3. Radical Feminism.

For Radical Feminists, two concepts assume a central significance in terms of any analysis of male / female relationships:

1. "Patriarchy":

The domination of women by men.

2. "Sex class":

The idea here is that, because of their biology (specifically, the ability to bear children) and patriarchal domination, women become dependent upon men for their material survival and protection. In this respect, since all women have a common biology and are all subject to male oppression they constitute a distinct class - one that has its own interests and political agenda.

The biological family unit is seen, by Firestone, as the source of patriarchal domination and she characterises it as being based upon four "facts" 

1. Women, because of their reproductive biology, have always been dependent upon men for their protection and survival.

2. Human infants are dependent upon adults for a relatively long period of time (during which they have to be looked after).

3. There is a basic and universal mother - infant bond based upon the fact that the mother actually gestates the child - it comes from her body. Firestone sees this as a special, interdependent, relationship unlike that which exists between a father and child.

4. The biological (reproductive) division between the sexes is the origin of all other divisions - economic, political and ideological. 

On the basis of these "facts", Firestone argues that social class, for example, has a biological origin and patriarchy represents the ideological means whereby men exploit female biology in their own interests. For this reason, Firestone (in common with many Radical Feminists) rejects the idea that the condition of female exploitation is necessarily and exclusively related to Capitalism (although, of course, Capitalism is seen to be an exploitative economic system). 

Capitalism, like any economic system, is seen to be built upon the exploitation of female biology by men and, for Radical Feminists (unlike their Marxist counterparts), the revolutionary overthrow of Capitalism is not seen as a solution to women's exploitation (since it cannot change the fact that men will still be able to exploit female biology).

The implications of this analysis are relatively clear. If:

a. The "sex class" interest of women is emancipation from male domination (just as for Marxist Feminists the "class interest" of workers is emancipation from the Capitalist) and

b. The origin of male domination is the exploitation of women's dependent biology (men, in this respect, are the "sex class" enemy, just as for Marxist Feminists Capitalists are the "class enemy"),

it follows logically that women can only be emancipated from male domination once they are able to free themselves from their biological dependency on men.

For Radical Feminists, this emancipation can be achieved through such means as:

a. Removing their biological dependency - if conception and foetal development takes place outside the womb, for example, women can no-longer be exploited biologically.

b. Renouncing heterosexual relationships in favour of homosexual (lesbian) relationships. Daly, for example, identifies "male aggressiveness" as a central element in the domination of women and has advocated lesbian relationships as the only form of sexual relationship that is free from the tyranny of patriarchy.

Whichever "solution" is actually pursued, it is clear that the "destruction of "the family" is required as the first step along the road to either true equality or - more probably - the establishment of a society based upon matriarchal domination...

Radical Feminism: a synopsis.

a. The concepts of patriarchy and sex class are key ideas in relation to the understanding of women's position and experience in all societies.

b. Patriarchy has existed in all known human societies and, as such, pre-dates Capitalist forms of gender inequality.

c. Patriarchal relationships are considered to have paved the way for Capitalist forms of economic and gender exploitation.

d. Sexual inequality is institutionalised in society. It is not possible to achieve sexual equality through legal means or by "changing people's attitudes".

e. Men are the enemy of women. Women are a sex class in that they share a common interest in freeing themselves from male oppression.

f. The universal causes of patriarchy are considered to be:

The exploitation of female biology by men (men can exploit women's incapacity through pregnancy, for example).

Marriage-based family relationships in which men control women's behaviour.

Heterosexual relationships.

g. One solution to the problem of patriarchal exploitation is seen to be lesbian relationships and female support groups.

h. Some Radical Feminists (e.g. Firestone) argue that female emancipation can be achieved technologically (women being freed from childbirth and so forth).

i. In general, Radical Feminists see the exploitation of women as involving both the public sphere (work for example) and the private sphere (the home - marriage as, according to David Bouchier, an "institutionalised source of female oppression”). 

This a dual form of female exploitation not experienced by men.

Radical Feminism: a critique.

a. There is no real evidence that women constitute a "sex class", since it is clear that, apart from a common biology, women may have no real shared interests "as a class apart from men". It is difficult to see, for example, what "common interests" are shared by upper class and working class women - aside from the fact that they are women. The experiences and life chances of upper class females are significantly different to those of working class females (where the position of the former may be closer to that of men than to their working class counterparts)

b. The primary importance attached to patriarchy downgrades the importance of concepts like social class and ethnicity. For Marxist Feminists, patriarchy itself stems from the way in which women are generally exploited economically.

c. To view women as a "sex class" whose basic interest involves emancipation from men would leave unresolved the problem of economic exploitation.

d. Radical Feminism tends to overlook the fact that the general position of women in society has changed over time and this can only be explained in terms of wider economic and political changes in society.

e. Socialist Feminists do not see women as a "sex class", nor do they see all men as "the class enemy". Not all male / female relationships are characterised by oppression and exploitation, for example. Technological "solutions" to female exploitation are also viewed with suspicion (since control over development and exploitation of technology has traditional been a male preserve), as is the idea that a matriarchal society is somehow superior and preferable to a patriarchal society.

f. Radical Feminists over-emphasise factors that separate women from men (their biology in particular - over-stating the significance of biological differences - and also unsubstantiated / uncritical assumptions about male and female psychology).

