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Each year International Women’s Day is celebrated on March 8th and is the focus for the rights of women. This year the campaign theme was ‘Balance for Better’ striving for a gender balanced better working world (International Women’s Day, 2019).  In order to discuss the rights of women and gender equality, this essay will define, describe and explore feminism. After first defining what feminism is this essay will discuss the history of the feminist movement focusing primarily in the United Kingdom but with reference to both France and America. The three waves of feminism (Lorber, 2010), will be explored, also the contemporary feminist movement that is considered the fourth wave (Cochrane, 2013). The essay will describe the concepts associated with the main sociological theories of society which respond to the inclusion agenda. It will also show an understanding of the assumptions which underpin inequality and social divisions by applying a range of sociological theories to society in the 21st century.  In addition, the relevant legislation and policies related to feminism will be detailed. 
Kramarae (2013), firmly believes that anyone, which includes men or women, who believe in equality between the sexes and that this is a principle worth battling for, is a feminist. She states that feminism is about fighting for the equal rights for every female. Her famous quote is ‘feminism is the radical notion that women are people’ (Kramarae, 2013). However, Bell Hooks states that there was no point in aiming for equality between the sexes which is the focus of feminism as she argued that not all men are equals themselves. So, the question would be which men do women want to be equal to? She believes that ‘feminism is a movement to end sexism, sexist exploitation and oppression’ (Hooks, cited in Thorpe et al., 2015, p. 95). 
However, it can be difficult to define feminism because there is a reticence among feminist authors to become involved in defining the movement. Describing what one must be, say and do to be feminist goes against what many feminists feel is their power (Thompson, 1994). However, it is important to distinguish the presence of a range of feminisms (Lorber, 2010). The vast array of definitions and viewpoints on feminism indicates that there is a variety of feminists. Feminism is also an ever-changing movement depending on changes in the world and better understandings. Individuals will have different experiences with gender issues (Foss, Foss & Griffin, 1999).
Lorber (1994, cited in Warwick-Booth, 2019), states that gender differences can be expressed as the depreciation of females and the social power of males. Lorber (1994a, cited in Warwick-Booth, 2019), argues that gender disparity is a social constructivism and not a biological outcome and that gender inequalities are manufactured, sustained and rooted in society which places females as inferior to men.  Men are viewed as being more powerful in every aspect and there is a great deal of evidence which supports this and demonstrates the inequalities women experience in society today (Lorber, 1994, cited in Warwick-Booth, 2019).
Crucial to an understanding of feminism, is the concept of patriarchy which is a power system that permits men to dominate and as characteristically controlling and powerful (Hooks, cited in Thorpe et al., 2015). Patriarchy facilitates the right to control and rule over those weaker and, to uphold that domination through numerous forms of mental and emotional abuse (Hooks, cited in Thorpe et al., 2015). Jacqueline Rose (cited in Solnit, 2017) states that patriarchy succeeds by inciting women to feel worthless. In extreme cases some men hate women (misogyny) and are in fear of them. These feelings are often rooted in early childhood experiences (Brogaard, 2015). 
It is thought that feminism developed as a follow on from the anti-slavery campaigners in Great Britain (Midgley, 1993).  It can be said that women historically have been subservient to men and therefore may have related to slavery (Midgley, 1993), and there appears to be a link between the late 1860’s and the beginnings of women’s suffrage movements. Many of the organisers of the Lady’s National Association who were campaigning against the persecution of women under the Contagious Diseases Act (1864), were previously anti-slavery campaigners and much of their influence was similar in their new eradication movement (Midgley, 1993). However, whilst we can trace the emergence of women’s rights movements from the mid nineteenth century this was not the beginning of women’s concerns about their social and political status (Freedman, 2001). Women had been writing about the inequalities and injustices in women’s positions and in 1792 Mary Wollstonecraft published A Vindication of the Rights of Women. Simultaneously, in France women such as Olympe de Gouges and Theroigne de Mericourt were campaigning for the extension of women’s rights in the French Revolution (Freedman, 2001).
