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Describe and explore the Feminist Theory


In this assignment, one will discuss Feminism theories historically, including the three different waves of feminism conjointly with what each wave achieved for Women focusing mainly on the movement in Britain. One will be exploring the waves in academic books and popular reading. While also understanding the assumptions, which underpin inequality and social divisions of women and men. One will also highlight that feminism is the aim to prevent sexism to women. Discussing the positive and negative aspects that have occurred politically and socially for women throughout history to current. Recognising slogans and phrases used by feminists in movements to promote change.
Firstly, one will discuss what feminism is. The word and concept of feminism seemed to originate in 1837 from the French word ‘Feminisme’ founded by Charles Fourier, A French Social Theorist. Fourier believed women were subjected to unfair marriage expectancies and were unfairly offered job opportunities based on their sex. Fourier emphasised women should also live with the same independence as men. (Grogan,1992). Therefore, Feminism can be described as the promotion of equality for women in all aspects of their life with men leading to equality of the female gender in comparison with males. This includes advocating equal opportunities for the entry of women into Education institutions, the right to Equal pay or opportunities to develop within Employment, the right to access free health care regardless of gender and the right to express a Political view. (Hooks,2000) Defined Feminism as: ‘a movement to end sexism, sexual exploitation, and oppression'.                  To interpret this would imply to protect women from sexist discrimination in whoever would conjecture it. Sexism is treating someone unequal due to their gender. These views are usually constructed on learnt behaviours and attitudes against the opposite sex. These nurtured attitudes then, unfortunately, leads to sexist behaviours, which are commonly applied to females. Which then lead females and male to consider feminist views, the: ‘plea for equality and the assertion of sexual difference’ (Alexander).
 The occurrence of feminist activism or movements leading to change seemed to have been formed by ‘waves’(Charles,2000). These so-called waves are periods of times throughout history where different feminist movements have helped configure change for women. Leading to change in laws, behaviours and attitudes aspiring to lead on to equality for women. Delamont indicated first wave feminism movement had been estimated to have taken place from 1848 to 1918 in Britain. The movement aimed to get women’s rights heard publicly. Which included the right to vote, the right to education and gain access to employment such as medicine. Women were discriminated in all aspects of life, in education there where male-only subjects such as Latin, Greek, Hebrew. (Delamont,2003). Women were also excluded from political rights due to their gender. These harsh inequalities purely on the basis of gender. Led to women forming various ‘suffrage parties’, campaigning for women’s rights. In 1894 Millicent Fawcett started the formation of The National Union of women’s suffrage societies (NUWSS). (Caine,1997). The party used to petition and March together, aiming to get heard by the hierarchy in parliament, to promote change for women. It has been recorded by parliament that the party had 50,000 female members in 1913. One follower of the NUWSS Emmeline Pankhurst, fed up of the lack of change and peaceful tactics and non- militant action the NUWSS offered. Emeline went on to form her own suffrage campaign called ‘The Women’s Social And Political Union’. The parties tactics used where militant it included direct action, which involved breaking windows with stones, burning mailboxes, and inciting a rush on the house of commons in 1908, as seen recorded by Parliament. Leading onto the suffragettes to get arrested for their actions, while incarcerated many of the suffragettes went on hunger strike. Refusing to eat any meals that were provided until action was made. This led on to the suffragists then having to be force-fed in prison. The campaign used the slogan ‘Deeds not words’ and ‘Votes for Women’ worn as sashes and signs, showing the dedication to the movement. (Telegraph). Another member of the party Emily Davison threw herself on the horses track in Epsom Derby in front of the Kings horse, unfortunately passing away as a result of her significant injuries gained. Her intentions were unclear. (BBC). These bold actions by the suffrages did, fortunately, lead to change for women. Firstly by the change in ‘The representation of the peoples act 1918’ which when first was set still did not given women full political citizenship, as it was only accessible to all men over Twenty one, women over Twenty one who were property owners or married to someone with property and all women over 30 regardless of social status. It was a further ten years till the act got amended again making voting accessible to all women and men over the ages of twenty-one. The suffrage movement seemed to break down as world war took place while everyone focussed on the war, causing a decline in feminism movement (Caine,1997). With war being in effect it improved employment opportunities for women, giving women new social skills and knowledge. The BBC reported that due to men being forced to national service, women had to start doing jobs deemed for ‘men’. Employing women in roles such as factories or offices. Even though women were making financial income, they were still subjected to gender inequality, receiving half the wage of a male doing a similar role. (MacMillan) stated that the war taking place was strangely a positive movement for women suggesting: 
‘The war changed women’s lives, and in some ways for the better. They showed society that they were able to do men’s jobs and were intellectually more than capable of taking part in society.’ 
