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Abstract 

Feminism comprises a number of social, cultural, and political 

movements, theories and moral philosophies concerned with gender 

inequities and equal rights for women. This paper analyzed some of 

the main strands of feminism, highlighting the critical positions 

against them, using a descriptive methodology. These subsets of 

feminism, in the main, are liberal feminism, radical feminism, 

marxist/socialist feminism which are tagged second wave 

hyphenated feminisms. Each of these subsets, is rooted in, or 

compatible with a theoretical perspective. Despite their perspective 

diversity, they all address the woman question. They forcefully 

reject inferiority and strive for recognition. Their focal objective is 

to give woman a sense of self as a worthy, effectual and contributing 

human being. 

 

Keywords: Feminism, Subsets, Perspectival diversity, Social, Cultural, 

Political. 

 

Introduction 

Bell hooks in “Feminism: A Movement to End Sexist Oppression,” opines 

that “a central problem within feminist discourse has been our inability to 
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either arrive at a consensus of opinion about what feminism is or accept 

definition(s) that could serve as points of unification.” (qtd in Kemp and 

Squires 22) 

Carmen Vasquez lends credence to hook’s view when she says:  

                We can’t even agree on what ‘feminist’ is, never 

mind what she would believe in and how she 

defines the principles that constitute honour 

among us. In consonance with the American 

capitalist obsession for individualism and 

anything goes so long as it gets your want, 

“feminism in America has come to mean 

anything you like, honey. There are as many 

definitions of feminism as there are feminists (23) 

Despite their diversity, feminist critics largely agree on a threefold purpose 

of feminism: 

1. To expose patriarchal premises and resulting prejudices 

2. To promote discovery and reevaluation of literature by 

women 

3. To examine social, cultural and psychosexual contexts 

of literature 

Broadly speaking, feminism comprises a number of social, cultural, political 

movements, theories and moral philosophies concerned with gender 

inequities and equal rights for women. According to Sylvester, at present, 

feminist theorizing is marked by several interlocking and simultaneous 

tendencies. The first sees feminism as having ongoing philosophical and 

identity differences. Absence of consensus is defended as appropriate to the 

current era and as fuelling necessary debate. The second tendency 

expresses concern about issues of power and solidarity that such 

fragmentation generates.  The third accounts for both solidarity and 

fragmentation. While there are a myriad of subsets, the following 

classification provides an overview of what may be described as the main 
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branches of feminism with each branch rooted in, or compatible, with 

certain theoretical perspectives (Linda Lindsey 14). 

The main thrust of this paper is to identify and discuss the basic subsets of 

feminism, the precepts they encapsulate and the different strategies they 

adopt in addressing the woman question. 

 

Critical Views on the Feminisms 

Liberal feminism asserts the equality of men and women through political 

and legal reform. It is an individualistic form of feminism and theory which 

focuses on women’s ability to show and maintain their equality through 

their actions and choices. Liberal feminism looks at the personal 

interactions of men and women as the starting ground from which to 

transform society into a more gender equitable place. According to liberal 

feminists, all women are capable of asserting their ability to achieve 

equality therefore it is possible for change to happen without altering the 

structure of society. Issues important to liberal feminists include 

reproductive and abortion rights, sexual harassment, voting, education, 

“equal pay for equal work”, affordable childcare, affordable healthcare and 

bringing to light the frequency of sexual and domestic violence against 

women. Valerie Bryson opines that liberal feminism, 

…retains a clear central core of ideas based upon the 

belief that women are individuals possessed of reason, 

that as such they are entitled to full human rights, and 

that they should therefore be free to choose their role in 

life and explore their full potential in equal competition 

with men…(159) 

Liberal feminists believe that gender inequality exists because division of 

labour is structured along patriarchal and sexist lines. They argue that the 

only way to upturn the imbalance is to transform division of labour by 

restructuring the key institutions: law, work, family, education and media. 

Liberal feminist thought is hinged on the following beliefs: 
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1. All human beings have certain essential features-- 

capacities for reason, moral agency and self 

actualization. 

2. The exercise of these capacities can be secured 

through legal recognition of universal rights. 

