Describe and Explore the Sociological Theory of Feminism.

This essay will discuss the sociological theory of feminism, by introducing what is meant by a sociological theory and a definition of feminism, commenting on the linking of feminism to conflict theory. The essay notes that feminism can be split into a domestic, micro-, and societal, macro-, levels of analysis and that language interaction can be linked to feminism. The essay will continue to discuss the historical perspective of inequalities between men and women in society and how the social movements have evolved to make society a more equal place for women, making note of the three feminist waves, concentrating mainly on the right to vote and equal opportunity for employment and wages, to continue with a brief note on the possibility of a fourth wave and concluding by a brief comment that women are continued to be omitted from an equal society.

[bookmark: _Hlk519801775][bookmark: _Hlk519890243]A sociological theory is described by Browne (1998, p.1) as a ‘study of human groups and social life in modern societies’. Freedman (2001) comments that feminism is a difficult concept to define, as it has many diverse strands, although many of these strands have common similarities and characteristics. Merriam-Webster (2018) defines feminism as ‘the theory of the political, economic and social equality of the sexes’ which can be seen as an ‘organised activity on behalf of women’s rights’, with a feminist being the person ‘who believes that women are disadvantaged in society, and should have rights, power and status equal to those of men’ (Browne, 2011, p.536). 

Browne (2011) notes that a feminist would argue that society was dominated by men, known as patriarchy, causing conflict between genders. Haralambos and Holborn (1995); Giddens and Sutton (2013) explains that feminism can be linked to conflict theory, work that can be traced back to Karl Marx (1818-1883) and Max Weber (1864-1920). Conflict theorists understand that society cannot work in harmony and peacefulness resulting in conflicts and social differences, especially with inequalities to wealth, power and status (Browne, 2011). Dillion (2010, p.316) comments that patriarchy can be traced back too many authors of texts, such as the Bible, resulting in the church only allowing ‘men to be popes, cardinals, bishops and priests’, and asserting that men had created and defined society. 

Gender inequalities have been divided into micro- and macro-level of analysis within society. The micro-level has been applied to domestic life, whilst the macro-level has been applied to the larger structures in society, such as politics, education, religion, legal systems and within many other institutions (Johnson, 2008; Giddens and Sutton, 2017). Giddens and Sutton (2017, p.22) assert that ‘stereotyping and language interactions’ can be linked to feminism and gender inequalities, words used daily such as “mankind”, “chairman” and “man-made”, can lead many to believe that men are favoured over women, leaving women oppressed.  Giddens and Sutton (2017) comment that George Herbert Mead (1863-1931) was the philosopher whom studied and explored in the study of symbolic interaction. Best (2003) notes that symbolic interaction is a way to understand social action, due to the way humans observe behaviours, it is a process of socialisation.

Feminism can be traced back to religious roots of the 12th century, when Nun Hildergard of Bingen wrote and composed music and was given encouragement to pursue this pastime by Bernard of Clairvaux, one of many leading churchmen, this led to Hildergard of Bingen having the right to travel through Europe and preaching frequently in Germany (Walters, 2005).  Walters (2005) continues to explain that feminism as a word, only appeared in the English language in the late 19th century from the French. 

Feminists believe that the social movement can be split into three waves (Giddens and Sutton, 2017), by means of the first wave focusing on the fight for women to vote, the second wave focusing on gender issues and the right to employment and equal pay for women and the third phase continuing for equality across many various areas including equal pay for men and women (Dorey-Stein, 2018).

Walters (2005) asserts that the first feminist wave can be trailed back to the 18th century to the writings of Mary Wollstonecraft (1759-1797), she had advocated for women’s rights, although noted that women had been treated unfairly due to being uneducated, although believed that both genders should have been treated equally. Smith (2002) asserts that a women’s life, during the early 18th century, revolved around being controlled by men, whether they would have been fathers or brothers, and once married to a husband, women had been given little responsibilities or the right to choices, and having their primary role as being a wife and rearing children. A husband owned his wife, along with any of her personal possessions or inheritance she had received by law. If a woman decided to remain single, they would be subjected to teasing and pitied by their community and within society, many would therefore join the convent. 

