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Introduction

While one part of feminism individually and comfortably reclines on the 
couch, asking itself, “who am I?” and another part searches anxiously for the 
reference needed for a footnote that certifies its work as trustworthy, […] out 
there the world is bursting with poverty: millions of infants, born as women, 
look out upon a model of society that reserves a cradle of thorns for them.

—Victoria Sau Sánchez

gender and class on international women’s day

Today, we still celebrate International Women’s Day every year on March 8. 
However, among all the advertisements for flowers and chocolates, the great 
majority of people do not know the origin of this holiday. It began with an 
action organized by women workers in the nineteenth century to demand 
their rights: on March 8, 1857, the workers of a textile factory in New York 
went on strike against exhausting twelve-hour days and miserable wages. 
The demonstrators were attacked by the police.

Half a century later, in March 1909, 140 young workers were burned 
alive in a textile factory where they were trapped under inhumane condi-
tions. And in that same year, 30,000 New York textile workers went on strike 
and were repressed by the police. In spite of the repression, however, these 
workers won the support of university students, suffragettes, socialists, and 
other sectors of society.

A few years later, at the beginning of 1912, the “Bread and Roses” strike 
broke out in the city of Lawrence, Massachusetts. The striking textile workers 
used this slogan to summarize their demands for increased wages and also 
for better living conditions. In this struggle, the strike committee sets up 
nurseries and communal kitchens for the children of the women workers in 
order to facilitate their participation in the conflict. The Industrial Workers 
of the World hold meetings for children in the union hall to discuss why their 
mothers and fathers are on strike. After several days of conflict, the children 
are sent to other cities. They are to be taken in by families in solidarity with 
the workers’ struggle. On the first train, 120 children leave. As the second 
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train is set to depart, the police unleash repression against the children and 
the women accompanying them. With this incident, the conflict reaches 
newspapers across the country and also the halls of congress, increasing 
solidarity with the strikers.

Two years earlier, during the Second International Socialist Women’s 
Conference held in the city of Copenhagen, Clara Zetkin1 from Germany 
had proposed to celebrate International Women’s Day every year in March, 
to commemorate the women workers who had carried out the first organ-
ized actions against capitalist exploitation. 

At this conference in August 1910, 100 socialist women from differ-
ent European countries debated about voting rights for women and social 
welfare for working mothers, as well as measures to establish relations 
between socialist women around the world. They passed a motion to fight 
for the eight-hour working day, sixteen weeks of maternity leave, and other 
demands.

It was the German delegates who presented a motion that was passed 
unanimously and went down in history. The resolution presented by Clara 
Zetkin and Käte Duncker said: 

In agreement with the class-conscious political and trade organizations 
of the proletariat in their country the socialist women of all nation-
alities have to organize a special Women’s Day, which primarily has to 
promote Women Suffrage propaganda. This demand must be discussed 
in connection with the whole women’s question according to the socialist 
conception of social things. [Women’s Day] must have an international 
character and be prepared carefully.2 

In the following years, International Women’s Day was celebrated in 
many countries—but on different days in March. It was not until 1914 that 
the German, Russian, and Swedish socialists agreed to hold it on March 8. 
This date became fixed in history as International Women’s Day because on 

1. Clara Zetkin (1857–1933) was a leader of the Social Democratic Party of Germany 
and organizer of its women’s section. She founded the newspaper Die Gleichheit (Equality) 
and fought against the party leadership when it aligned itself with the national bourgeoisie and 
voted in favor of war bonds at the beginning of World War One.
2. International Socialist Conference, Report of the Socialist Party Delegation and Proceedings 
of the International Socialist Congress at Copenhagen, 1910 (Chicago, IL: H.G. Adair, 1910). 
(This translation has been slightly corrected, based on the original German —trans.)
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March 8, 1917 (in February according to the Russian calendar at the time) 
the textile workers of Petrograd took to the streets demanding “bread, peace 
and freedom.” This signaled the beginning of the greatest revolution of the 
twentieth century, which led to the seizure of power by the working class in 
October of that year.