3. The inequalities between men and women assigned 

by sex are social constructions having no basis in 

“nature”. 

4. Social change for equality can be produced by an 

organized appeal to a reasonable public and the use 

of the State. (Lengermann and Niebrugge-Brantley 

326) 

 

Liberal feminists posit that gender inequality is the result of the 

interplay of four factors namely; the social construction of gender, the 

gendered division of labour, the doctrine and practice of public and private 

spheres, and patriarchal ideology. One theme in liberal feminist analysis of 

gender inequality is the problem of achieving equality in marriage. This 

theme is given its classic formulation in Jessie Bernard’s study, The Future 

of Marriage. Bernard analyzes as at one and the same time a cultural system 

of beliefs and ideals, an institutional arrangement of roles and norms, and 

a complex of interactional experiences for individual men and women 

(Ritzer 324). For liberal feminists, the ideal gender arrangement is one in 

which each individual acting as a free and responsible moral agent chooses 

the lifestyle most suitable to him or her and has that choice accepted and 

respected, be it for housewife or househusband, unmarried careerist or part 

of a dual-income family, childless or with children, heterosexual or 

homosexual. The views expressed above cohere with those of Zillah R. 

Eisenstein:  

As feminists we need to marshal the liberal 

demands for individual self-determination, 

freedom of choice, individual autonomy, and 
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equality before the law to indict capital 

patriarchal society. This use of liberal ideology 

will permit us to direct the public’s 

consciousness to a critique of capitalist 

patriarchy, not merely of the welfare State. (184) 

  

Liberal politics of the women’s movement is best exemplified by the 

National Organization for Women founded in 1966. It is the form of 

feminism that underlies the United Nations Decade policies for women. 

(Asen 52) 

  Socialist feminism offers a synthesizing approach, combining the 

historical materialist method of Marx and Engels with the radical feminist 

perspective. Three goals constitute the defining theoretical framework of 

socialist feminism: 

1. To achieve a critique of the distinctive yet 

interrelated oppressions of patriarchy and 

capitalism from a standpoint in women’s 

experience 

2. To develop explicit and adequate methods for 

social analysis out of an expanded understanding 

of historical materialism 

3. To incorporate an understanding of the 

significance of ideas into a materialist analysis of 

human affairs. (Ritzer 329) 

 

  Socialist feminists seek to bring together what they perceive as the 

two broadest and most valuable feminist traditions—Marxian and radical 

feminist thought. Socialist feminism sets out to bring together this dual 

knowledge- knowledge of oppression under patriarchy and of oppression 

under capitalism- into a unified explanation of all forms of social 

oppression. One term used to unify these two ideas is capitalist patriarchy. 



Icheke Journal of the Faculty of Humanities                                                                               www.ichekejournal.com 
 

A Review of Critical Positions on the Subsets of Feminism            116 

One of the major criticisms against socialist feminism is that “ more 

than any other feminist perspective, socialist feminism’s fundamental 

attitude is synthetic—eager to explain each and every aspect of woman’s 

oppression as a part of a large and systematic whole”( Tong 236). According 

to Alison Jaggar, “the socialist feminist analysis of women’s suppression 

shows that women’s liberation requires totally new modes of organizing all 

forms of production and the final absolution of femininity” (qtd in Johnston 

188). bell hooks also criticizes socialist feminism because according to her, 

“socialist feminists focus on class and gender, they tend to dismiss race or 

they make a point of acknowledging that race is important and then 

proceed to offer an analysis in which race is not considered”(144).   

Marxist feminism believes that capitalism rather than patriarchy is 

the main source of women’s oppression and capitalists as the main 

beneficiaries. Alexandra Kollontai posits that: 

Proletarian women “do not see men as their enemy and 

oppressor; on the contrary, they think of men as their 

comrades, who share with them the drudgery of the 

daily round and fight with them for a better future. The 

woman and her male comrade are enslaved by the same 

social conditions; the same hated chains of capitalism 

oppress their will and deprive them of the joys and 

charms of life (176-77) 

Marxist feminists see women’s unpaid work as housewives and mothers as 

one of the main ways in which women are exploited. They are also of the 

strong view that women are exploited in paid employment. Heidi I. 

