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An old definition of feminism refers to ‘challenging the division of labour in the world that puts men in charge of the public sphere – work, sports, wars, government – while women slave away unpaid in the home, carrying the whole burden of family life’ (Watkins, Rueda and Rodriguez, 1994, p.3). However, a more recent definition descries feminism as ‘women acting, speaking and writing on women’s issues and rights, identifying social injustice in the status quo and bringing their own unique perspectives to bear on issues’ (Tandon, 2008, p.2). This essay will discuss the main concepts of feminism and the way in which inequality continues to exist and disadvantage women in society today.
Feminism first became widespread in the late 1900s, with the first wave of feminism. Together, there have been three waves which have all focused on the same issues, though in different aspects (Tandon, 2008). The first wave focused on the suffrage movement, whereas the second wave dealt with issues such as inequality of laws during the 1960s to 1980s (Tandon, 2008). Finally, the third wave of feminism began in the 1990s and still persists today. This focuses on the failures from the second wave (Tandon, 2008). 
There are many different types of feminism, though they all share some common beliefs. Feminists see society being split into different social groups, similar to the Marxist view of society (Haralambos and Holborn, 2007). However, feminists see men and women being divided in society, whereas Marxists see differentiation between the classes (Haralambos and Holborn, 2007). They believe that society is characterised by the exploitation of women by men, and hold the belief that society is based on patriarchy, or in other words, dominated by men (Haralambos and Holborn, 2007). For example, feminists argue that men have greater power in families than women, and they are employed in better paid and higher status jobs where women face the glass ceiling (Haralambos and Holborn, 2007). It is also believed that they hold greater positions of power in politics (Haralambos and Holborn, 2007).
Feminists aim to end the exploitation of women and promote equality between men and women (Haralambos and Holborn, 2007).  However, some feminists, including difference feminists, argue that not all women are disadvantaged and oppressed by men in contemporary society (Haralambos and Holborn, 2007).  Instead, they think it is more important to recognise the different problems that various groups of women face (Haralambos and Holborn, 2007). For instance, difference feminists do not believe that all women are oppressed by their husbands or equally disadvantaged in the workplace (Haralambos and Holborn, 2007). Instead, they highlight the differences between women from different age groups, ethnic groups and classes, and state that although inequality exists, it does not affect all women in the same way (Haralambos and Holborn, 2007). For example, a lower class, ethnic minority female living in a deprived country would experience a dissimilar lifestyle and status to a white, middle class woman living in a capitalist country. Different problems experienced by different individuals mean that different solutions are required (Haralambos and Holborn, 2007). 
Despite this, all feminists agree that sociology has disregarded women in the past. Before 1970, sociology largely focused on men, in what feminists refer to as malestream sociology – mainstream sociology that is male dominated. This reflects the patriarchal society that feminists believe exists today (Haralambos and Holborn, 2007).
Patriarchy is often referred to as ‘any society where men monopolize authority and where women’s access to it is restricted’ (Hardwick, 2010, p.9). The concept of patriarchy is essential in the feminist view of society and it ‘is indispensable for an analysis of gender inequality’ (Walby, 1990). 
Walby (1990) argues that there are six patriarchal structures which disadvantage women and help to maintain male domination, including employment, households, patriarchal culture, sexuality, domestic violence and the state. Each are interlinked and reinforce patriarchy, weakening women’s position in society. According to Walby (1990) patriarchy is not fixed within society and that changes have occurred over the years, changing its nature. She highlights that not only does inequality exist between men and women, but also between different groups of women depending on such factors as ethnicity and class (Walby, 1990). From this point of view, racism, patriarchy and capitalism are all interlinked (Walby, 1990). 
Walby (1990) explains how different aspects of patriarchy lead to gender inequality in society. She describes patriarchy in terms of different structures including paid employment, household production, culture, sexuality, violence and the state (Walby, 1990).
According to Walby, western culture has enforced gender inequalities through different expectations of behaviour of men and women (Walby, 1990). Despite this, over time, the type of behaviour expected from the genders has changed. During the nineteenth century, the role of the housewife was prevalent as domestic labour was believed to create a more feminine image of women (Walby, 1990). It is believed that in modern society, sexual attraction to men is femininity, though not only the femininity of young single women, but that of older women too (Walby, 1990). This was still the case during the Victorian era, though it was regarded as less important and hidden more than it is today (Walby, 1990 . 
