Feminisms

Introduction

Feminism is a way of understanding society that focuses on the idea that men and women are not
treated equally. Feminists believe that society is patriarchal, meaning men hold more power and
privilege than women. They argue that this inequality is built into the way society is organized and
affects everything from work and family life to how women are portrayed in the media. Feminism also
recognizes that not all women experience inequality in the same way—factors like race, class, and
sexuality can make a big difference. The goal of feminism is to challenge these inequalities and create a
fairer society.

Sylvia Walby, a feminist sociologist, explained how patriarchy works through six main areas. First, paid
workwomen are often paid less than men and are underrepresented in high-paying jobs. Second, the
household, where women are still expected to do most of the unpaid housework and childcare. Third,
culture—the media, education, and religion often reinforce stereotypes about how women should
behave. Fourth, sexuality, where women’s sexual choices are controlled or judged in ways that benefit
men. Fifth, violence, as men use physical or sexual violence to maintain control over women. Finally,
the state, where laws and governments often support gender inequality instead of challenging it. These
six areas work together to keep women in a lower position in society.

History of Feminism

Feminism has developed over time through different waves. The first major step came in the late 18th
century, known as early feminism, when Mary Wollstonecraft wrote A Vindication of the Rights of
Woman (1792). She argued that women deserve the same education as men because they are equally
capable of reason and intelligence. The first wave of feminism happened during the 19th and early
20th centuries and focused on securing women’s right to vote and changing unfair laws about property
and education.

The second wave, in the 1960s-1980s, shifted attention to social and cultural issues. Feminists in this
wave fought for equal pay, the right to access contraception and abortion, and protection from
domestic violence and marital rape. They also challenged the idea that women’s role should only be in
the home. A famous slogan from this time was "The personal is political," which highlighted that private
issues like housework or abuse were linked to bigger social problems.

The third wave, starting in the 1990s, focused on the idea that not all women experience inequality in
the same way. It brought in the concept of intersectionality, which looks at how things like race, class,
and sexuality combine to shape women’s experiences. This wave also encouraged women to embrace
and celebrate their differences, challenging earlier feminist ideas that focused mainly on middle-class,
white women’s experiences. Third-wave feminists also addressed global issues, such as the
challenges faced by women in developing countries.



Types of Feminism

Feminism is not one single viewpoint—there are different types of feminism that focus on various
aspects of gender inequality. Liberal feminism focuses on achieving equality through gradual changes
in laws and attitudes, such as equal pay and educational opportunities. Radical feminism, on the
other hand, sees patriarchy as deeply embedded in society and argues that more drastic changes, like
challenging male dominance and traditional family roles, are necessary. Marxist feminism looks at
how capitalism contributes to women’s oppression, emphasizing the exploitation of women’s unpaid
labour at home and their unequal treatment in the workplace. Intersectional feminism highlights how
different factors like race, class, and sexuality combine to shape women’s experiences of inequality.
These different perspectives show that feminism is diverse, with each approach offering unique ideas
about how to achieve gender equality.

Liberal Feminism
What Liberal Feminists Believe About Society

Liberal feminists see society as generally fair but believe there are still inequalities between men and
women that need addressing. They argue that these inequalities are mostly due to outdated laws,
policies, and social attitudes that limit women’s opportunities. For example, women are often
underrepresented in politics, business, and leadership roles because of stereotypes and unequal
access to education and careers. Liberal feminists believe society can become more equal by
changing these unfair rules and attitudes.

The Causes of Patriarchy According to Liberal Feminists

Liberal feminists view patriarchy as being caused by discrimination in areas like education, work, and
politics. They focus on how women have historically been excluded from the same opportunities as
men. For instance, women were not allowed to vote, attend certain schools, or work in high-paying
jobs for a long time. Even though many of these barriers have been removed, some attitudes and
practices still favour men. For example, women are still more likely to be judged on their appearance or
expected to take on caregiving roles, which can hold them back in their careers.

How Liberal Feminists Think Patriarchy Should Be Dealt With

Liberal feminists believe that the best way to address patriarchy is through gradual reform. They focus
on making changes to laws and policies to ensure equal opportunities for men and women. For
example, they support laws that promote equal pay, provide better childcare options, and encourage
flexible working conditions so women can balance work and family life. Education is also important to
liberal feminists—they believe teaching boys and girls about equality and challenging stereotypes will
create a fairer society over time.

Criticisms of Liberal Feminism

One of the main criticisms of liberal feminism is that it focuses too much on working within the current
system, rather than challenging the system itself. Critics argue that patriarchy is deeply rooted in
society and cannot be solved just by changing laws or attitudes. Radical feminists, for example, believe
liberal feminism doesn’t do enough to address issues like domestic violence or the control men have
over women’s bodies. Others criticize liberal feminism for focusing mainly on middle-class, white



women’s experiences and ignoring the struggles faced by women of different races, classes, or
sexualities.

Radical Feminism
What Radical Feminists Believe About Society

Radical feminists see society as fundamentally patriarchal, meaning that it is built to benefit men and
oppress women. They argue that patriarchy is present in all areas of life, including families, workplaces,
schools, politics, and culture. For radical feminists, inequality between men and women is not just
about unfair laws or attitudes—it is deeply rooted in the structure of society itself. They believe this
power imbalance is maintained through control over women’s bodies, sexuality, and reproductive
rights, as well as through violence and exploitation.

