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‘MEANING ENABLES US TO RECOGNISE THE WORLD WE EXIST WITHIN, BUT ITS 
TRANSMISSION ALSO CREATES SOCIAL DIVISION’. INVESTIGATE VIA THE 

APPLICATION OF EVIDENCE ALONGSIDE ONE THEORETICAL APPROACH.

Meaning is something that has insinuated or unambiguous value. It  is necessary in order for people 

to navigate their world, make sense of and understand what they  see, hear and experience in 

relation to themselves. All actions, images, objects, signs, symbols and sounds hold significance 

for individuals; sometimes the same, other times different. While some meanings, such as religious 

symbols, can bring people together and solidify their identities as a member of a group, other 

meanings can provide a foundation for separation. This paper will investigate the ways in which 

gender meanings can produce social divisions. This exploration, will approach the issue from a 

Marxist perspective and show how some of Marx’s original theories may still be applied today.  

The term ‘gender’ raises many questions for example, ‘what is male / female?’, ‘what does it  mean 

to be a man / woman?’, ‘how must  one act in order to be male / female?’, and ‘what expectations 

exist around gender?’. Further, if gender meanings do produce social division, then what 

discourses exist between male & female? Are the social roles for men & women different, how? 

The answers to these, and many other questions, are often subjective but if looked at within the 

framework of theory, they can be viewed more objectively.

To observe these issues within such a framework, however, raises even further queries. Can we 

now, in the 21st century broaden Marx’s theory to include modern issues which either were not 

prominent or not in existence during his lifetime? Can we define a parallel between Marx’s 

concept of labour division which he called alienation (p.110), and sexuality? Are they not both 

types of human activity? Are they both productive activities? 
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In feminist  methodology, sexuality is believed to be sequestrated much in the same way as labour 

in Marx’s analysis of a capitalist socio-economic system (Marx, 1942). However, while some 

feminists (such as MacKinnon, 1989) might argue for women to abandon their sexuality  as a way 

of escaping their oppressor (men), Marx, in contrast, believed that labour could exist in an 

unalienated form (1818-1883). He argued that the worker will become ‘enlightened’ to the 

dominance, control and oppression of capitalism. If sexuality and labour are both subjected to 

alienation, and labour will eventually  metamorphose into a different existence, then sexuality  will 

follow this same pattern accordingly and release humanity from its current constraints. Marx 

alludes to this thought in his sensual description of the coming revolution (1964, p.351).

Engels, co-author and publisher of many of Marx’s writings, drew a parallel between proletarians 

and women in his Origin of the Family, Private Property, and the State (1972). In this work, he 

argued that ‘the supremacy  of man in marriage is the simple consequence of his economic 

supremacy” (p.145). He suggests that until the working-class revolt and capitalism is overthrown, 

women will continue to be forced to sell their sexuality - either directly as sex workers or 

indirectly as wives. This seems to support the hypothesis that  sexuality is alienated under 

capitalism and anachronistic methods of alienation. 

Perhaps one of the most well-known gendered association with labour is that which is often 

referred to as “women’s work”. Domestic labour has long been linked with women and despite 

feminist movements and current media’s allusions to a ‘modern man’ and sexual equality, this 

association still remains. In 2002, a study was conducted to explore how traditional gender 

ideology influences the distribution of household chores (Lee, 2002). Lee highlights the 

expectations placed on women through the ideology that the majority of housework is her 

obligation despite commitments to full-time paid employment. This affiliation between women and 

domestic labour becomes important when the underlying meanings to the whole of society are 

scrutinized. The fact it stills persists following some ameliorations  in gender equality  suggests this 

gendered role is perpetuated and perseveres from one generation to another through the dominant 

traditionalist ideologies subscribed to by both men and women. 
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This persistent ideology  is, on various levels, constantly being thrust upon us in various messages 

relayed in various forms. Some of these messages are very subtle and others quite obvious. Many 

of these constructions stem from manufacturers and are often overlooked in everyday life. Aside 

from products which blatantly  aim to appeal to a specific gender, such a pink tool sets, many are 

produced in a less self-evident fashion. For example, the packaging of beauty products. Chatterjee 

(2007) argues “how gendered identities that are created are complex, porous and materially rooted 

in space”. She argues the importance of packaging and claims visual aspects generate a particular 

identity  to the consumer and gives the promise of product value. The level to which we are 

conscious of this commodity-consumer negotiation is debatable. Even so, it could be argued such 

ideologies regarding beauty, image and attractiveness along with the continuous consumption of 

beauty products have now brought us to, or at least very near, Marx’s “fetishism” (1818-1883). 