The increasing popularity of paid employment undertaken by women and the escaping of domesticity has allowed women greater freedom, though this has not eradicated the costs of the emphasis on sexuality (Walby, 1990). The rise in pornography has given men greater freedom, though threatened that of women’s (Walby, 1990). Its degradation of women by men is believed to promote and increase rates of sexual violence, which according to feminists, oppresses women (Walby, 1990). 
Many feminists believe that heterosexuality continues to have a patriarchal structure. Monogamy was important during the nineteenth century, and women’s sexuality was strictly controlled (Haralambos and Holborn, 2007). During this time, men’s pleasure was also regarded as more important than women’s (Haralambos and Holborn, 2007). However, the introduction of contraception, especially that of the pill in 1961, allowed women to take control of their bodies and the ease of the Divorce Act 1937, followed by the Divorce Reform Act 1969, allowed women to embrace their sexuality and increased their freedom (Haralambos and Holborn, 2007). Walby (1990) believes that the sexual double standard exists today with sexually active young women being regarded as ‘slags’ whereas men are praised for their masculinity (Walby, 1990). Women’s heterosexual activeness is still reinforced through the expectation of women to marry and accommodate males and therefore sexuality largely remains patriarchal in today’s society, despite some improvements (Haralambos and Holborn, 2007).
Historically, the primary element of masculinity was the need to own and control women. During this time, a dichotomous view of women was created and remains reflected today in both art and literature (Abeysekera, no date). The stereotype of a ‘good’ and ‘bad’ woman became focal in society, with the ‘bad’ woman embracing sexual freedoms and the ‘good’ woman remaining virginal and asexual (Abeysekera, no date).
Violence is regarded as power over women according to feminists and is a result of patriarchy and the historic oppression of women (Haralambos and Holborn, 2007). Men hold the belief that violence keeps women subordinate and deters women from challenging patriarchy through fear (Haralambos and Holborn, 2007). Men often misuse their power through emotional and physical abuse (Haralambos and Holborn, 2007). Walby (1990) believes that evidence relating to domestic violence is unreliable due to the dark figure of crime. The dark figure of crime refers to the hidden statistics as a result of unreported and unrecorded crime. Despite this, she agrees that the police are now more understanding and willing to take action to protect victims of crime (Walby, 1990). 
The Australian National Committee on Violence Ageist Women’s definition of domestic violence refers to the control of women by men, which often leads to intertwined problems (Seeley and Plunkett, 2002). These range from physical, sexual and emotional abuse, economic deprivation, and isolation, causing fear (Seeley and Plunkett, 2002). 
The implementation of equality policies by the state has considerably increased the status of women in western societies. Such policies include greater access to divorce, financial assistance for the unemployed and the decriminalisation of contraception (Haralambos and Holborn, 2007). Such changes have improved the quality of life for women, though as Walby (1990) states, the state remains patriarchal and capitalist. The introduction of such policies have allowed women to escape from the household and pursue paid employment, yet women are still disadvantaged in the workplace with lower levels of pay and status (Haralambos and Holborn, 2007). Evidence shows that little attempts have been made to promote women’s opportunities, despite the existence of equal opportunities legislation (Haralambos and Holborn, 2007). 
Walby (1990) states that unique patriarchal relations of production often exist within families and households. Men often benefit from women’s unpaid labour and the triple burden, where women participate in paid work, domestic labour and take care of the emotional side of the family (Walby, 1990). Oppression also occurs in households where domestic violence is experienced (Walby, 1990). Despite this, the Divorce Reform Act 1969 has enabled women to escape unhappy marriages without the fear of being financially dependent on their male breadwinner (Walby, 1990).
There is a common belief amongst feminists that gender is a social construction, which draws on the nature versus nurture debate (Haralambos and Holborn, 2007). In other words, feminists argue that gender roles are learnt during primary socialisation rather than being biologically determined from birth. As a result, the status and role of women differs in different cultures, depending on individual societal norms and values (Haralambos and Holborn, 2007).  Feminist Ann Oakley (1974) introduced the concept of gender roles, which refers to the way in which socialisation teaches individuals to behave according to their gender. She believes that gender norms and values are taught through manipulation, canalisation, verbal appellations and different activities, and sanctions are imposed if they do not conform to their expected gender roles (Oakley, 1974).