The Causes of Patriarchy According to Radical Feminists

Radical feminists argue that patriarchy stems from men’s desire to control women. They believe this
control is exercised through institutions like marriage and the family, where women are expected to
take on caregiving roles and serve men’s needs. They also point to sexual violence, such as rape and
domestic abuse, as tools used by men to maintain dominance. In their view, patriarchy is so ingrained
in society that it cannot be separated from its institutions, making it hard for women to escape
oppression.

How Radical Feminists Think Patriarchy Should Be Dealt With

Radical feminists believe that achieving gender equality requires completely dismantling patriarchy.
They argue for radical changes to how society is organized, including challenging traditional family roles
and male control over women’s bodies. Many radical feminists support women-only spaces, such as
refuges and organizations, to empower women and provide protection from male violence. They also
advocate for sexual and reproductive rights, such as access to abortion and contraception, so women
can have control over their own bodies. For radical feminists, legal reforms alone are not enough—
there needs to be a cultural revolution to change how society views women.

Criticisms of Radical Feminism

One criticism of radical feminism is that it can sometimes oversimplify issues by blaming all men for
patriarchy. Critics argue that not all men are oppressors and that focusing on male dominance can
alienate potential allies in the fight for gender equality. Others suggest that radical feminism’s focus on
completely dismantling society’s institutions can seem unrealistic or too extreme. For example, liberal
feminists argue that gradual reforms, like changing laws and improving education, can be more
practical and effective. Radical feminism has also been criticized for not fully addressing how race,
class, and sexuality intersect with gender inequality, which is a focus of intersectional feminism.

Marxist Feminism
What Marxist Feminists Believe About Society

Marxist feminists see society as being shaped by capitalism, which creates inequality between
different social classes. They argue that patriarchy and capitalism work together to oppress women.
Women are often treated as a cheap source of labour, both in the workplace and at home, where their



unpaid domestic work supports the economy. Marxist feminists believe that gender inequality is not
just about unfair attitudes or laws but is closely tied to the economic system that benefits from
women’s exploitation.

The Causes of Patriarchy According to Marxist Feminists

Marxist feminists argue that patriarchy is caused by the capitalist system, which relies on women’s
unpaid labour at home to sustain workers and future generations. For example, women’s roles in
cooking, cleaning, and raising children allow men to focus on paid work, benefiting employers who
don’t have to pay for these services. Women are also more likely to be in low-paid, insecure jobs,
making them financially dependent on men. This economic dependence reinforces patriarchal power
and keeps women in a subordinate position in society.

How Marxist Feminists Think Patriarchy Should Be Dealt With

Marxist feminists believe that the root cause of patriarchy—capitalism—must be challenged and
replaced with a fairer economic system. They argue that socialism, where resources and wealth are
shared more equally, would reduce gender inequality by addressing class inequality at the same time.
They also call for recognition and fair compensation for women’s unpaid domestic work. By
restructuring the economy to value all labour equally, Marxist feminists believe that women’s
exploitation in both the workplace and the home can be eliminated.

Criticisms of Marxist Feminism

One criticism of Marxist feminism is that it focuses too much on class and economic factors,
sometimes overlooking other important causes of patriarchy. For example, radical feminists argue that
patriarchy exists independently of capitalism and that male dominance would continue evenina
socialist society. Marxist feminism has also been criticized for not addressing the unique experiences
of women from different racial, cultural, or sexual backgrounds, which are a focus of intersectional
feminism. Liberal feminists, on the other hand, argue that Marxist feminism’s emphasis on
overthrowing capitalism is too extreme and that gender equality can be achieved through reforms
within the existing system.

Intersectional Feminism
What Intersectional Feminists Believe About Society

Intersectional feminists believe that society is shaped by multiple systems of inequality that overlap
and affect people differently. These systems include patriarchy, racism, classism, and homophobia,
among others. Intersectional feminism argues that women’s experiences of oppression are not the
same for everyone—they are influenced by factors such as race, class, sexuality, disability, and
ethnicity. For example, a Black woman may face both sexism and racism, while a working-class
woman might face economic barriers alongside gender inequality. Intersectional feminists believe that
understanding these overlapping oppressions is essential for creating a fair society.

The Causes of Patriarchy According to Intersectional Feminists

Intersectional feminists argue that patriarchy is not the only cause of gender inequality. Instead, they
believe patriarchy works alongside other forms of discrimination, like racism and classism, to create
unique challenges for different groups of women. For example, women of colour may face stereotypes



that white women do not, and poor women may struggle with economic inequality that wealthier
women do hot experience. Intersectional feminists emphasize that focusing only on gender inequality
ignores the way these other forms of oppression make patriarchy worse for some groups of women.

How Intersectional Feminists Think Patriarchy Should Be Dealt With

Intersectional feminists believe that tackling patriarchy requires addressing all forms of inequality, hot
just gender inequality. They advocate for policies and actions that consider the specific needs of
different groups of women. For example, improving access to education for girls might include
addressing racism in schools or supporting families living in poverty. Intersectional feminists also
emphasize the importance of representation, ensuring that women from diverse backgrounds are
included in leadership roles and decision-making processes. By addressing the intersections of
inequality, they believe society can be made fairer for everyone.

Criticisms of Intersectional Feminism

One criticism of intersectional feminism is that it can become overly complicated by trying to address
too many issues at once. Some critics argue that this makes it difficult to focus on specific solutions or
to create a united feminist movement. Others suggest that intersectional feminism places too much
emphasis on differences between women, rather than on the shared experiences of gender inequality.
Additionally, some argue that the theory can be challenging to put into practice because it requires
detailed understanding and action on many interconnected issues, such as race, class, and sexuality,
alongside gender.