The first wave of feminism occurred during the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. It was a western movement which focused on fighting for the rights that women of every social class, race and religion were denied. It primarily focused on voting rights, but also included issues such as owning property, attending higher education, divorce and the right to custody of the child (Lorber, 2010). Lorber made no reference to ethnicity, class, religion or culture. However, Goodwin & Jasper (2015), state that the movement was driven mostly by middle and upper-class white women.  In contrast to this Dyer (2016), points out that even though the working-class women and middle-class women worked together, the working-class women were often excluded from higher ranks within the groups and, also women from working classes and different ethnicities are rarely mentioned in feminism history.  
Lorber (2010), maintains that the rights being fought for, were an essential part of raising a married woman’s position from depending on their husband to that of more independence. Furthermore, it gave single and widowed women an opportunity to live independently as an alternative to being, a meagre relation living in their brother or fathers home (Lorber, 2010). However, Walby states that these rights unsuccessfully abolished all forms of disparity because families and households continued functioning efficiently as a male-controlled domain, where women’s work in the house was undervalued and regarded as unpaid work whilst seemingly appreciating them only within the role that this was the rightful place for women. (Walby, cited in Thorpe et al., 2015).Gilman (1911 cited in Warwick-Booth, 2019), argued that for progress to be achieved society needs to permit women to be both mothers and workers. It can be said, that the fight for these rights were not clear cut and there were disagreements between those who were campaigning on behalf of women who could not agree which women should be liberated and those who were arguing for suffrage (Walters, 2005). 
In Britain in 1908, one of the most well-known suffragettes, Emmeline Pankhurst and her family, identified that earlier more peaceful protests were unsuccessful in gaining the right to vote. They pioneered the suffragette movement by establishing the Women’s Social and Political Union (WSPU), which was an influential force in campaigning for the right for women to vote (Dyer, 2016). Walters (2005), points out that Emmeline believed that the movement was both for voting rights and the need to establish women’s equal rights to work. Militant action increased and moved from peaceful demonstrations to physical confrontations and arson and in extreme cases suicide. Some suffragettes were imprisoned for their actions and protested through hunger strikes (Walters, 2005). In 1913, The Cat and Mouse Act was implemented enabling suffragettes hunger striking, a short-term release from prison until they were eating and well, then rearrested (UK Parliament, 1913). 
At the start of the First World War (1914), Emmeline Pankhurst stopped the militant action to focus on the war (Dyer, 2016). Many women, whilst men were at war, needed to work outside the home and took on roles previously prohibited from women. Prior to the war the suffragettes were unsuccessful in achieving votes for women and historians report that the vote was secured as a result of the contribution women put into World War One (Dyer, 2016).  
In 1918 at the end of the war The Representation of People Act was established which was the abolition of property conditions and the right to vote for all males aged 21 and over and gave females above 30 years of age voting rights. The voter, whether male or female, still had to be a home owner (UK Parliament, 1918). In 1928 the Representation of the People (Equal Franchise) Act was established and this brought men’s and women’s voting rights together and the voting age became 21 (UK Parliament, 1928). 
The second wave of the modern feminist movement started with a French book, written by Simone de Beauvoir in 1949 called The Second Sex. This detailed the historical and current status of western women and stated that men were dominant and responsible for standards and values and that women were lacking in the same abilities and therefore, subservient.  Beauvoir argues that this is not biological but socially and culturally created (Lorber, 2010). 
‘One is not born, but rather becomes a woman…; it is civilization as a whole that produces this creature… which is described as feminine’ (Beauvoir 1953 cited in Lorber, 2010 p.3).  
The Second Sex, was widely read however, the second wave of feminism did not establish until the late 1960’s. The focus was on the ways in which women were further socially deprived in comparison to men. Feminists did this by exploring the sexual oppressions suffered by women and proposing relational as well as political and lawful explanations (Lorber, 2010). Furthermore, Lorber states that the broadening agenda of second wave feminists included issues such as the legal rights for women, rape, entry into male dominated careers and sexuality. The feminist viewpoint on what creates inequality between men and women is less clear now than it was in the first wave and there are many feminist answers to gender inequality (Lorber, 2010). These have arisen through better understanding of the reasons underpinning inequality of the sexes.  Feminists that have membership of organisations or are in education, government, medical or legal professionals or esteemed artists and writers realised the restrictions of their posts considering glass ceilings and sexual harassment. However, their views differ from the more extreme feminist critics who condemn organisational sexual oppression and persistent weakening of women (Lorber, 2010). 