According to Marxist feminists, women are oppressed in the family as a result of capitalism, not patriarchy, and that their oppression functions to benefit capitalism (Revise Sociology, 2014). Firstly, it is believed that the reproduction of the labour force is carried out by women (Revise Sociology, 2014). This is done through domestic labour, which is unpaid the majority of the time, and socialising children which will become future workers (Revise Sociology, 2014). They also accommodate society’s current workers, which in other words are their husbands (Revise Sociology, 2014). This is done through emotional support such as looking after the household and providing care (Revise Sociology, 2014).
Secondly, it is believed that women absorb the anger generated by their husbands/current workers (Revise Sociology, 2014). This is linked with Parson’s functionalist view of society and the warm bath theory (Revise Sociology, 2014). The warm bath theory is used to describe the way in which the family and the home help relieve stress and provide. Women absorb the anger directed to them by the proletariat (their husbands) who are believed to be exploited (Revise Sociology, 2014). This benefits men as emotional support is provided to them by their wives, which is perceived by feminists as providing a service (Revise Sociology, 2014). The anger received by women is believed to otherwise be aimed at capitalism, as men are inevitably irritated by their exploitation. As a result, women fall victims of their anger, which often leads to domestic violence (Revise Sociology, 2014).
Finally, women are considered to be a reserve army of cheap labour in capitalist society (Revise Sociology, 2014). As feminists suggest, women’s expected primary role according to men is the domestic housewife, which restricts them from participating in paid work (Revise Sociology, 2014). This suggests that they are in reserve to be employed temporarily by the bourgeoise (Revise Sociology, 2014).
Marxist feminists believe that economic solutions are necessary to eradicate patriarchy and improve the status of women (Revise Sociology, 2014). Small scale solutions include that of introducing paid housework for women (Revise Sociology, 2014). This will not totally abolish patriarchy as women will remain in their domesticated roles, though it will place an economic value on the work they carry out, which will mean they are not excluded from paid work (Revise Sociology, 2014). More radical approaches include the eradication of capitalism (Revise Sociology, 2014). 
Liberal feminists believe that inequality within relationships has two major causes; the mainstream working norms and values, which are based on the concept of having a main breadwinner, and the refusal of men to participate in housework (Revise Sociology, 2014).  Liberal feminists believe in greater equality within society, including all aspects of education, career choice and pay (Revise Sociology, 2014). They particularly believe that both men and women should have equal access to opportunities in modern society (Revise Sociology, 2014).
Somerville (2000) suggests that revolutionary change is not necessary to improve the status of women (Revise Sociology, 2014). Instead, the improvement of family life should be encountered through reasonable policy modifications (Revise Sociology, 2014). She argues that many feminists, especially radical feminists, fail to recognise the growing improvement in the quality of life of women (Revise Sociology, 2014). Such improvements include freedom of choice; especially in marriage, employment and sexuality (Revise Sociology, 2014). This has led to the increasing number of dual earner households, which has created greater equality between the relationship amongst men and women (Revise Sociology, 2014). Despite this, many men continue to disregard housework as part of their duty, and therefore higher rates of marriage breakdowns will persist (Revise Sociology, 2014). 
Feminists believe that greater focus should be placed on equality policies, especially those regarding working hours (Revise Sociology, 2014). Many jobs are incompatible with family life and so increased flexibility in employment is necessary to achieve equality (Revise Sociology, 2014).  Greater flexible working hours are likely to reduce the burden of the triple shift which women currently experience (Revise Sociology, 2014). 
Although liberal feminists recognise that the quality of life for women has increased considerably both privately and publicly as a result of greater equality, difference feminists argue that this view is ethnocentric (Revise Sociology, 2014). In other words, it reflects the type of life that white and middle-class women experience (Revise Sociology, 2014). Radical feminists also criticise this view for disregarding the patriarchal cultures that exist within families and households (Revise Sociology, 2014).
On the other hand, radical feminists believe that women’s oppression and exploitation is caused by men and that their relationships are based on patriarchy (Revise Sociology, 2014). In their view, the family is the origin of oppression (Revise Sociology, 2014). Unlike liberal feminists who believe that paid work has been liberating, radical feminists believe that women have taken on a dual burden which consists of paid work and unpaid domestic labour (Revise Sociology, 2014). In this view, the family has remained patriarchal as men benefit from women’s income as well as housework (Revise Sociology, 2014). Other radical feminists further argue that women have adopted the triple shift. In this case, women are expected to participate in paid employment and housework, as well as the emotional wellbeing of the family (Revise Sociology, 2014). 