Hartman in her articulation of Marxist feminism posits that: 

In a Marxist feminist view, the organization of 

production both within and outside the family is shaped 

by patriarchy and capitalism. Our present social 

structure rests upon an unequal division by class and 
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gender which generates tension, conflict and change. 

Those underlying patriarchal and capitalist relations 

among people, rather than familial relations themselves, 

are the sources of dynamism in our society. (186) 

Early Marxist feminists took the position that the emancipation of women 

would follow from the emancipation of the proletariat and the creation of a 

classless society. Modern Marxist feminists rarely take such a simple view 

of the challenges which confront women. They observe that classical 

Marxism, much like classical liberalism, could simultaneously support 

formal equality for women while supporting the traditional division of 

roles within the family. Some feminists are Marxists, not so much because 

they subscribe to Marx’s vision of a socialized mode of economic 

production, but because they have been inspired by his methodology, his 

analysis of social relations. They seek, in other words, to apply a 

transformed historical materialism to explain women’s condition in 

patriarchal societies. As Hartstock argues: 

 just as the standpoint of the oppressed class (the 

proletariat) is privileged for Marx as the foundation from 

which a revolutionary consciousness can emerge to 

transform society, so too within patriarchal society, the 

standpoint of the oppressed sex can provide the 

consciousness that perceives most clearly the exploitative 

relations within society. (qtd. in Johnston 186) 

The main criticism of Marxist feminism by non-Marxist feminists has been 

what they perceive as its simplistic conception of the family and 

preoccupation with the nature and function of women’s work as the only 

or best means of understanding and ending women’s oppression 

(Haralambos and Holborn 61). To Elshtain, the most distressing point about 

Marxist feminism was what she regarded as its inability to recognize the 
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salutary role the family can play in preserving social diversity (Tong 62). In 

her book, Theorizing Patriarchy, Sylvia Walby also criticizes Marxist 

feminism on the ground that it is too narrowly focused on capitalism, being 

unable to deal with gender inequality in pre-and post-capitalist societies, 

and that it incorrectly reduces gender inequality to capitalism, rather than 

recognizing the independence of the gender dynamic (Walby 4). The 

difference between Marxist feminism and Socialist feminism is something 

like the difference between Marxism and social democracy. Socialist 

feminism seeks to move beyond the narrow, class-based focus of women in 

all classes, and looking at the interplay not only of class and patriarchy, but 

also of racism and ageism etc. In contrast to the Marxist focus on the public 

relations of production, socialist feminism examines the oppression of 

women in the private realm. As Jaggar argues, socialist feminism seeks 

economic reform that will allow access to birth control, abortion, and 

childcare and provide adequate income maintenance for mother. In the 

words of Alison Jaggar, “Marxist feminism glosses over patriarchy, 

whereas radical feminism glosses over capitalism.” (qtd in Johnston 186) 

Contemporary feminists have also argued that Marxist theory and 

practices have tended to subsume women’s concerns under a more general 

focus on workers. K. K. Ruthven has identified seven types of 

contemporary feminists: 

1. Socio-feminists who study the social roles of women 

in literature. 

2. Semio-feminists who look at how women are coded 

and classified as women (semiotics being the study of 

signs and codes). 

3. Psycho-feminists who focus on psychoanalytic and 

mythic theories of the feminine. 

4. Socio-semio-psychofeminists who combine the above 

approaches 
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5. Lesbian feminists who offer what they believe to be a 

distinctly feminine theory of writing metaphorically 

based on the female body rather than the male 

6. Black feminists who believe themselves triply 

oppressed as women, blacks and workers and who 

often attack the other feminist theories and critics for 

centering their work on upper- middle class white 

women only (Guerin et al 190). 