In 1961, the contraceptive pill was introduced in the United States and Britain which gave women greater birth control (Dyer, 2016).  However, many feminists opposed the introduction of the pill believing it to be a strategy by men to sexually exploit women (Bryson, 1999). Furthermore, in 1967 the Abortion Act legalised abortion for women under 24 weeks gestation in the United Kingdom if they had been advised by two doctors that continuing the pregnancy would have detrimental effects on the woman or child’s health (Dyer, 2016).
In 1970, the Equal Pay Act was passed. However, it did not come in to force until 1975. This act ensured that conditions of employment and pay were synonymous for both male and females providing the work was the same (Legislation, 1970). Also, in 1975 the Employment Protection Act was implemented. It reviewed the rights of workers and introduced legislative maternity benefits that made it unlawful to dismiss a woman from her employment because she is pregnant (Legislation, 1975). However, pay differences at the BBC over 40 years later demonstrated that men and women were still being paid unequally (Waterson, 2019).

In 1976, the Sexual Offences (Amendment) Act made rape a criminal offence. However, this did not include sex against the wishes of a married woman within her marriage. This was deemed to be due to a breakdown of the marriage rather than an offence (Legislation.gov, 1976). Also, that year the Domestic Violence and Matrimonial Proceedings Act was implemented, which made domestic abuse a criminal offence and allowed victims to apply for court orders against their abuser even if this was their husband and sexual abuse within a marriage was no longer legal (Legislation, 1976).  However, abuse of this nature continues as evident by the high statistics and women are still vulnerable to abusive relationships (Cy.ons, 2018). 
Following the 1960’s there was an increase in more radical feminism with similar concerns about a woman’s role domestically, in work, as objects of sexual gratification and the quantity of birth control (Dyer, 2016). Some of these staunch feminists viewed pornography as being equivalent to rape in that it eroticised women’s sexual embarrassment and encouragement. This has been widely criticised as being demeaning as it suggests women do not have a choice in being exploited but can still find sex and pornography enjoyable (Dyer, 2016). 
Extreme feminist theories on transgender women were contentious and second wave feminists formed strong allegiances with lesbian and gay organisations. However, they were less accommodating of transgender and felt men who wanted to be women were using this as a method to enter an arena meant for women (Dyer, 2016). Second wave feminists were often white middle-class women who focused on personal rather than political issues and often other minorities were excluded. Publications such as The Female Eunuch by Germaine Greer described experiences relevant to the author’s, race and class (Dyer, 2016).  Black feminists argue that each issue raised by white feminists has a greater impact on them due to having to deal with racism on top of this (Walters, 2005). Bell Hooks believed that feminism is racist, and that the movement has continually not acknowledged the underlying and interconnected issues of race and class (Hooks, cited in Walters, 2005). In America historically there has been oppression of women and inequality. White women acted as though the feminist movement was owned by them and did not acknowledge that women were segregated by various prejudices such as sexist attitudes, racism, class and culture (Walters, 2005).
Feminism is strongly connected with socialism and anti-capitalist groups. This link in third wave feminism was partly formed through the subculture ‘Riot Grrrl’. This was a movement of young women with anti-organisation and punk attitudes (Dyer, 2016).  Third wave feminism which emerged in 1990’s (Lorber, 2010), is a combination of the ongoing theories and a division with some second wave feminisms. It continued highlighting the issues of domestic violence and rape and how the government could increase protection for victims (Dyer, 2016). This movement developed multi-racial and multi-ethnic feminism, feminist male studies and postmodern feminism. It dismissed women as oppressed objects and that heterosexual sex was damaging (Lorber, 2010). It is a gender uprising which promotes the strength of girls and feminine women and values women’s agency and female sexuality as a strength (Lorber, 2010). On a political front gender inclusive issues such as peace, sustainability and gay, lesbian and transgender rights and raising the status of women are the focus of third wave feminism (Lorber 2010). However, Dyer (2016), suggests that critics have argued that lack of definition meant it was purely an expansion of the second wave. Third wave feminists believed that equality had been achieved and it was their chance to socially rebel by emphasising their power (Lorber 2010). However, those who claim that society is currently living in the fourth wave of feminism would surely dispute this.  