Dorey-Stein (2018) comments that women grasped the thought of needing to possess equal rights to men during the 19th and 20th centuries, to achieve this, women were required to gain the right to be able to vote at political elections. Parliament.uk (No Date b) comment that the campaign for the right to vote, was campaigned for by two groups the “suffragists”, whom campaigned peacefully, and the “suffragettes”, whom campaigned for the right to vote in any method they felt was achievable, this included acts of unlawfulness and violence, resulting in public attention. Historic England (No Date) notes that in 1867 ‘early campaigns were initiated by the London Society for Women’s Suffrage (LNSWS) … and the Manchester National Society for Women’s Suffrage (MNSWS)’. Women from local areas began to join the suffrage, and the MNSWS were able to expand their campaign further away from Manchester, and eventually campaigned throughout the whole North of England. The MNSWS joined many other societies around the country, including the LNSWS, and later formed the National Union of Women’s Suffrage Societies (NUWSS), this strengthened the suffrage campaign (Historic England, No Date). 

[bookmark: _Hlk519892948]National Archives (No Date); Trueman (2015a) comment that the NUWSS was founded by Millicent Fawcett in 1897. The Fawcett Society (No Date) assert that Millicent Fawcett devoted all her time to the suffrage, with her first task being to organise the first petition.  Trueman (2015a) notes that Millicent Fawcett carried out peaceful protests and believed that acts of violence could have been detrimental to the campaign, with questions possibly raised of the sanity of protestors who carried out dangerous acts whilst campaigning. Millicent Fawcett believed that as women had to adhere to the laws and pay equal taxes like the men, then in turn, women had the right to be included in creating the laws (Fawcett Society, No Date).

In 1903, Emmeline Pankhurst and her daughters Christabel and Sylvia, formed the Women’s Social and Political Union (MSPU), and resulted in the union being accepted as the “suffragettes”, they considered that any way was possible, whether it was law abiding or not, to successfully win the right to vote (Trueman, 2015a). Historic England (No Date); Trueman (2015a) agreed that in 1905, Christabel Pankhurst and Annie Kenney disturbed a political meeting, in Manchester, between Winston Churchill and Sir Edward Grey, both members of the Liberal Party. The women demanded to know the opinions of the men, on whether women should have the right to vote, with both men in dismay neither replied to the women, this resulted in the women exhibiting banners “Vote for Women” whilst continuing to demand an answer. This performance finalised with both Christabel and Annie having to be removed from the meeting and arrested. With the women refusing to pay the fines sanctioned, they had to be imprisoned. Upon their release, along with continued protest marches, the acts of violence increased, with members of the MSPU burning Churches and empty buildings, windows being smashed along Oxford Street and sailing up the river Thames in protest.  Approximately 1000 suffragettes were arrested and imprisoned.  The NUWSS continued to protest peacefully, whilst the Suffragettes continued to cause mayhem in prison, they began to starve themselves in protest, and once they were to weak the government  allowed them to be release, aware that they would not be able to re-join the suffragettes campaigns for some time, although this did not beat the suffragettes, they regained their strength and fought back. With a re-occurring circle of events of protesting, being re-arrested, to starving again and being released countless number of times.  This resulted in the suffragettes becoming more violent and preforming further acts, and in 1913 at the June Derby, Emily Wilding Davison, committed suicide in an attempt of suffrage campaigning. This made many men question the acts of the suffragettes, and whether they should have the right to vote, when educated women were killing themselves, what else could they do. Some acts had been seen to be detrimental to the cause (Trueman, 2015a).