  In her influential essay “The Unhappy Marriage of Marxism and 

Feminism: Towards a More Progressive Union.” Heidi Hartmann noted 

that “the categories of Marxism are sex blind.” Hartmann also notes, 

however, that the reverse position—an analysis focused only on gender –

“is inadequate because it has been blind to history and insufficiently 

materialist.” Instead she urges a “more progressive union”: 

As feminist socialists, we must organize a practice which 

addresses both the struggle against patriarchy and the 

struggle against capitalism.” In the classic Marxist view, 

the inequities of the capitalist system are at the root of all 

other social ills, including conflicts between men and 

women. As a result, the overthrow of the capitalist 

system would eliminate not only class differences, but all 

social inequities including patriarchal domination (qtd in 

Gikandi 205).  

Radical feminism sees the capitalist sexist hierarchy as the defining feature 

of women’s oppression. Radical feminists believe that women can free 

themselves only when we have done away with what they consider an 

inherently oppressive and dominating system. bell hooks agrees with this 

view. In her, “Black Women: Shaping Feminist Theory,” bell hooks 

theorizes the need for a “revolutionary feminism.” Discussing the 

limitations of bourgeois feminism, her work seeks to re-politicize feminism 

as “a commitment to reorganizing society so that the self-development of 
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people can take precedence over imperialism, economic expansion, and 

material desires” (qtd in James and Sharpley-Whiting xi). Lending her 

support, Angela Y. Davies presents in her, “Women and Capitalism: 

Dialectics of Oppression and Liberation” a Marxist analysis that 

incorporates gender and race as central components to her criticism of 

capitalism. Under capitalism, patriarchy is structured so that sexism 

restricts women’s behavior in some realms even as freedom from 

limitations is allowed in other spheres. The absence of extreme restrictions 

leads many women to ignore the areas in which they are exploited or 

discriminated against; it may even lead them to imagine that no women are 

oppressed (135). To radical feminists, the male-based authority and power 

structure are responsible for oppression and inequality and that as long as 

the system and its values are in place, society will not be able to reform in 

any significant way. Radical feminism sees capitalism as a barrier to ending 

oppression. Under capitalism, patriarchy is structured so that sexism 

restricts women’s behavior in some realms even as freedom from 

limitations is allowed in other spheres. In lending her voice, Kreps says 

“radical feminism is concerned with the analysis of the oppression of 

women as women. Its basic aim could fairly be stated as “there shall be no 

characteristics, behavior, or roles ascribed to any human being on the basis 

of sex”.  Psychoanalytic feminism operates with a particular model of 

patriarchy. Like all oppression theorists, they see patriarchy as a system in 

which men subjugate women, a universal system, pervasive in its social 

organization, durable over time and space, and triumphantly maintained 

in the face of occasional challenge.  

          Most radical feminists see no alternatives other than the total 

uprooting and reconstruction of society in order to achieve their goals. 

Major sub-forms of radical feminism include: Separatist-feminism, 

Anarcha- feminism, Radical-libertarian feminism and Radical-cultural 

feminism.  Marilyn Frye in “Some Reflections on Separatism and Power,” 

describes separatist feminism as “separation of various sorts or modes from 

men and institutions, relationships, roles and activities that are male-
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defined, male-dominated, and operating for the benefit of males and the 

maintenance of male privilege-this separation being initiated or 

maintained, at will, by women” (406-14). Anarcha feminism combines 

feminist ideas and anarchist beliefs. Anarcha feminists view patriarchy as a 

manifestation of hierarchy, believing that the struggle against patriarchy is 

an essential part of class struggle and the anarchist struggle against the 

State. 

Radical-libertarian feminists believe that femininity and 

reproduction limit a woman’s capacity to contribute to society. Women 

should essentially be androgynous. This group of feminists likes to violate 

sexual norms and believe that they should control every aspect of their 

sexuality. They also advocate artificial means of reproduction so that less 

time is devoted to pregnancy and more time is devoted to worthwhile 

things. They are strong promoters of abortion, contraceptives and other 

forms of birth control. Radical-cultural feminism encourages women to 

encompass their femininity because it is better than masculinity. This brand 

of radical feminism sees sex and penetration as male dominated. They see 

a link between female subordination, porn, rape and abuse. To them these 

must be eliminated. An opposing view within radical-cultural feminists is 

that reproduction is the source of power for women. They believe that men 

are jealous of women, and that they try to control reproduction through 

means of technology. Radical feminism is founded on two unswerving 

beliefs:      

1. That women are of absolute positive value as men, 

a belief asserted against what they claim to be the 

universal devaluing of women. 