This increase in rebellion and raising the status of young women was effectively promoted by The Spice Girls in 1990 through their song ‘Wannabe’ which emphasised ‘Girl Power’ to the world. Through their pop music they have influenced far more women in the music industry to the extent that it is now predominantly women (Armstrong, 2015). Conversely the Disc Jockey Annie Mac does not agree and was reported in the Irish press saying that the ‘music industry is embarrassingly lopsided when it comes to gender parity’ (BelfastTelegraph, 2019).
Also, in the 1990’s the ‘Queer Theory’ was introduced by Teresa de Lauretis which undermines the gender order by increasing the number of gender categories and blurs the boundaries between women and men, heterosexual and homosexual (Lorber, 2010). Personal identities were changing enabling different sorts of relationships and social change (Lorber, 2010). These ‘Queer Theory’ changes also included transgender females to be accepted in the feminist movement as gender was no longer described as biological it provided the opportunity for individuals to identify as women even if they were born male (Dyer, 2015). Queer Theory proposes that everyone can be a gender rebel by querying gender, sex and sexuality daily (Lorber, 2010). This raises the question of what is the root of gender? Transgender changes suggest that legal position, physical shape, and gender shown are important and that surgical changes are not necessary if sexual features are not displayed. If the legal standing of gender was taken away would trans individuals need to change genders (Lorber, 2010)?  This arguably is part of the fourth wave of feminism.  
In 2013 there was a resurgence of feminist activity using the internet as a method of rapidly gaining support and, also creating a global community of women to discuss activism and contemporary issues. This was the beginning of the 4th wave of feminism (Cochrane, 2013). One of the key issues for modern day liberation is intersectionality. This means that there are different types of oppression that overlap creating complexity and often conflicting consequences. Also, that there are still groups of women who are excluded from mainstream feminism and the possibilities of the fourth wave revolves around providing a voice to women that are still marginalised (Munro, 2013). This is evident by the current #MeToo movement which highlights the prevalence of sexual violence globally (Me Too Movement, 2018). 
The Equality Act 2010 was implemented with nine protected characteristics and was a major piece of legislation intended to address all forms of discrimination (GOV.UK, 2010). However, there are many feminist activists who believe that it is no longer fit for purpose because women continue to be marginalised; and women across differing groups experience multiple forms of inequality linked to both the protected characteristics and others outside of it (Mos-Shogbamimu, 2017). The gender pay gap is still prevalent with major organisations such as the BBC are being currently investigated by the Equal and Human Rights Commission over claims men were paid more than women for doing the same job (Waterson, 2019).  In 2017 women’s hourly earnings were on average 16% lower than men in the European Union (EU). The differences between the earnings of men and women is far wider than the concept of ‘equal pay for work of equal value’ (Ec.europa.eu, 2019). 
[bookmark: _GoBack]In conclusion, feminists have come a long way in the last century in terms of campaigning for equality for women, however it appears that their work is not yet completed. Contemporary feminists are still trying to create a fairer and more equal society and as a movement are fighting to end sexism and misogyny once and for all (Fawcett Society, 2017). Although progress has been made, there are still many issues women of today are experiencing (Cosslett & Baxter, 2013). The division of domestic labour is still unequal in most households, the glass ceiling continues to be a barrier for women in careers, whilst a few women have broken through, only a small percentage of women are in top jobs (Cosslett & Baxter, 2013). Transgender women are still experiencing prejudice, and lesbian women discriminated against more so than men. Whilst violence and rape within marriage is no longer criminal in Britain, it remains both here and in other countries. Women continue to be victims of domestic violence and it is reported that 89% of victims of domestic violence are women and two women are killed each week by their partner or ex-partner (Cosslett & Baxter, 2013). Sadly, women still have a tough time in life and there is still much to be done to improve inclusion and equality in all cultures. 
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