FEMINISM
‘It is about a socialist, anti-family political movement that encourages women to leave their husbands, kill their children, practice witchcraft, destroy capitalism and become lesbians.’ Pat Robertson (1992). This is a quotation taken from a letter written by an evangelist and republican broadcaster to supporters of the evangelical organization Christian Coalition in response to Iowa Equal Rights Amendment in 1992. The letter shows a direct attack on feminist views, using scare mongering tactics in an attempt to influence others. Feminism covers a broad spectrum of ideas which have been developed since the nineteenth century, relating to gender equality and employment, education, political and personal issues. The purpose of this essay is to explore views on feminism, the history of the feminist movement in the United Kingdom and the influence feminism has on society today. The feminist movement focuses on gender equality and a belief that there should be equality of opportunity for whatever gender, feminists view the world to be unequally balanced towards males, any member of society, male or female, can be a feminist. Activists have struggled for generations to gain equality for women, the feminist movement has progressed in waves known as the three waves of feminism, each wave focusing on a different priority. The first wave of feminism was developed in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, the second wave emerged around the middle of the twentieth century and the third wave became apparent at the end of the twentieth century until the present day, although some believe the fourth wave of feminism has evolved. Within the feminist movement there are multiple strands of feminist theory with varying views and goals.
The word and concept of feminism was introduced in 1837 by French socialist Charles Fourier, who stated ‘The extension of women's rights is the basic principle of all social progress.’ Théorie des Quatre Mouvements (1808).  Throughout early history women in the Western world were considered inferior to men, women were the child bearers and home keepers with no legal rights, women were expected to marry and bring up a family. It was not until the 1870 Married Women’s Property Act; a married women’s possessions and earnings became hers and not her husbands. Women were denied a profession and education was not fully available to girls until the nineteenth century. Women would run the house and were restricted to gendered employed roles relating to home keeping such as cleaning, food preparation and domestic service. Well off families employed tutors who taught reading, writing, arts and languages to their daughters, however this was often focused on music, art and needlecraft. The belief where men are superior to women in society, family and government is a patriarchy, it is this patriarchal system that many felt was unfair and led to the Feminist movement. 
The first wave of the feminist movement began in the late nineteenth century, however feminist ideologies had been evident for some time before. At the start of the industrial revolution in England and the French Revolution in the late eighteenth century, questions were asked of the rights of women. Educated middle class women were becoming more politically and socially aware, Barbara Caine (1997) wrote ‘In the early years of the French Revolution, women both in France and in England actively demanded citizenship and direct involvement in political life-but these rights were not granted.’  Women in industrialized Britain recognised men being granted increasing opportunities to progress in their careers, where equally talented women were being denied. Mary Wollstonecraft was one of the forward-thinking women to voice her opinion, she became an influential figure in the emergence of feminism, producing many pieces of literature exploring the unfair treatment faced by women. Wollstonecraft’s Vindication of the Rights of Women (1792) was seen to be the most influential text in the eighteenth century concerning feminist ideas, Wollstonecraft discussed, among other issues, women’s right to an education allowing them a profession to enable them to support themselves financially as an alternative to marriage. While the inequality of opportunity to become economically independent fuelled debates around women’s rights, the eighteenth century did not experience a feminist movement. 
It was not until the late 1850’s when a group of like-minded women joined resources to form the Langham Place group, where middle-class activists discussed women’s rights. The group challenged legislation which restricted women and girls. Two of the founding members were Barbara Bodichon and Bessie Rayner Parkes who established The English Women’s Journal, a periodical published to discuss education and employment rights of women. Among the achievements of the group was the establishment of the Society for Promoting the employment of Women, to support the training and employment of women with a vision to assist with economic independence, the society is still active today under the title Futures for women. 
During the end of the nineteenth century many feminist groups believed the struggle for equality would be eased if women had the right to vote. This led to many women, more informed due to education and social activities outside the home, joining local Suffragist groups.  A number of local women’s suffrage societies joined together in 1897 to establish the National Union of Women’s Suffrage Societies (NUWSS) led by Millicent Fawcett, the group grew to 50, 000 predominantly middle-class members. The NUWSS used peaceful methods to campaign for voting rights of women, including non-violent protests and petitions to raise awareness. The campaigns raised awareness of the widespread support for women’s suffrage and gained support in Parliament. The support was recognised with the reform of the Married Women’s Property Act 1882, which secures women’s rights to her own property regardless of marital status, the suffragist considered it would only be a matter of time before a reform on voting laws. However not everyone agreed that the soft, respectable approach, some considered a more militant protest would be required.