Due to the commencement of World War One, the suffragette campaigning had to be put on hold (Dyer, 2016), with Historic England (No Date); Trueman (2015a) noting that Emily Pankhurst having ordered the suffragettes to stand down from all campaigning, and to concentrate on helping with the war effort. Parliament.uk (No Date c) asserts that women, approximately two million, had occupied male roles of employment due to the war. Despite the fact that women had proven their capability of working in male dominant positions, women were given the opportunity to continue with employment but did not have an equal wage to their male counterparts, this was due to beliefs that women were worth less than men. This then lead to women believing that their right to vote had strengthened. Historic England (No Date) comment that many soldiers had lost their right to vote after the war whilst Trueman (2015a) asserts that women’s work during the war had proved vital in achieving the rights women had fought long for. Dillion (2010) notes that women of 30 year of age had been granted the right to vote with Holmes (2018) expanding to describe that the women were of middle class and aristocratic backgrounds. This had been achieved through the Representation of the People Act 1918 (Parliament.uk, No Date a). Walters (2005) comments that women gaining the right to vote was also a recognition to full citizenship rights. Parliament.uk (No Date d); Trueman (2015b) both state that women got to vote at the equal age of men at 21 years of age with Parliament.uk (No Date d) explaining that this was achieved through the Equal Franchise Act 1928 which had been granted to almost double the number of women that could vote from 1918.  Parliament.uk (No Date a) notes that the voting age was lowered to both men and women equally to the age of 18 in 1969 and ten years later, in 1979, Margaret Thatcher became the first female prime minister for the United Kingdom (Dillon, 2010).

Dorey-Stein (2018) asserts that the second wave of feminism began after World War Two with Hannam (No Date) noting that it can be known as the Women’s Liberation Movement (WLM).  The Political Studies Association (PSA) (No Date) comments that a phrase ‘the person is political’ was used frequently, with Buchanan (2010) believing that it was due to women continuing to feel unequal against men in every way possible.  Schaefer (2011) suggests that this movement had been encouraged by writers Betty Friedan, Kate Millett and Simone de Beauvoir, whom expressed that patriarchy continued and resulted in women struggling with self-identity and self-worth. Valk (2008 cited in Giddens and Sutton, 2017, p.642) asserts that during the 1960s and 1970s the movement widened within civil rights, and included ‘students, black people’s movements, lesbian and gay movements, and disabled movements’. 

The second wave movement challenged many stereotypical views that ‘a woman’s place was in the home’ (Browne, 1998, p.111). Johnson (2008, p.429) notes that men are ‘more independent, competitive and aggressive by nature’ and women are more suited to being housewives as they ‘are seen as more dependant, emotional and nurturing’.  Browne (2011, p.86) comments that ‘women perform more housework and childcare in the family than men’, resulting in women having limited options to enter full-time employment with negative effects on mental and physical health. Oakley (1974 cited in Giddens and Sutton, 2013) notes that industrialization provided inventions and facilities which made the chores of a woman in the home easier, together with Browne (1998) asserting that compulsory education was strengthened within the Education Act 1944, resulting in women spending less time having to take care of children meaning that women could then obtain employment. Diamond (2009) asserts that encouragement and opportunities had been presented to women, although with inadequate provisions of social support in place, in the form of adequate maternity leave and pay, flexible working hours and the availability of childcare support. Haralambos and Holborn (2000) comment that creating equal opportunities within employment, resulted in legislation, namely the Equal Pay Act 1970, to safeguard women’s wages and protect against discrimination. 
Wyre (2009, p1) asserts that the third wave feminism developed in the 1980s and 90s and gave emphasis to women ‘having it all’, meaning they wanted freedom to have a career whilst being a mother and enjoying other aspects of life. Dorey-Stein (2018) assert that third wave feminists continued to fight to abolish the inequalities of wage differences between men and women and for women to have reproductive rights. Giddens and Sutton (2017, p. 643) comments that the ‘third-wave feminism is even more diverse then late second-wave reforms’.