As we can see, International Women’s Day combines class and gender—a 
combination that, more than a century later, is still being debated both 
among Marxists and in the feminist movement.

oppression and exploitation

For revolutionary Marxists, the question of women’s oppression is written 
into the history of the class struggle. Therefore, our theoretical position is 
the same as that of our struggle: we stand beside all people exploited and 
oppressed by the capitalist system. We do this from the perspective of dia-
lectical and historical materialism, which provides tools to understand this 
world—and to transform it.

Some specialists in Women’s Studies have stated that it is “absolutely 
necessary to undertake a class analysis when dealing with the history of 
feminism,” and add that: 

bourgeois feminism is the expression of the consciousness of bourgeois 
women who seek their equality with men in the political, legal and 
economic fields, within the framework of bourgeois society. Proletarian 
feminism, on the other hand, proposes overcoming social subordina-
tion within the framework of a classless society, according to the political 
model to which it adheres, be it socialist, anarchist or communist.3 

Other authors highlight class differences in the analysis of women’s oppres-
sion, noting that: “even if all women are oppressed by the patriarchal system 
in place in almost all contemporary societies, they are not oppressed for 
identical reasons; moreover, there are oppressed women who oppress others, 
and it is important to point that out.”4 

3. Mary Nash, “Nuevas dimensiones en la historia de la mujer,” in Mary Nash (Ed.), Presencia 
y protagonismo: Aspectos de la historia de la mujer (Barcelona: Serbal, 1984), our translation.
4. Andrée Michel, El feminismo (México: Fondo de Cultura Económica-GREA, 1983), our 
translation.
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From a Marxist perspective, therefore, we define exploitation as the rela-
tionship between classes. This describes the appropriation of the surplus 
labor of the working masses by the class that owns the means of production. 
It is a category with roots in the economic structure of society. Oppression, 
on the other hand, can be defined as a relation of subjugation of one group 
by another for cultural, racial, or sexual reasons. The category of oppression 
refers to the use of inequalities in order to put a particular social group at a 
disadvantage—a difference transformed into a justification for the domina-
tion of one social sector over another.

We can say that women belong to different social classes that are in conflict 
with one another. Women do not constitute a separate class but rather 
an inter-class group. Within this group, exploitation and oppression are 
combined in different ways. The class to which a person belongs determines 
the contours of their oppression. For example, laws that restrict a woman’s 
right to control her own body apply equally to all women. But in reality, 
some women have better access to illegal procedures and are therefore better 
equipped to deal with possible complications. Some have access to abortion 
under hygienic conditions due to their economic, social, and educational 
level. Others bleed to death or die from infections after the operation. They 
become victims of a patriarchal order with a merciless capitalist visage.

Although all women suffer from legal, educational, political, economic, 
and cultural discrimination—to different degrees and in different forms—
the fact is that there are clear class differences between them. These 
differences shape not only the subjective experience of oppression but also, 
and fundamentally, the objective possibilities of confronting and at least 
partially overcoming these social conditions of discrimination.

gender unites us, class divides us

As the twenty-first century opens, the fight for women’s rights would appear 
to have become socially acceptable and even “politically correct,” to the 
point that most governments in the world, at different institutional levels, 
have incorporated gender issues into state agencies, working groups, public 
policy agendas, and multilateral organizations.

However, there are facts that are undeniable. We cannot deny, for example, 
the reality of a phenomenon known as the “glass ceiling,” which refers to 
the fact that women, both in academia and industry, are not promoted to 
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leading roles at the same rate as men, even if they have the same qualifica-
tions and performance. It is also known that in the vast majority of countries 
in all continents, the total wages of women are equivalent to 60 percent or 70 
percent of those of men.