2. That women are everywhere oppressed- violently 

oppressed- by the system of patriarchy (Ritzer 

326).  

 

The theory of radical feminism is firmly hinged on socialist organization, 

gender oppression and strategies for change. The proponents see in every 
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institution and in society’s most basic structures- heterosexuality, class, 

caste, race, ethnicity, age and gender systems of oppression in which some 

people dominate others. 

One strain of this feminism is suspicion or critique of that 

heterosexual practice which expresses male dominance, often through 

violence. In policy terms this means, among other things, struggling against 

pornography, prostitution, sexual harassment, rape, and wife battery. 

Contemporary radical feminists view sexism as being at core of patriarchal 

society, with all its social institutions reflecting this reality. They focus on 

the patriarchal family as a critical system of domination, more important 

than a woman’s subordination in the paid labour force. 

A decipherable strand in the school of feminist thought is to point to 

radical feminists’ insistence that women’s oppression is the most 

fundamental form of oppression. According to Alison Jaggar and Paula 

Rothenberg, this claim can be interpreted to mean; 

1. That women were historically, the first oppressed group 

2. That women’s oppression is the most widespread, 

existing in virtually every known society 

3. That women’s oppression is the deepest in that it is the 

hardest form of oppression to eradicate and cannot be 

removed by other social changes such as the abolition of 

class society. 

4. That women’s oppression causes the most suffering to its 

victims, qualitatively as well as quantitatively, although 

the suffering may often go unrecognized because of the 

sexist prejudices of the oppressors and the victims. 

5. That women’s oppression… provides a conceptual model 

for understanding all other forms of oppression (186). 

No matter what kind of patriarchal system women live under, 

radical feminist writings inspire women of races and classes not only to 

celebrate women’s reproductive and sexual powers in bold and new ways 
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but also to use these powers joyously and widely. However, there are 

differences between radical feminists over the basis of male supremacy, but 

often this is considered to involve the appropriation of women’s sexuality 

and bodies, while in some accounts male violence is seen as the root cause. 

Radical feminism’s contribution to the feminist cause includes the 

legitimization of the study of sexuality. The husband is the bourgeoisie and 

the wife a proletariat within the context of family. 

Some critical feminist theorists are strongly opposed to radical 

feminism’s stance. For instance Kate O’Beirne in her book, Women Who Make 

the World Worse declares that “because radical feminists specialize in a 

moral intimidation that declares men guilty as a class, other women have 

to take on the women who make the world worse” (xvi). Linda Lindsey also 

argues that since society is made up of interdependent parts which are 

inextricable, it would be virtually impossible to attack sexism in any 

meaningful way (184).  

Lesbian feminism is anchored on the point that heterosexuality was 

a means of patriarchal domination, a denial of female pleasure, and the 

sexual enslavement of women. Lillian Faderman defines lesbianism as: 

A relation in which two women’s strongest emotions 

and affections are directed toward each other. Sexual 

contact may be part of the relationship to a greater or 

lesser degree, or it may be entirely absent. By preference 

the two women spend most of their time together and 

share most aspects of their lives with each other (17-18). 

 

Shulamith Firestone in her book, The Dialectic of Sex: The Case for a Feminist 

Revolution, argued that women had been oppressed on the basis of their 

reproductive capacity and advocated an end to “the tyranny of the 

biological family “through women’s control of their reproductive functions 

and a return to a polymorphous sexuality.” Firestone identified four 

elements of biological reproduction which lead to women’s subordination: 

childbirth, dependency of infants, psychological effects on mothers of child 
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dependency, division of labour between the sexes based on natural 

reproductive difference (qtd in Benstock et al 162). 

  Ti-Grace Atkinson’s “Amazon Odyssey” took Firestone’s thesis a 

step further, contending that “love” was in fact an institution of 

heterosexual sex and that feminist revolutionary practice could be found in 

its rejection. Charlotte Bunch argued that true feminism was lesbianism. 