Close the Gap (No Date) comment that wage inequality continues between men and women’s earnings, whilst Emmerson and Joyce (2018) assert that ‘the gender wage gap has not fallen very much at all in the last fifteen years’. The Equal Opportunities Commissions (EOC) (No Date) asserts that promoting equality at the workplace has been highly important in the United Kingdom. The Equality and Human Rights Commission (No Date) assert that the Equality Act 2010 had been implemented ‘to protect the rights of individuals and advance equality of opportunity for all’, the Equality Act 2010 was the amalgamation of many previous acts that had been in place to protect against discrimination at the workplace.

Britain, as a developed country, accomplished many triumphs due to the women’s movements during the twentieth century and prior to this, the first two waves (Giddens and Sutton, 2017). Saul (2003) believes that feminism is now outdated due to the fact that many women have successfully entered the professions and roles that men had only previously occupied, and therefore women believe that the battle was won. Tasker and Negra (2007, cited in Giddens and Sutton, 2017) comment that many had argued that Britain had moved into a phase called post-feminism or that feminism is now inactive.  

Schuster (2013) notes that third wave feminism did not fade but rather it changed. Shanahan (2018) believes that the fourth wave ‘sparked in the early 2010’s’, which was promoted by modern technology, for instance the internet and the usage of social media (Shanahan, 2018; PSA, No Date).  Diamond (2009) asserts that the fourth wave is a continuance due to the unfished matters of the previous three waves, and that many inequalities continue to exist in today’s society within personal and political areas. PSA (No Date) asserts that the internet has enabled a wider gathering of feminists and allowed for both discussions and activism to continue and develop further. Although, the PSA (No Date) acknowledges that many online activists are of the younger generation, and Schuster (2013) asserts that many older generation feminists can be omitted from discussions and activism as they are not users of modern technology. 

[bookmark: _GoBack]Abbot et al. (2005, cited in Giddens and Sutton, 2017) asserts that domination by men continues in society even though many political engagements did positively effect and initiate equality in numerous areas of life. Browne (2011) comments that women continue to have the majority of the responsibilities within the home and with children alongside working full-time, should there be an illness or an elderly family requiring care, it would be the woman who would sacrifice their occupations. Holmes (2018) believes that even after 100 years, women continue to struggle for equality. 

To conclude this essay, based on the sociological theory of feminism, it was noted that a theory was a study based on people within society, and noted that feminism can be difficult to define, although many agreed that there had been a number of similarities, it is principally rooted on the study of gender inequalities, linking to conflict theory. The essay stated that domestic life and societal structures can be split in micro- and macro-levels of analysis, retrospectively, whilst language interaction was also linked to feminism with masculine words being used daily. Continuing to explore that feminism was able to be traced back to religious roots, as early as the 12th century, with the first wave of feminism focusing on women’s rights from the 18th century and campaigning by the suffragettes for women to have the right to vote. World War One allowed women to prove that they were needed and could uphold equal positions to men in male dominated areas, along with a number of soldiers then unable to vote, this resulted in women gaining the right to vote by 1918.

The essay discussed that the second wave of feminism was established after World War Two and focused on women’s liberation based on various publications by female writers, and the notion that women continued to feel oppressed and dominated by a male society, as women were only seen as housewives, and therefore caused the rise for the fight for further rights to employment and changes in legislation to have equal wages to men. Furthermore, continuing to note that the third wave of feminism arose due to women wanting to have everything, equality in all aspects of life, although being equal in the workplace was an ongoing challenge, feminists continued to fight, and changes within legislation with the introduction of the Equality Act 2010, hoped that inequality and discrimination at the workplace would be eliminated.
It is evident that feminism can be split into the first, second and third waves, gaining many successful movements for rights and equality, with many believing that feminism had ended after the third wave. A brief mention of a possibility of a fourth wave of feminism continuing within society, by the means of online discussions and activism, although many believe that this is based on a younger generation, where the older generation have been excluded. The discussion concluded by noting that men continue to dominate, while women continue to strive for complete equality, and therefore, the question must be asked, will full equality between men and women ever be reached?
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