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The first socialist societies—the short-lived Paris Commune of 
1871 and the radical and far-reaching transformations that took 
place under socialism in Russia from 1917 to 1956, and in China 
from 1949 to 1976, were aimed at liberating humanity and ending 
all oppression. An outstanding element of this earthshaking 
change was the unprecedented transformation in the status and 
role of women. For the first time in modern human history, the 
chains of patriarchy began to shatter, and women were unleashed 
as a tremendous force for radical change throughout society. (For 
an in-depth discussion of these revolutions, see the special rev-
com.us/Revolution issue—”You Don’t Know What You Think You 
‘Know’ About... The Communist Revolution and the REAL Path to 
Emancipation: Its History and Our Future.”)

World’s First Socialist State
Pre-revolutionary Russia was a dark and viciously oppressive 

place for women, crushed by the patriarchal family, the church, 
law and tradition. But after the rulers were overthrown in Russia 
in 1917, the revolutionary state power immediately implemented 
radical changes that broke the hold of millennia of women’s 
oppression. Marriage was made secular, and equal. The church-
based system of enforced male authority over women and chil-
dren in the family was abolished. Divorce was made easy to 
obtain. Equal pay for work was enacted. The Soviet Union 
became the first country in modern Europe to make abortion and 
same-sex relations legal. New revolutionary communal and col-
lective institutions gave women the freedom to function as full 
human beings, even when that meant going up against deeply 
entrenched tradition. Women were enabled and encouraged to 
take an active role in all spheres of society, including in govern-
ment and other leading bodies.

There were struggles in Central Asian republics against bru-
tally oppressive Islamic Sharia law, where the revolutionary state 
power government backed heroic struggles against burkha-like 

coverings that women had been forced to wear. Open and lively 
debate over sex roles, marriage, and family took place in the 
schools and society.

Revolution in China
In pre-revolutionary China, the status of the vast majority of 

women was little better than that of slaves. Very young girls were 
sold by their desperate starving families as “wives” for men of 
privilege. Millions of women, from the upper classes to prosti-
tutes, had the bones in their feet crushed (“foot binding”) to create 
what was supposed to be a more “dainty,” sexually appealing 
look. Women had little or no legal rights. When the revolution 
came to power in China in 1949, the masses of people were 
mobilized to change all that.

New laws banned child and arranged marriages. Divorce was 
made legal and accessible. Foot binding was ended. The shame 
was lifted from those who had previously been forced into prosti-
tution, and a new, productive life was opened up for them—in a 
short time, prostitution disappeared as a social phenomenon.

Social and economic barriers that kept women from being full 
participants in changing the world were torn down. Mao Zedong, 
Chairman of the Communist Party that led the revolution, popu-
larized the slogan “women hold up half the sky”—a call to fight for 
the emancipation of women as a crucial part of liberating all of 
humanity.

While great changes in the role of women took place immedi-
ately with the revolutionary seizure of power in China, even more 
radical changes were needed. The struggle against the oppres-
sion of women was a big part of the 1966-76 Cultural Revolu-
tion—an unprecedented mass political struggle, led by Mao and 
other revolutionaries, to beat back attempts by “capitalist roaders” 
intent on bringing back capitalism, and to further transform all of 
society. In pointing to remaining influences of traditional oppres-
sive ideas and the need to shatter them, Mao said that unless it 
was radically transformed, the state ministry of culture “should be 
renamed the Ministry of Emperors, Kings, Generals, and Minis-
ters, the Ministry of Talents and Beauties or the Ministry of For-
eign Mummies.” In striking contrast to the way women are por-
trayed today in culture in the world—as subservient to men in 
society and in relationships—new works of art and theater por-
trayed women as daring, strong, and on the front lines of revolu-
tionary change. Women and men in their millions took part in 
broad campaigns to criticize feudal and capitalist thinking that 
uphold exploitative and unequal divisions in society and in how 
people related to each other—one participant in the Cultural 
Revolution described how, as a young girl, she waged a cultural 
revolution in her family against patriarchal values and rules.

Fighting for a Whole New World
This experience was a first step in humanity breaking all the 

chains of oppression. It included missteps and even serious errors, 
but it showed that the world does not have to be this way, that there 
is nothing inherent in human nature that dooms us to this, nor are 
the forces of the current oppressive world order all-powerful. But 
the first stage of communist revolution came to an end with the 
defeat of socialism in Russia in 1956 and in China in 1976.

The world today is deeply and profoundly stamped with the 
brutal degradation and oppression of women. It is a world domi-
nated by imperialism—of unjust wars, savage poverty and 
inequality, the accelerating environmental crisis that threatens all 
life on the planet, and many other outrages. It is a world crying out 
for urgent, radical change—for communist revolution.

And because of Bob Avakian and the work he has done over 
several decades, summing up the positive and negative experi-
ence of the communist revolution so far, and drawing from a broad 
range of human experience, there is a new synthesis of commu-
nism that has been brought forward—there really is a viable vision 
and strategy for a radically new, and much better, society and 
world, and there is the crucial leadership that is necessary to 
carry forward the struggle toward that goal.

A visionary, as well as very concrete, plan for how the new 
synthesis of communism would apply to organizing a whole new 
society exists in the Constitution for the New Socialist Republic 
in North America (Draft Proposal), from the Revolutionary Com-
munist Party, USA.

There is, right now, a movement for revolution being built right 
in the heart of the U.S. empire, with the Revolutionary Communist 
Party as its leading core—a movement that is fighting the power, 
and transforming the people, for revolution. The struggle against 
the oppression of women and for the emancipation of half of 
humanity is a crucial element of this movement.

What is needed is for you, and many others like you, to jump in 
and become a part of this movement for the revolution right now. 
To stand up to and fight against all forms of enslavement and deg-
radation of women—most especially the intensifying emergency 
confronting women’s right to abortion and the mass brainwashing 
of society with violent and degrading pornography. To shake off the 
ways of thinking and relating to each other that this system puts on 
us including the message they preach about it being “human 
nature” that women are dominated and controlled by men. To dig 
into the theory and spread the leadership of BA and the RCP 
everywhere. To struggle for the understanding that this is not a fight 
only for women, but for everyone who is serious about fundamen-
tal change. And to do all this as part of building the movement to 
overthrow all exploitation and oppression and liberate all of 
humanity On this International Women’s Day, March 8, 2014—
stand up and join with protests and other actions around the U.S. 
and across the world. Break the Chains! Unleash the Fury of 
Women as a Mighty Force for Revolution!

Radical changes transformed Russia after the revolution in 1917. Among them, a major offensive against forcing 
women in areas dominated by Islamic fundamentalism to wear hijab-like coverings. Above left: A woman before 
the revolution; right: a young woman in Central Asia after liberation (photo by Langston Hughes).

The struggle against the oppression of women was a big part of the 1966-76 Cultural Revolution—an 
unprecedented mass political struggle, led by Mao Zedong and other revolutionaries, to beat back attempts by 
“capitalist roaders” intent on bringing back capitalism, and to further transform all of society. Women stepped 
forward as leaders at all levels, and were supported in doing so. Above, women use big character posters to further 
political debate and raise consciousness. 
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