Adrienne Rich’s Compulsory Heterosexuality and Lesbian Existence, outlined a 

lesbian continuum, a range of “woman- identified experience” from 

friendship to sexual intimacy. The woman- identified woman should be a 

focus of feminist literary criticism, according to Bonnie Zimmerman. In 

“What Has Never Been: An Overview of Lesbian Feminist Criticism,” she 

noted a profound absence of lesbian material in the anthologies and 

collections produced by influential American literary critics, including 

Moers, Spacks, Showalter, Gilbert and Guber. She sought to define a lesbian 

criticism or “world view” based on the assumption: 

That a woman’s identity is not defined only by her 

relation to a male world and male literary tradition…, 

that powerful bonds between women are a crucial factor 

in women’s lives, and that the sexual and emotional 

orientation of a woman profoundly affects her 

consciousness thus her creativity. (201) 

In a similar vein, Gayle Rubin in Traffic posits that 

the suppression of the homosexual component of 

human sexuality, and by corollary, the oppression of 

homosexuals, is… a product of the same system whose 

rules and relations oppress women” ... The regulation of 

the sex was designed… to sustain heterosexual 

monogamy as the norm (183).  

 

The lesbian critic would be attentive to heterosexist assumptions and 

contribute to the development of a lesbian canon, a project initiated by 

Jeannette Foster in Sex Variant Women in Literature and extended by Jane 
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Rule in Lesbian Images and Lillian Faderman in Surpassing The Love of Men: 

Romantic Friendship and Love Between Women From The Renaissance To The 

Present. 

Lesbian feminists have been acridly criticized by feminist theorists. 

They have been faulted for imagining “a purely feminine space untouched 

by the phallocentric order.” In her Lesbian Utopics, Annamarie Jagose posits 

thus: “there is no outside: there is no original or utopic free space outside 

culture and discourse, accessible through memory or imagination” (qtd in 

Benstock et al 181). Diana Fuss has also criticized feminist theorists for 

assuming that lesbianism is monolithic, denying the specificity of lesbian 

experience. In her book, Between Men: English Literature and Male Homosexual 

Desire, Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick argues in support of lesbianism when she 

avers that “patriarchal structures make heterosexuality obligatory and 

reveal a fundamental resistance to homosexuality” (Benstock et al 183).  

The thrust of cultural feminism is that there are fundamental 

biological differences between man and woman and that women should 

celebrate these differences. To them, women are inherently more kind and 

gentle and that because of the innate differences between men and women, 

the latter will be better rulers of the world. Cultural feminists are usually 

non-political, their central or principal focus is on individual change and 

how to influence or transform society through this individual change. 

Josephine Donovan traces ‘cultural feminism’ back to 19th c. writers like 

Charlotte Perkins Gilman, who envisioned a culture with a “matriarchal 

value system.” Donovan described a new cultural feminism, born of 

women’s unique biological and historical experience, which is “based on a 

fundamental respect for the contingent order, for the environmental 

context, for an ethic that is non-imperialistic, that is life-affirming, and that 

reverences the concrete details of life (qtd in Brown 161). Cultural feminism 

extols the positive aspects of what was seen as “the female character” or 

“feminine personality”. Theorists like Margaret Fuller, Frances Willard, 

Jane Addams, and Charlotte Perkins Gilman were proponents of a cultural 

feminism that argued that in the governing of the State, society needed such 
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women’s virtues as cooperation, caring, pacifism and non-violence in the 

settlement of conflicts. 

Postmodern feminism has some similarities with aspects of black 

feminism. Postmodern feminism tends to reject the claim that there is a 

single theory that can explain the position of women in society. It 

encourages the acceptance of many different points of view as equally 

valid. In particular, it tends to deny that there is any single, unitary essence 

to the concept of woman. The primary aim of postmodern feminism lies in 

deconstructing male language and a masculine view of the world. To 

postmodernists, woman is the other, that which is not man. However as 

Rosemarie Tong puts it “otherness, for all its associations, oppression and 

inferiority, is much more than an oppressed inferior condition. It is also a 

way of being, thinking and speaking, allowing for openness, plurality, 

diversity and difference” (121).         