Emmeline Goulden born in Manchester to a Liberal middle-class family, attended her first suffrage meeting at the age of fourteen with her mother. Emmeline met Richard Pankhurst, a lawyer and champion of women’s rights, through their mutual support of women’s suffrage, they married in 1879 and both continued to campaign. Emmeline Pankhurst considered the liberal middle-class approach to women’s suffrage inadequate with favour of more direct action. The suffragettes were born from the suffragist movement, in 1903 Pankhurst broke away from NUWSS and formed the Women’s Social and Political Union (WSPU) a militant campaign group made up of younger and more working-class women, it was this group that gained recognition historically for their extreme campaigns. The women of the suffragette movement famously used militant tactics to put pressure on the Government, these acts included ‘mass window smashing, destruction of property, including art treasures and arson’ Sue Bruley (1990), thousands of women across the country were involved in the movement and over a thousand were imprisoned. Public meetings became hostile with angry opposers throwing rotten fruit and dragging speakers from the stage, a number of men supporting suffrage acted as bodyguards. The brutality did not stop at the meetings, many imprisoned suffragettes suffered aggressive force feeding in response to hunger strikes, Sue Bruley (1990) wrote it was likened to rape by those who endured it. Emily Davidson famously died a martyr spreading the suffragette message. In 1913 during the Epsom Derby she ran on to the racecourse attempting to attach a flag to King George V’s horse, she was hit by the horse and died days later from her injuries. The twenty-eighth of July 1914 the First World War was declared, men were forced to leave employment and fight for their country. The Suffragette movement halted their campaign for votes and volunteered their services, reluctantly the Government employed hundreds of thousands of women in industries essential to the war and running of the country, without this help the country would have been unable to run efficiently. The contribution by women during the war changed the view politicians held and as a token of gratitude, in 1918, homeowning women or women married to homeowners, over the age of thirty were granted the right to vote. The first wave feminist movement drew to a close after the war.
The second wave of feminism emerged during the late 1960’s, the first wave focused on women’s civil rights however the new generation of feminists were more concerned with equality in the workplace and at home, domestic and sexual abuse and sexuality. The motto linked to the movement was ‘the personal is political’ emphasizing the fact all parts of women’s personal life are affected by their political position. The Women’s Liberation Movement (WLM) was formed by a number of smaller Women’s groups who campaigned for change to laws relating to gender equality, although all groups had their own ideology and style of campaigning they initially had the same core values of equal rights for women. In 1970 the WLM held their first national conference at Ruskin College, Oxford during the conference the movement announced their four basic demands; Equal pay, Equal education and job opportunities, Free contraception and abortion on demand and Free twenty-four-hour nurseries. The demands were written in a petition which was handed to the Prime Minister on the first International Women’s day march in 1971. Since the formation of WLM significant progress has been made regarding legislation and attitudes towards promoting gender equality, according to the British Library’s Timeline of the Women’s Liberation Movement ; 1961 saw the introduction of the contraceptive pill for married women this was extended to include non-married women in 1967, giving women control over conception; 1964 saw the revision of the 1879 Married Women’s Property Act, allowing women to keep half of the savings accumulated while married, giving more financial independence; In 1967 the Abortion Act was passed, legalising abortion in UK; 1973 in England and Wales saw the formation of the first Rape Crisis, a network of centres providing support for and awareness of victims of rape; the Sex Discrimination Act was passed in 1975, making discrimination on the grounds of sex unlawful and promoted equality of opportunity; 1975 also saw the introduction of the Employment Protection Act offering statutory maternity pay and protection of employment while on maternity leave; 1976 saw the Domestic Violence and Matrimonial Proceedings Act being passed allowing married women to obtain a court order against their violent husband. 
The success of the Women’s Liberation Movement gave women increased confidence to voice their grievances and actively protest either for their own rights or the rights of others. One of the most influential examples of female activism was that of the 187 Dagenham sewing machinists working for Ford Motor Co, who in 1968 went on strike to fight for their right to equal pay. The strike halted production of the entire factory, as without the seat covers the machinists were producing, the cars could not be finished. The women were on an unskilled pay grade, however the machinists had to pass an entrance exam prior to employment, they received less pay than the teenage male workers who were on the same unskilled pay grade for sweeping the floor. The protest resulted in the women being rewarded a pay increase of 92% of the male wage. Although this was a small victory for the women of Dagenham, their experience influenced the introduction of the Equal Pay Act of 1970.
Feminists were not only interested in the injustices that were faced by women, they realised they could collectively protest for more widespread campaigns. During the summer of 1981 a small group of women made the decision to march from Cardiff to the US air base, 110 miles away at Greenham Common, in protest of the storage of nuclear missiles at the site. The women set up camp on the outskirts at RAF Greenham Common where they were joined by large numbers of women, leaving their families behind in support of the protest. The women chained themselves to the railings, painted peace signs on the aeroplanes and blockaded the main gates. The protest reached a high point when 30,000 women arrived at the base in December 1982, to ‘Embrace the base’, all the women joined hands around the sixteen-mile perimeter fence in candle light. The Greenham Common Women’s Peace Camp gained international support and eventually was ’instrumental in the decision to remove the Cruise Missiles’ greenhamwpc.org.uk. Another example of women joining forces to campaign against injustice, was during the Miners’ strike in 1984, women formed groups including ‘Women against Pit closures’. The women raised funds for the striking families, arranged collections of food and clothes and provides soup kitchens to provide a daily hot meal, this support enabled the Miners to continue their strike. 