However, unfortunately, after the war ended many of these roles were revoked from women, when men had returned from war. Still showing there was still a negative outlook of women being employed. Women’s efforts in the war were noticed as slight changes to women in post-war Britain helped to improve life. Firstly, with the abolishment of the marriage bar. (Caine, 1997). This bar was put in place preventing women from going into employment once they had become married in addition to being forced to leave employment once they got married. As employers did not see married women as flexible as single women, due to childcare responsibilities and expectancy to cater to their husbands' needs. The bar also prevented widowed women from entering employment as they were still classed as married. Only allowing a majority of women to enter employment before this or only being employed temporarily. Women police officers were now recognised as permanent officers also after receiving temporary positions in war. Another major change to attitudes was the formation of the United Nations with their act The United Nations Declaration of Human Rights 1948. Giving human rights to all, including women. The Act included giving fundamental rights to women within a marriage with article 16 stating that:  
‘Women are entitled to equal rights as to marriage, during the marriage and at its dissolution..., shall be entered into only with the free and full consent of the intending spouses.’
Aiming to end oppression within marriages giving women just as an. Equal right to divorce.
The United Nations recorded that: ‘Women constitute one half of the world’s population, perform nearly two-thirds of its work hours, receive one-tenth of the world's income, and own less than one-hundredth of the world’s property’.
Noticing that there was a clear divide between women and men. The time between the end of the suffrage movement to the second wave of feminism. Did not state no feminist action took place, just activism was not as bold as the suffrage's agenda, as inequality of women remained present.
The next significant feminist movement was in the late 1960s to early 1970s classed as the second wave. This movement once again focussed around the inequality of women not just politically. (Freedman,2001). However, the worry of social structures as well as reform, discriminating women who were poor with healthcare, lack of access to contraception and the double standard of sexual behaviour. (Delamont,2003). Followers of the second wave were aware that their lives where regulated and controlled. Through various laws, policies and allocation of welfare due to their social status as a wife or parent. The way laws where allocated affected the ways women were to have access to abortion and what was deemed as rape or sexual harassment. (Freedman,2001). The question on many women's mind was ‘Is this All?’, influenced by Betty Friedman's book The Feminine Mystique, Freidman wrote that women felt subservient to males, in all aspects of life and unfulfilled due to this. Hence the phrase ‘Is this all?’ Inspiring women. This movement of women became publicised in media when many women partook in a demonstration, against a Miss World competition being held in London. The demonstrators ambushed the stage throwing smoke bombs and stink bombs at the judges. Causing judges to vacate and many contestants distraught. (Caine,1997). The women's movement helped format legal change in addition to financial independence for women, as many married women were unable to get mortgages independently due to being married to husbands. These views were considered on the presumed basis of women being financially dependent on their husbands' income. This affected women in Britain were then receiving no financial support of the state to help with childcare, and financial support if married, leading many families in poverty. (Charles,2000).As the provision of the support of children was seen as a family's own responsibilities. Child Benefit was sanctioned in 1975 accessible to all children in the UK to improve poverty, regardless of the mother's marital status. (Lewis,1992).Women actually in employment to were also receiving significantly lower income. During the 1960s, 187 female workers at the Dagenham Ford factory, demanded equal pay from ford. They walked out of their jobs causing a three-week strike from their employers until their wages matched those of men doing the same role. The strike put factories at risk of closing as the women's role was to finish car seats and upholstery, causing many cars to remain unfinished for that period of the strike. After three weeks workers met with their employers and the then employment sectary Barbar Castle, who came to a deal for the workers increase in earnings. This publicised strike fortunately also led on to an equal opportunities legislation shortly after called, The Equal Pay Act 1970. (Lewis,1992). This act was also followed by The Sex Discrimination Act 1975 which protected women from two types of discrimination, Direct and Indirect. This act applied to both genders. The 1975 Employment Protection Act, protected women from being fired if they were to become pregnant, also giving women the opportunity to return to work after having a child and maternity pay while being off work. The Guardian found that when the contraception pill arrived in Britain in 1961, it was mainly prescribed to only married women. The Passing of the abortion Act 1967 also offered women in the first trimester, the option to abort an unwanted child on the National Health Service. Giving women control the number of children conceived. Divorce was also made more accessible, seeing changes in the family dynamic. Women's refuges and rape crisis centres were also opened across the UK supporting women in crisis, as rape and abuse was an issue that affected many.
