, then perhaPs_ope of the
reasons why Marxism has often taken a relatively deterministic form is
precisely because such deterministic arguments helpeq to pre-empt a
serious problem confronting emancipatory class theo‘rles., namely the
credibility of the radical egalitarian alternative embodled'm the revolu-
tionary project. Marx certainly relied heavily on the “scnentlﬁc"_argu-
ment that socialism is the necessary culmination of laws of motion of
capitalism as a way of discrediting and dismissing _the moral arguments
for socialism of the ‘‘utopian socialists” and the various proposal§ extant
in his era for blueprints of a socialist society. Workers woulfi join the
revolution because socialism is inevitable and hastening its arrival was in
their interests, not because of an abstract belief in its morality or the
credibility of its institutional design.*®

25. There are, of course, some feminists who deploy more deterministic frameworks for
analyzing variations in gender relations, CSpeCially.WIthln those strands of feminist theory
that are most heavily influenced by the Marxist lradmop: Forexample, al?hough she clearly
rejects class determinism, Mary O'Brien, in The Politics of Reproduct{on, Boston 19'81,
translates the Marxist notion of a “‘dialectic” between the forces and relations of production
into an account of the dialectic of forces and relations of reproduction to produce a
relatively deterministic account of the lransformatiqn of gender relations. A similar kmd‘of
argument is found in Shulamith Firestone, The Dialectic of SQ_:, New York 1971. Judith
Chafetz’s book, Gender Equity: an Integrated Theory of Sl_abzluy and Change, Newbery
Park 1990, is a more sociological work on gender inequality that also has a §omewhat
deterministic cast. These kinds of deterministic arguments, howevcr, are outside of lh_e
central thrust of most feminist theory which emphasizes the relatively open, non-determi-
nistic character of the future of gender relations. o o

26. It might seem a paradox that workers wou!d join a movement for socialism when
they believed that capitalism will destroy itself by its own internal dynamics, thus making
socialism inevitable. G.A. Cohen, in History, Labour and Freedom, Oxford‘198.9, e?(p}alnsf
this paradox by arguing that the prediction of the inevitable demise of capitalism is ItSle
made on the basis of the theory of workers’ rational agency. That is, the supersession 0f
capitalism by socialism is inevitable precisely because workers respond to the condglotzls (35
capitalism in a rational way. The analysis pres:entftfj here goes fyrther than Cohen
argument by arguing that the theory of the incvitability of the demise of capitalism wlz:s
essential for rending socialism/communism credible, and that workers would tt!er‘etor.e €
less likely to join a revolutionary movement if they feel that the viability of socialism is an
open question.
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Feminist theory does not so acutely face this problem, and thus
feminists have less reason to be attracted to such deterministic theoret-
ical currents. Given that the emancipatory project has relatively high
existential validity to feminists, and given the plausibility of extrapolat-
ing from individual micro-level experiences to society as a whole, the
viability of a society without gender domination and oppression is
generally not viewed as deeply problematic by people who share the
normative commitments of feminists. There is thus no pressure from the
emancipatory goals of feminism to come up with a deterministic theory
of the internal contradictions of patriarchy which push it on a trajectory
towards its self-destruction.

Whether or not these differences in the nature of their emancipatory
projects actually help explain the tendencies towards determinism in
Marxian socialist theory and non-determinism in feminism, the fact
remains that historical materialism did provide a convenient solution to a
very difficult problem for Marxist theory. The theoretical advances in
recent years, however, have seriously undermined the credibility of both
the General Theory of Historical Materialism and the Special Theory of
Capitalist History. This certainly does not in and of itself imply that the
emancipatory project of Marxism is bankrupt, nor that the explanatory
capacity of Marxism as a tradition of social theory has been exhausted.
But it does mean that the task of developing a more systematic, positive

theory of a classless society is imperative if this emancipatory project is to
regain credibility.