Third wave feminism emerged in 1990’s made up of the children of the second wave who have enjoyed the much of the freedom the previous waves fought for. While the earlier waves of feminism focused on mainly white, middle-class struggles, third wave feminism recognises diverse, multi-layers of overlapping inequality, such as race, social class and sexuality, recognising that not all women have the same struggles. The new wave of feminists focus on challenging social norms and overcoming stereotypes, including but not limited to gender and the use of derogatory sexually oppressive words were criticised. The introduction of the internet enabled global issues to be more accessible. The third wave saw the introduction of a new way of activism in the Riot Grrrl movement, Riot Grrrl London Manifesto (2001) stated:
 Riot Grrrl is a network of women and men who want to change society through active & creative means - writing zines, being in bands, creating websites, making art... The law grudgingly gives women equality, but people's attitudes towards us are still disrespectful, oppressive and belittling.
Riot Grrrl and feminism are still needed for a myriad of reasons; because women are accused of 'asking for it' when they are raped, because beauty is valued over intellect, because female musicians are dismissed as worthless, because enjoying sex makes you a slut, because because because... The list is endless.
Riot Grrrl has now evolved into more than just a branch of the punk scene - we come from all sorts of backgrounds, like all sorts of music, dress in all sorts of styles... Riot Grrrl is open to everyone. Riot Grrrl is inspiring, empowering and most of all fun, so why not join our group or start your own and help infiltrate society with REAL grrrl power. Forget the media lies - this is about equality, not superiority. Man-hate does not figure in our beliefs - the deconstruction of gender roles will benefit everyone.
Despite the previous campaigns for equal pay and job opportunities, inequalities still exist, women are still facing the glass ceiling when applying for executive positions and still face a significant gender pay gap. These issues have been highlighted by the recent media coverage of the pay gap in the BBC. The Office of National Statistics has reported there is a pay gap of 9.1% in favour of men, it also showed med held 72.2% of the positions in the highest pay bracket. The BBC have recently narrowed the pay gap by decreasing the pay of men to that of women in the same position.
The #MeToo campaign used social media to highlight the magnitude of sexual assault, predominantly against women by powerful, influential men. The Campaign was created in October 2017 when many allegations were made against the Hollywood film director Harvey Weinstein of sexual assault. The allegations were from women who claimed he sexually harassed or assaulted them in return for an advance in their career. The incidents were said to have happened over three decades. #MeToo has become globally successful in opening a platform for women to share their experiences of sexual assault and violence.
Throughout history the feminist movement has evolved developing many strands, Liberal feminism, Socialist or Marxist feminism and Radical being the main stands. Liberal feminists believe gender equality will develop through socialisation and education. They believe the change in attitudes and legislation concerning women’s rights will ultimately result in equality of opportunity. Liberal feminists work with the existing systems, gradually resulting in reform, rather than questioning the unfair systems already in place. Socialist feminists have built on the views of Marx, who believes gender inequality is a result of a capitalist system, where a small number of powerful men control the wealth. They believe, only when the capitalist system is overthrown, women can become equal to men. Marxists believe patriarchy is inevitable in a capitalist system, where women are the reproducers of the future workforce. Radical feminists believe men are instrumental in the oppression of women through a patriarchy. The family is believed to be exploitative by men using their power to oppress women and rely on free domestic labour. Radical feminists believe the patriarchy and marriage need to be overthrown in order for women to be freed of oppression. Other forms of feminism include Black feminism, Ecofeminism, Psychanalytic feminism and Post feminism among others.
Feminism is a movement against inequality and discrimination, campaigning to empower women, as we reach 100 years since some women were given the right to vote, it would be expected that women have gained recognition in all areas of life. The rights of women have been improved significantly since the first wave of feminism with the introduction of legislation such as the Equal Pay Act and the Sex Discrimination Act however, as recognised by the BBC, there is still some way as the glass ceiling is still evident. Most executive employment positions are still taken by men and women continue to take most of the responsibility of domestic duties but in contrast to the pre-feminism times women have the opportunity to become independent economically.  Many women still experience abusive relationships but there are now legislation and organisations in place to offer protection. Although legislation has been passed to support the rights of women, inequality and oppression still exists in society today suggesting the attitudes and actions of individuals and organisations play a significant part to women’s liberation.
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