Through the purchase and consumption of these unnecessary products, we are continually 

supplying fuel to the fire of the producers. We are giving them power to continue reinforcing their 

ideologies and we, in a sense, buy back the sexuality that capitalism took away. It could be argued 

that our loss of human potential has led us to feel inferior to the images, messages and sounds of 

the mass media so we consume in order to regain some of our loss. This, unfortunately, only 

generates a temporary effect and leads us to consume even more and are eventually trapped in a 

vicious cycle.

Aside from this commodification of gender and its underlying causes and effects, further 

separation can be seen in everyday socio-spatial conduct. These behaviours can reveal the 

disproportionate power between men and women as well as how they  manifest and exist within 

disparate public environments. Various public spaces have been and continue to be associated with 

gender such as beauty parlours, supermarkets, playgrounds, the pub, sports stadiums, betting 

shops, etc. Even within environments that are not associated with male or female, the experience 

could be manifested through gender as the social space is sub-divided into areas that are male and 

female. An example of such behaviour can be seen in Bird & Sokolofski’s research on public 

eating and drinking establishments (2005). Their study  found that males used spaces in 
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individualistic and controlling ways while women were more accommodating to others whether 

male or female. Bird & Sokolofski claim that while this division of social space is a common 

occurrence, most people are unaware it exists because they have become accustomed to it 

happening. This supports the notion that it is our understanding of the expectations of genders 

gained through the process of becoming a member of society and which are maintained and re-

iterated through our cohorts and the mass media that shapes our behaviour and experiences in 

public spaces. 

But, how do we become members of our society? Further, where do we obtain these images of 

masculinity and femininity? Some might argue it is an on-going process that begins at birth, or 

even before. The manner in which we are cared for, spoken to, the clothing and toys we are given 

all combine to form a foundational idea of gender. Girls dressed in pink and given feminine names, 

play  with dolls, fluffy stuffed animals and tea sets while boys dressed in blue and identified with 

masculine names, play with trucks, trains and robots. This process generally  occurs in the family 

and continues throughout the lifetime. Kendall’s research (2008) suggests that parents create 

gendered identities and patterns of participation at family  meals. She further asserts that in creating 

these gendered positions, they are portraying a sex-based division of labour to their children. 

However, as children grow, they are also subjected to various messages regarding gender through 

the mass media in the form of advertisements, programmes, storybooks and ‘fairy  tales’. This 

exposure reinforces earlier knowledge and expands it. Johnson and Young’s study in 2002 

investigates the gender ideology  used in television advertising. Their research raised concerns over 

the “ongoing role of television in gender enculturation” (p.477) and suggests it would be useful to 

delve beyond the surface issues of verbal and non-verbal language and into the actual  word usage 

(specifically verbs), actors, positioning of the actors and more. They are critical of producers for 

not changing their “formulaic approaches” for the sake of “social progressiveness”. Johnson and 

Young’s view maintains that this method of marketing prepares children, male and female, to 

become adult consumers. It primes the child consumer, according to their view, for the multitude 

of gender specific merchandise available to the adult consumer. Finally, Johnson and Young 
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suggest that advertising of this nature undermines cultural ideas received from primary sources 

(such as family) about gender roles. Through these processes and influences, it could be argued 

that children’s potential is limited as they are slowly  and gradually being robbed of their own 

individuality by  conforming more and more to cultural ideologies. This links to Marx’s concept of 

how capitalism quashes human potential and denies individual creativity.

Although Marxism could be criticized as being overly critical and it its application in today’s 

society could be questioned, the issues raised in this paper show that is not entirely true. Through 

exploring the single aspect of gender, it is obvious his theory is still very important in today’s 

society. Whilst this issue was not directly addressed by Marx himself, his hypotheses regarding 

alienation, commodification and ideologies within a capitalist system, it  is clear they can be 

transferred to social problems that exist in today’s societies. While both Marx and Engels predicted 

a future of Utopia for all mankind following the fall of capitalism, Engels also envisaged a future 

in which sexuality, of both men and women, is no longer a by-product of the economic system.
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