Readers of Cixous, Irigary, and Kristeva sometimes complain that 

these postmodern feminists apparently delight in their opacity, viewing 

clarity as one of the seven deadly sins of the phallogocentric order. (Tong 

232) Helene Cixous sees language as a key part of gender difference. 

According to her, “Everything is word, everything is only word…we must 

grab culture by the word, as it seizes us in its word, in its language…indeed, 

as soon as we are born into language and language speaks to us, language 

dictates its law (qtd in Haralambos and Holborn 124).  

Cixous explains how women can begin to counter male force. She 

says that women and femininity should: 

Start speaking, stop saying that she has nothing to say! 

Stop learning in school that women are created to listen, 

to believe, to make no discoveries. Dare to speak her 

piece about giving… speak of her pleasure and, God 

knows she has something to say about that, so that she 

gets to unblock a sexuality that’s just as much feminine 

as masculine, ‘de-phallocentralize’ the body, relieve 

man of his phallus, return him to an erogenous field and 
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a libido that isn’t stupidly organized round that 

monument, but appears shifting, diffused, taking on all 

the others of oneself. (124) 

Helene Cixous, Luce Irigary and Julia Kristeva approach the devaluation of 

women and of nature in different ways, but each deploys poststructuralist 

methodologies to examine gender inequities. Other postmodern feminists 

are criticized for valorizing the female over the male, the feminine over the 

masculine. Another criticism that has been raised against postmodern 

feminism is that its philosophical assumptions will lead us toward chaos. 

As much delight as we may take in the postmodern feminist assault on 

unitary answers, it is not clear, say the critics, that we can sustain any sort 

of community, including feminist community, in the midst of total 

multiplicity, diversity, and profusion (Tong 232). 

Psychoanalytic feminism operates with a particular model of 

patriarchy. Like all oppression theorists, they see patriarchy as a system in 

which men subjugate women, a universal system, pervasive in its social 

organization, durable over time and space, and triumphantly maintained 

in the face of occasional challenge. Distinctive to psychoanalytic feminism, 

however, is the view that this system is one that all men, in their individual 

daily actions, work continuously and energetically to create and sustain. 

Women resist only occasionally but are to be discovered far more often 

either acquiescing in or actively working for their subordination. They trace 

the backbone of patriarchy to two possible factors which explain the 

domination of women by men: the fear of death and the socio-emotional 

environment in which the personality of the young child takes form. 

  Postcolonial feminism emerged from the gendered history of 

colonialism. Postcolonial feminists today struggle to fight gender 

oppression within their own cultural models of society rather than through 

those imposed by the Western colonizers. Postcolonial feminists argue that 

oppressions relating to the colonial experience, particularly racial, class, 

and ethnic oppressions, have marginalized women in postcolonial 

societies. They challenge the assumption that gender oppression is the 
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primary force of patriarchy. Postcolonial feminists object to portrayals of 

Western women as modern, educated and empowered. Postcolonial 

feminism is critical of Western forms of feminism, notably radical feminism 

and liberal feminism and their universalization of female experience. 

Postcolonial feminists argue that cultures impacted by colonialism are often 

vastly different and should be treated as such. Colonial oppression may 

result in glorification of pre-colonial culture, which, in cultures with 

traditions of stratification of power along lines of gender, could mean the 

acceptance of, or refusal to deal with, inherent issues of gender inequality. 

Postcolonial feminists can be described as feminists who have reacted 

against both universalizing tendencies in Western feminist thought and a 

lack of attention to gender issues in mainstream postcolonial thought. 

 

Conclusion 

Many problems that confront women are the result of social structures and 

practices that put women at a disadvantage and interfere with their living 

useful, productive lives. Catharine Mackinnon says that many of women’s 

barriers to equality “exist at an interface between law and society, and 

achieving equality will require change not reflection – a new feminist 

jurisprudence.” All the strands of feminism, analyzed above share a 

commonality of purpose, despite their divergent strategies. They 

vehemently reject inferiority and strive for recognition. Their primal 

emphasis is to give the woman a sense of self as a worthy, effectual and 

contributing human being. 
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