We can observe that women’s oppression manifests itself, in various ways, 
in all social classes. But the female half of society is not distributed equally 
among the different classes: women make up the majority of the exploited 
and poor of this world, and a tiny, almost non-existent, minority of the 
powerful owners of multinational corporations who condemn us to exploi-
tation and poverty. It is a categorical fact that while women are slightly more 
than 50 percent of the world’s population, we make up 70 percent of the 1.3 
billion poor people of the planet. On the other hand, just 1 percent of the 
world’s private property is in the hands of women.

When we point out the double and triple chains that restrain women 
workers—whether they are hourly workers, salaried employees, rural 
workers, or unemployed—we do not intend to conceal the oppression 
suffered by half of humanity, no matter what class they belong to. On 
the contrary, we present a class perspective because we believe that the 
oppression of all women gains its “legitimacy” from a system based on the 
exploitation of the enormous majority of humanity by a small minority of 
capitalist parasites. The perpetuation of hierarchies and inequalities is a 
fundamental part of the system’s functioning. These different divisions and 
fragmentations allow it to sustain one of the most abject dichotomous hier-
archies: the one that condemns millions of people to sell their labor power 
so that a few can satisfy their thirst for ever-more exorbitant profits.

If class did not condition gender oppression in different ways, how could 
we explain that while some women climb the Forbes billionaires’ list and 
several women occupy the presidency and other important posts in different 
countries, 60 million girls still do not have access to education?

Starting in the twentieth century, we have seen women as presidents, 
prime ministers, cabinet secretaries, soldiers and officers, scientists, artists 
and athletes, businesspeople, and successful professionals. It was the era of 
the birth control pill, the miniskirt and jeans, unisex fashion, and household 
appliances; but let us not forget that it was also an epoch of 20 million clan-
destine abortions per year around the world, thousands of women raped 
and murdered by “ethnic cleansing,” and millions of women unemployed 
and living below the poverty line.
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Therefore, when a woman in her thirties, on an “equal” footing with men, 
can “exercise her right” to be an officer in a NATO joint task force bombing 
semi-colonial countries, or to die from AIDS, at the same age, in an African 
village, it is paradoxical, and even a bit cynical, to speak of advancement 
and progress for women in general. Shouldn’t we be speaking about differ-
ent kinds of women? Are the lives of businesswomen and women workers, 
women from imperialist countries and women from semi-colonies, white 
and Black women, immigrant and refugee women really all the same? 
To suppose that there is something that links the Queen of England with 
unemployed English women, or the President of Argentina with domestic 
servants, or international Latin pop stars and businesswomen with workers 
in Mexican maquilas, just because they are women, ultimately means 
succumbing to the biological reductionism of the dominant patriarchal 
ideology, which feminists have severely criticized. To speak of gender in this 
way, therefore, is to use an abstract category, devoid of meaning and power-
less to affect the transformation we want to push forward.

capitalism and patriarchy: a well-matched marriage 

Many feminists are posing these questions today. Some even point out that 
a class-based feminism would need to use different tools to evaluate the 
problems faced by women. Thus, they say, above and beyond the condem-
nation of the patriarchal system, there should also be a condemnation of the 
World Bank and the International Monetary Fund, which are responsible 
for growing poverty and cuts to public services. They add that the most 
important assistance that feminists can offer to women in the third world 
is to condemn, from an openly anti-imperialist position, all “humanitarian” 
interventions that only serve the interests of the great powers.5 

For our part, we maintain that, although it emerged before capitalism, the 
oppression of women took on particular characteristics under this mode of 
production, transforming patriarchy into an indispensable ally of exploita-
tion and the maintenance of the status quo.

Capitalism, based on the exploitation and oppression of millions of 
individuals across the planet, conquering not only entire peoples but also 

5. Alizia Stürtze, “Feminismo de clase,” Lahaine, available at: www.lahaine.org/sturtze/
feminismo_clase.htm.
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virgin lands and inhospitable territories for the expansion of its markets, 
has introduced the exploitation of women and children into its machinery 
of domination. Even though it has pushed millions of women into the labor 
market, destroying the obscurantist myths that condemned them to remain 
exclusively in the private sphere, it has done so in order to double their 
exploitation, with wages lower than those of men. In this way, it lowers the 
wages of all workers.

