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The gender division of labour describes a system in which women tend to do the majority of 
unpaid labour in the home, whereas men tend to work in paid labour outside of the home. 
Liberal, Marxist, and Socialist feminists each approach the gender division of labour differently. 
This lesson explores how these distinct theoretical feminist approaches each approach the 
issues of the gender division of labour between paid and unpaid work.  
 
Liberal Feminism 
With the publication of Betty Friedan’s The Feminine Mystique in 1963, white women began 
expressing their dissatisfaction with their lives confined to the domestic sphere as wives and 
mothers.  Liberal feminists, who tended to be middle-class white women, argued for inclusion in 
education and the paid workforce so that they could break free from their domestic roles. 
Liberal feminists’ voices were predominant throughout the Royal Commission on the Status of 
Women, created in 1967 to study women’s inequality in Canada.  In response to women’s 
testimonies, the Royal Commission on the Status of Women (RCSW) issued a report containing 
167 recommendations in 1970; many of these recommendations, such as the need for a 
national childcare program, paid maternity leave, and women’s political representation,  reflect 
the dominance of liberal feminist discourse in Canada.  Today, parents can take leave from 
work upon the birth of a child, and the Government of Canada subsidizes their leave -- this is a 
legacy of the feminist advocacy.  But, many of the RCSW’s recommendations remain unfulfilled. 
For example, Canada still does not have a national childcare program, something feminists 
argue would help women attain economic independence.  The lack of a national childcare 
program means that the responsibility for childcare is shifted onto migrant women workers. 
Today, many white families in Canada rely on the underpaid care labour of racialized, migrant 
women, particularly women from the Philippines.  This dependence on the underpaid labour of 
racialized women is exactly what bell hooks was talking about when she critiqued Betty Friedan: 
“She did not discuss who would be called in to take care of the children and maintain the home 

if more women like herself were freed from their house labor and given equal access with white 

men to the professions.”  
 
Marxist Feminism  
In the 1970s, Marxist feminists argued that the primary cause of women’s inequality was the 
exploitation of their domestic and reproductive labour.  Karl Marx’s socialist analysis of 
capitalism states that the bourgeoisie (the owners of the means of production) controlled 
workers (the proletariat) who worked in factories to produce goods in exchange for wages.  In 
the 1970s, Marxist feminists asked: where do women fit into this analysis? They argued that 
women’s domestic labour, including pregnancy, childbirth, childcare, and housework is what 
maintains the capitalist system.  Without women’s labour, they argued, the capitalist system 
would cease to function.  Who would reproduce labourers? Who would feed them? Who would 
clothe them? Women’s undervalued labour within a capitalist system, Marxist feminists 



theorized, keeps them in a position of servitude within capitalism.  Marxist feminists argue, 
therefore, that women’s domestic labour should be paid labour. If women’s labour was paid, 
their work would be valued, and understood as contributing to a country’s GDP.  
 
Socialist feminism  
Building upon the analysis of women’s labour developed by Marxist feminists, socialist feminists 
in the 1980s argued that it is not just capitalism that keeps women locked in a state of 
oppression, but the systems of capitalism and patriarchy, which they argued work together. 
Socialist feminists said that a class analysis alone is not enough to capture the ways that 
women are oppressed.  They argued for a more complex analysis of class, gender, and race 
oppression.  Socialist feminists demand an end to the gender division of labour, the gender 
wage gap, and for a general redistribution of resources through state-funded programs to fund 
healthcare, education, and parental leave. For example, the RCSW final report recommended a 
guaranteed income for single-parent families and a pension plan for women whose primary 
roles were unpaid labour.  These recommendations reflect socialist feminist goals because they 
involve a redistribution of resources and a recognition of the economic value of women’s care 
work. The Combahee River Collective advanced a socialist feminist perspective in their 1977 
statement, writing: “We are socialists because we believe that work must be organized for the 
collective benefit of those who do the work and create the products, and not for the profit of the 
bosses.  Material resources must be equally distributed among those who create these 
resources.”  They go on to say, however, that they reject socialism that is not also feminist and 
anti-racist, emphasizing the need for a complex analysis: “We are not convinced, however, that 
a socialist revolution that is not also a feminist and anti-racist revolution will guarantee our 
liberation”.  
 
While each of these theories, liberal, Marxist, and socialist, discuss women’s disproportionate 
share of care work, they all identify different causes of women’s oppression and they all propose 
different solutions. For example, whereas liberal feminists argue that women will be liberated 
from the domestic sphere when they occupy the same kinds of roles as men, Marxist feminists 
argue that the capitalist system is part of the problem, and therefore they want to change the 
system.  Further, Marxist feminists argue that we must fundamentally change the ways we think 
about women’s care labour. Care labour is valuable, and the state should recognize it as such. 
Socialist feminists are more similar to Marxist feminists than they are to liberal feminists, but 
they socialist feminists argue that it is not capitalism alone that is the problem, but capitalism, 
patriarchy, and white supremacy.  


