
Conflict and Feminist Theory
We like to think of families as beneficial for all members. For decades, sociologists ignored the politics of gender and differentials of power and privilege within relationships and families. Beginning in the 1960s, conflict and feminist theorizing and activism began to change that oversight as issues of latent conflict and inequality were brought into the open.

A first way of thinking about the conflict perspective is that it is the opposite of structure–functional theory. Not all of a family’s practices are good; not all family behaviors contribute to family well-being. Family interaction can include domestic violence as well as holiday rituals—sometimes both on the same day.

Conflict theory calls attention to power—more specifically, unequal power. It explains behavior patterns such as the unequal division of household labor in terms of the distribution of power between husbands and wives. Because power within the family derives from power outside it, conflict theorists are keenly interested in the political and economic organization of the larger society.

The conflict perspective traces its intellectual roots to Karl Marx, who analyzed class conflict. Applied to the family by Marx’s colleague, Friedrich Engels (1942 [1884]), the conflict perspective attributed family and marital problems to class inequality in capitalist society. In Engels’s view, a culture of competition inherent in capitalist society encourages harmful spousal and family competition.

In the 1960s, a renewed interest in Marxism sparked the application of the conflict perspective to families in a different way. Although Marx and Engels had focused on economic classes, the emerging feminist movement applied conflict theory to the sex/gender system—that is, to relationships and power differentials between men and women in the larger society and in the family.

Although there are many variations, the central focus of the feminist theory is on gender issues. A unifying theme is that male dominance in the culture, society, families, and relationships is oppressive to women. Patriarchy, the idea that males dominate females in virtually all cultures and societies, is a central concept (Hesse-Biber 2007).

Unlike the perspectives described earlier, which were developed primarily by scholars, feminist theories emerged from political and social movements over the past fifty years. As such, the mission of feminist theory is to use knowledge to actively confront and end the oppression of women and related patterns of subordination based on social class, race/ethnicity, age, gender identity, or sexual identity/orientation.

The feminist perspective has contributed to political action regarding gender and race discrimination in wages, sexual harassment, divorce laws that disadvantage women, rape and other sexual and physical violence against women and children, and reproductive issues, such as abortion rights and the inclusion of contraception in health insurance. Feminist perspectives promote recognition of women’s unpaid work, the greater involvement of men in housework and childcare, efforts to fund quality day care and paid parental leaves, and transformations in family therapy so that counselors recognize the reality of gender inequality in family life and treat women’s concerns with respect (Few-Demo 2014). The feminist perspective has combined with the family life course development framework to analyze aging and gender issues (Ross-Sheriff 2008).

Since the publication of Naomi Wolf’s 1991 classic, The Beauty Myth: How Images of Beauty Are Used Against Women, feminist theory has given considerable attention to eating disorders and body image issues (Latham 2008). For example, a study that combines the feminist with the interaction–constructionist perspective investigated the process through which a young woman internalizes an identity as a “fat girl” and thereby socially “unfit,” or unacceptable for romantic relationships (Rice 2007). Feminist scholars also consider whether a decision to have cosmetic surgery evidences a woman’s agency or the unrecognized influence of a patriarchal construct of feminine beauty (Tiefer 2008).

In recent years, feminist theory has embraced postmodern analyses, deconstructing formerly taken-for-granted concepts such as gender dichotomy (the idea that there are naturally two very distinct genders) or the idea that marriage must naturally be heterosexual (Dreger and Herndon 2009). Having co-opted a pejorative term from the popular culture, some feminists refer to this kind of analysis as queer theory (Eaklor 2008; Stacey 2006). From the feminist perspective, championing the traditional heterosexual nuclear family at the cost of both heterosexual and lesbian women’s equality and well-being is unconscionable (Harding 2007).

Contributions and Critiques of Feminist Theoretical Perspectives
By calling attention to women’s experiences, feminist theory has encouraged us to see things about relationships and family life that had been overlooked before the 1960s. Women’s domestic work was largely invisible in social science until the feminist perspective began to treat household labor as work that has economic value. The feminist perspective brought to light issues of wife abuse, marital rape, child abuse, and other forms of domestic violence.

According to some social scientists, feminist theory is too political, value laden, or adversarial to be considered a valid academic approach (Landau 2008; Lloyd, Few, and Allen 2007). The concept of patriarchy has been criticized as being unscientifically vague and ahistorical. Posited to exist in virtually all societies, patriarchy loses meaning as an analytic category when it minimizes differences between America in the twenty-first century and ancient Rome, where husbands allegedly had life-and-death power over women. Moreover, inasmuch as some feminist theory embraces postmodernism, it is subject to the same criticisms as postmodernism, which were described previously.