Capitalism, with the development of technology, created the conditions 
for industrialization and thus for the socialization of domestic labor. But this 
socialization does not take place, precisely because unpaid domestic labor 
forms part of the capitalists’ profits, since it exempts the capitalists from 
the need to pay workers for the tasks that guarantee their reproduction as 
a labor force (food, clothing, recreation, etc.). Encouraging and sustaining 
patriarchal culture, which declares household chores to be the “natural” jobs 
of women, makes this “theft” by the capitalists invisible, while also making 
the domestic labor that fundamentally falls on the shoulders of women and 
girls invisible. 

Although capitalism has created the scientific, medical, and sanitary con-
ditions that would allow women to control our own bodies as never before, 
this right is still denied to us. The development of contraceptive methods 
like the pill, intrauterine devices, tubal ligation, and even the possibility of 
aseptic abortions without health complications are unavoidable facts. If we 
are not allowed to control our own bodies, to decide if and when we want 
children, as well as how many, it is because the Church, with the complic-
ity of the capitalist state, continues forcing itself into our lives. Clandestine 
abortions have become a very profitable business for a sector of profession-
als, laboratories, police mafias, and so on. Additionally, the possibility of 
separating pleasure from reproduction implies a freedom that is dangerous 
for the interests of the ruling class. Questioning that motherhood is the only 
path to women’s self-realization, questioning that reproduction is the only 
purpose of sexuality, questioning that sexuality is only understood as het-
erosexual intercourse—all this endangers the norms that the system relies 
on to regulate our bodies. The system of exploitation conceives these bodies 
only as labor power, as bodies subjected to beauty stereotypes, as splintered 
and alienated bodies transformed into yet another commodity in a world of 
commodities.
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women’s struggle and class struggle

The emergence and development of capitalism did not only increase the 
exploitation and oppression of women, but also led to profound changes 
in women’s resistance and struggles against these chains. At the end of the 
eighteenth century, with the bourgeois revolutions, feminism emerged as 
a social movement and a theoretical, ideological, and political current. 
This movement passed through the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, 
taking on different forms and reaching the present day in the form of dif-
ferent theoretical tendencies, diverse practices, and multiple experiences of 
organization.

Almost from the beginning of capitalism, with the appearance of a 
powerful working class, antagonistic to the ruling bourgeoisie, feminism 
(and the movement against it) has been marked by the debate that the capi-
talist system forces on women and is at the center of our interest: in the 
words of the US Marxist Evelyn Reed, “sex against sex—or class against 
class?”6 

We revolutionary Marxists continue to maintain that the class struggle 
is the motor of history, and that the working class, leading the poor masses 
and all oppressed sectors, is the subject of the social revolution that will 
liberate us from wage slavery and all forms of oppression, striking capital-
ism in its heart, paralyzing its mechanisms of extortion and plunder, and 
destroying its machinery of war against the subaltern classes. Today, that 
class has millions of women in its ranks. Capital produces this contradiction 
alongside so many others. The bourgeoisie permanently creates and recre-
ates its own gravedigger. It is our conviction that the women of the working 
class will play a fundamental role in these future battles for the complete 
toppling of the exploiting class.

6. Evelyn Reed (1905–1979) was a member of the Socialist Workers Party (SWP) of the 
United States for more than 40 years. Evelyn met the SWP at the end of the 1930s and settled in 
Mexico in 1939, where she frequented the home of the Russian revolutionary Leon Trotsky, who 
was in exile in that country. She was a member of the SWP’s National Committee from 1959 
until 1975. Her most outstanding contributions were undoubtedly her writings on women’s 
liberation, in which she applied the method of historical materialism to analyze the origin of 
women’s oppression in class society, showing the indissoluble relationship.