Post feminism or Third-wave Feminism seemed to forge in the nineties to early 2000 with the issues being raised on political action on problems such as employment, sex discrimination, finances also publicising taboo issues such as rape and domestic violence. (Delamont,2003). Third wave women wanted to see inclusion on women of various minorities regardless of colour, religious beliefs and women of the lesbian and transgender community. As in the previous wave, feminists where prejudice of lesbian or lavender menaces (the term originating from Friedan's Feminine Mystique) as Freidan felt they would affect the movement. Not fully supporting the rights of women of non-heterosexual sexual preference. Kimberle Crenshaw discovered the term ‘Intersectionality', The view that people in power discriminate and oppress those deemed weaker due to gender, race, class, sexuality. Prior to British Parliament passing a new act in 2005 gay, lesbian or unmarried couples were unable to adopt children, showing intersectionality as Individuals where more than one more stereotype. The civil partnership act 2004 gives those in the same-sex relationship the same rights to those who are married. The Human Rights Act 1998- also further protected lesbian families such as the right to respect family and private life. Ensuring diverse families were respected, but also had the same right to become a parent as anyone else. Violence against women also became more publicised, with new changing laws to improve life, such as rape in marriage to be now recognised a crime, Instead of just a form of abuse within a marriage. The 2010 Equality Act was introduced to protect all including women, men regardless of their ethnicity, sexual preference or age. It applies all places where a person may receive inequality, such as in educational establishments, places of work, hospitals. Through direct and Indirect discrimination. Movements have also been made of aware of globally with updated technology and social media platforms sharing movements globally instantly. Such as the ‘Me Too’ campaign. Publicised by actress Alyssa Milano on Twitter. Asking women to share the #Metoo to show the magnitude of how many women had been subjected to sexual assault or harassment. Milano's tweet got 61000 replies, and 22000 retweets including other celebrities like lady gaga hashtagging me too.(Telegraph,2017) Informing women globally their not alone abuse can happen to any women regardless of their status and empowering the phrase survivors of abuse, not victims. Another movement against sexual abuse publicised by celebrities was ‘The times up’, this movement addressed sexual assault, harassment and inequality in the workplace. Publicised by the producer Harvey Weinstein various sexual assault on women and sexual abuse case, as brought to light by an investigation at The New york Times. Weinstein assaulted women and used his power status to gain their advances, promising the women he made advances on roles or refusing roles if they did not cohere with his requests. The abuse went on for a span of twenty years affecting various women in the entertainment industry. The Weinstein case led to women in the entertainment industry forming the movement supported by celebrities like Jennifer Lopez, Mariah Carrey. Many women and men also showed up to ‘The Golden Globes 'award ceremony dressed in black. Further highlighting the campaign of sexual assault and workplace inequality. (Metro,2018)
Concluding the importance of feminism, it is a necessity that women receive the same rights and opportunities as men. To be able to go into education, employment and receiving healthcare without being refused due to gender difference. Acquiring the same treatment in all aspects of life. Receiving gender equality in comparison with men. Feminist Activism has also endorsed laws, Behaviours and attitudes toward women. With the efforts of the movements of the first wave Emeline Pankhurst, the suffrage movement changing the political status of women. The second wave improved the pay gap of women in comparison to men due to the actions of the Dagenham factory workers, offered contraception methods and the right to an abortion if required. The third wave helped promote rights to females who were lesbian allowing them the rights to be parents or to enter a civil partnership, the wave also saw further abuse and workplace inequality, in not just working-class people but amongst celebrities in the Harvey Weinstein abuse case. With each wave also highlighting a slogan and phrase in their movements to such as ‘Votes for Women’ in the first wave, ‘Is this All?’ taken from Betty Friedman's book in the second waved. Then recently campaigns like #Metoo and ‘Times up 'highlighting sexual assault in the workplace against women. It can be seen though regardless of laws and acts in place to promote equality of women there is still a pay gap in comparison with men. Employers still are not as flexible with mothers of children. That many jobs have more men in the hierarchy than to women.Life has improved in the last 100 years for women with women having individual status and opportunities to who are married being now allowed to work and not being seen as the property of their husbands. There is still more feminist movement required for total equity with men.
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