Such feminists also believe that a dark side of family life exists for many women in modern society (Revise Sociology, 2014). Evidence from the British Crime Survey shows that one in four women experience domestic violence within the family home and women are more likely to experience it than men (Revise Sociology, 2014). 
To eradicate gender inequality, many radical feminists emphasise the importance of the eradication of the traditional nuclear family and the introduction of diverse family structures, such as that of the matrifocal household (Revise Sociology, 2014). Others also promote political lesbianism which suggests that heterosexuality is not natural and therefore women should not practise it (Revise Sociology, 2014).
Many feminists place an emphasis on gender inequality within the workplace and paid employment. Unlike postmodern feminists, Marxist and liberal feminists believe that employment opportunities play a major role in gender inequality (Haralambos and Holborn, 2007). Liberal feminists, in particular, claim that both changed attitudes and the introduction of new legislation can improve the economic status of women through greater opportunities (Haralambos and Holborn, 2007).
The Equal Pay Act was introduced in Britain in 1970 and made it legal for women to have the same pay as men for doing the same work (Haralambos and Holborn, 2007). However, according to the European Court in 1982, the Act did not correspond with the European Court legislation and consequently the Act was strengthened (Haralambos and Holborn, 2007). This amendment meant that women could claim for equal pay if they believed their working demands matched those of men’s, including skill and decision-making factors (Haralambos and Holborn, 2007).
Similarly, the Sex Discrimination Act 1975 made it illegal to discriminate based on sex in all aspects of life, including employment and education (Haralambos and Holborn, 2007). This enabled women to gain greater access to the same jobs as men and the same opportunities for promotion (Haralambos and Holborn, 2007). This Act was supported by the Equality Act 2006 which obliged all statutory organisations to eradicate the unfair treatment of women (Haralambos and Holborn, 2007). 
Paid employment is still believed to disadvantage women in society today, following regulations excluding women from the workplace in the nineteenth century (Walby, 1990). Despite women gaining greater status and power in the workplace during the twentieth century, they still face inequality and are believed to be oppressed by men (Walby, 1990). Statistics show that men still dominate high paid and high-status jobs, whereas women continue to take up part time work and are paid considerably less than men (Walby, 1990). Women often remain unemployed or participate in part time employment as a result of poor job opportunities (Walby, 1990).
In recent years there has been an increase in the number of women participating in paid work. despite this, a higher proportion of women participate in part time work than men (Walby, 1990). For example, the 2005 Labour Force Market Survey showed that forty-two percent of women worked part time, in comparison to just ten percent of men (Walby, 1990). 
Feminists point out that although women now make up a growing proportion of the workforce, they are not evenly represented, with the existence of horizontal and vertical segregation (Walby, 1990). The extent to which men and women participate in different types of jobs refers to horizontal segregation, whereas vertical segregation indicates that men tend to have better paid and higher status jobs than women (Walby, 1990). Evidence shows that women make up the majority of health, social and educational sectors whereas men dominate the construction and transport workforce (Walby, 1990). Typically, senior positions also consist of fewer females (Walby, 1990). For example, in 2004, only nine percent of senior judges and ten percent of senior police officers were female (Walby, 1990). Women often face the glass ceiling in contemporary society (Haralambos and Holborn, 2007). This describes the way in which females face barriers in the workplace which prevent them from reaching senior positions (Haralambos and Holborn, 2007). 
Whilst most feminists argue that the existent inequalities are a result of the patriarchal structures in society, others argue that women’s own choices are responsible for their unequal status in society (Walby, 1990). Those who believe that society is responsible for such inequality, often strand opinions from feminist perspectives, despite different aspects of feminism having different beliefs (Walby, 1990). For example, liberal feminists point to lack of equal opportunities for women and the differences in socialisation, whereas radical feminists blame sexism and male dominance (Walby, 1990). There is disagreement amongst feminists regarding the extent to which progress has been made to promote equality within society, though there is a general consensus that further work needs to be done to ensure full equality (Haralambos and Holborn, 2007).
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