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ABSTRACT

The Uninterrupted Theory of

Second-Wave Feminism:

Towards Resistance against Liberalism

Yayo Okano

The purpose of this article is to explore the origin of radical possibility of
feminist theory originated in the movement of second-wave feminism, that is,
the women’s liberation in the late 1960’s.

According to Nancy Fraser, who has been one of the leading scholars of
American feminism since the 1980’s, the history of second-wave feminism can
be interpreted as a drama in three acts. Firstly, second-wave feminists shared
its radical spirit with other new-left movements in the 1970’s and widened the
range of its theory, especially thanks to the encounter---which is often called
“the unhappy marriage”--- with Marxism.

In the 1980’s, however, Fraser argues that the radicalism of feminism
was weakened with the shift of its focus on from promoting the economic
equality to valorizing cultural differences. The result was embarrassing since
free market ideology with the advent of “neoliberal” authority was enlivened
by the 1980’s and that neoliberalism started to attack on the egalitarian ideal
of equal redistribution.

After the unproductive controversy between “the politics of redistribution”
and “the politics of recognition” in the 1980’s, against the social background
of prevailing neoliberalism and global market, Fraser claimed that “the
feminism of Act Three must join with other anti-capitalist forces.”

Unlike Fraser’s prescription, I revisit the original arguments, especially
the feminist critique of Marxism in order to articulate where their significant
contributions to flourishing the later feminist theories lay through reading
carefully two edited books, Women and Revolution: A Discussion of the

Unhappy Marriage of Marxism and Feminism (1982), and Feminism as
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Critique (1987). By so doing, we find a critical understanding of Marxist notion
of “reproduction” as the key concept for feminist theory. Critical reading of
Marxist concept of “reproduction” urges feminists to displace “the paradigm of
production.”

Feminists such as Carol Gilligan and Sara Ruddick who focus on
psychoanalysis, the relations between mothers and daughters, and mothering,
were usually categorized as “cultural feminists.” However, if we can situate
their works within the context of “the displacement of the paradigm of
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production,” their arguments and other “difference feminists” come to be
understood as those try to search for the empowering place or material
foundations where women can undertake a social revolution outside of the
labor market.

Moreover, the dichotomy between infrastructure, that is, the sphere of
economy and superstructure, that is the sphere of ideology or consciousness
in the traditional Marxist led feminists to criticizing the deep rooted liberal
dichotomy between the public and the private in U.S.. In this awakening,
feminists started to ask whether the connection between liberalism and
capitalism not that between patriarchy and capitalism is the most oppressive
system for women’s liberation.

The paper concludes that the radicalism of feminist theories in U.S. has
been uninterrupted by the shift of their focus, whether “cultural” or “economic.”
Feminist theories originated in the movement of second-wave feminism,
therefore, can conceive the alternative vision as a guiding principle for

struggling against the tide of neo-liberalism.



