
Revision Module 

Feminism Political Thought 

Origins 

The early roots of feminism can be traced to the Enlightenment era in 

Europe. During this period, political philosophers emphasized ideas like liberty, 

equality, and democracy.  

However, these ideas were often restricted to men, and women remained largely 

excluded from the political community. 

Mary Wollstonecraft’s book A Vindication of the Rights of Woman 

(1792) laid the foundation for feminist thought by asserting that women were 

rational beings deserving of the same education and rights as men. 

Wollstonecraft argued that women’s supposed inferiority was not natural but 

rather a consequence of social conditioning and lack of educational 

opportunities. 

The first organized demand for women’s rights took place at the Seneca 

Falls Convention in 1848 in the United States, where women demanded 

voting rights and legal equality. 

Key Concepts in Feminist Thought 

Patriarchy 

Patriarchy refers to a social system where men hold primary power and 

dominate in roles of political leadership, moral authority, and control over 

property and family structures.  
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Feminists argue that patriarchy is not simply about individual behavior but about 

an entire system that privileges men at the expense of women. 

Patriarchy operates through multiple mechanisms. It is reflected in legal codes, 

religious teachings, media representations, educational curricula, and everyday 

social practices. Feminists highlight that patriarchy is often maintained not just 

by coercion but by creating norms that make gender inequality appear 

natural and inevitable. 

Sylvia Walby, a leading feminist scholar, identified six structures through 

which patriarchy operates: the household, paid work, the state, male 

violence, sexuality, and cultural institutions. 

Sex and Gender: The Social Construct 

One of the key contributions of feminist theory is the distinction between 

"sex" and "gender." Sex refers to the biological differences between males and 

females, while gender refers to the roles, behaviors, activities, and attributes 

that a given society considers appropriate for men and women. 

Feminists argue that gender is not a natural outcome of biological differences but 

is socially constructed and maintained through institutions like the 

family, school, religion, and media. For example, the belief that women are 

naturally more nurturing and suited to domestic roles is a cultural belief rather 

than a biological fact. 

Simone de Beauvoir’s famous statement in The Second Sex that "one is 

not born, but rather becomes, a woman" captures the idea that femininity is an 

identity imposed by social expectations, not by nature. 

Intersectionality 

Intersectionality is a concept developed by Kimberlé Crenshaw to explain how 

different forms of oppression—such as race, class, caste, sexuality, and 

gender—interact with each other. Feminism that focuses only on gender without 
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considering other axes of oppression would fail to capture the real experiences of 

many women. 

For example, a woman belonging to a marginalized caste in India faces not 

only gender discrimination but also caste-based oppression. Similarly, 

women of color, working-class women, and LGBTQ+ women often 

experience unique forms of discrimination that cannot be understood solely 

through the lens of gender. 

Intersectionality emphasizes the need for feminism to be inclusive and attentive 

to the diversity of women’s experiences across different contexts. 

The Personal is Political 

One of the major insights of feminist theory is the idea that the "personal is 

political." Traditionally, political analysis focused on the public 

sphere—governments, parliaments, armies—while considering the private 

sphere of family and personal life as apolitical. 

Feminists challenged this division by showing that issues like domestic violence, 

marital rape, reproductive rights, and division of household labor are deeply 

political because they involve power relations and social norms. 

By breaking down the barrier between public and private, feminism expanded the 

scope of political analysis and activism, highlighting that true liberation must 

address all aspects of life, not just formal rights in the public sphere. 

Waves of Feminism 

First Wave Feminism (19th to early 20th Century) 

The first wave of feminism mainly focused on securing basic legal rights for 

women, particularly the right to vote, access to education, and property rights. 

Activists fought against laws and customs that treated women as legal minors, 

subordinate to their fathers or husbands. 
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Important achievements of the first wave include women's suffrage in 

countries like New Zealand (1893), Britain (1918), and the United States 

(1920). However, the first wave largely reflected the concerns of middle-class, 

white women and often neglected issues faced by working-class and non-white 

women. 

In India, figures like Sarojini Naidu and Annie Besant campaigned for women’s 

political rights alongside the broader struggle for national independence. 

Second Wave Feminism (1960s to 1980s) 

The second wave broadened the feminist agenda to include issues such as 

reproductive rights, workplace discrimination, sexuality, family roles, 

and violence against women. It questioned not only legal discrimination but 

also the deep cultural and psychological roots of gender oppression. 

Texts like Betty Friedan’s The Feminine Mystique criticized the 

idealization of women's roles as housewives and mothers, showing how it led to 

widespread dissatisfaction and psychological distress. Feminists demanded 

equal pay, access to contraception and abortion, and protection against 

domestic violence and sexual harassment. 

The slogan "the personal is political" became a rallying cry, emphasizing that 

everyday experiences of women were shaped by larger social structures. 

Third Wave Feminism (1990s to 2000s) 

The third wave emerged partly as a reaction to the perceived limitations of the 

second wave. It emphasized diversity, individuality, and the recognition 

that women’s experiences differ based on race, class, sexuality, religion, and 

nationality. 

Third-wave feminists challenged the idea of a universal female identity 

and embraced a more fluid understanding of gender and sexuality. They also 

celebrated female empowerment, sexual agency, and self-expression. 
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In India, Dalit feminism, tribal women’s movements, and LGBTQ+ 

activism highlighted the need to address multiple, intersecting forms of 

oppression within the feminist movement. 

Fourth Wave Feminism (2010s to Present) 

The fourth wave is characterized by digital activism, intersectional 

analysis, and a focus on issues like sexual harassment, body shaming, trans 

rights, and workplace inequality. Movements like #MeToo have exposed the 

widespread nature of sexual violence and harassment across the world. 

Fourth-wave feminism uses social media as a powerful tool to mobilize support, 

share experiences, and challenge dominant narratives. It is also more global, 

recognizing the need to connect struggles across different countries and cultures. 

Types of Feminism 

Liberal Feminism 

Liberal feminism seeks gender equality through legal and political reforms. 

It believes that removing barriers to women's entry into education, 

employment, and politics is sufficient to achieve equality. 

Liberal feminists work within existing institutions and advocate for 

policies like anti-discrimination laws, equal pay legislation, and affirmative 

action. They assume that once formal equality is achieved, women and men will 

compete on equal terms. 

Key thinkers associated with liberal feminism include Mary Wollstonecraft, John 

Stuart Mill, and Betty Friedan. 

Radical Feminism 

Radical feminism views patriarchy as a fundamental system of 

oppression that needs to be dismantled completely. Radical feminists 
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argue that gender inequality is rooted in the most basic structures of society, 

including the family, sexual relations, and culture. 

They believe that true liberation requires not just legal reforms but a radical 

reorganization of society’s fundamental institutions. Issues like 

reproductive rights, sexual violence, and the portrayal of women in media are 

central concerns. 

Key thinkers include Andrea Dworkin, Catherine MacKinnon, and Shulamith 

Firestone. 

Marxist and Socialist Feminism 

Marxist and socialist feminists link women's oppression to the capitalist 

system. They argue that capitalism and patriarchy work together to exploit 

women, particularly in their roles as unpaid caregivers and low-wage workers. 

They advocate for economic restructuring, public provision of 

childcare, equal pay, and collective ownership of resources as essential 

components of women’s liberation. 

Alexandra Kollontai is a key figure in socialist feminism, emphasizing that 

women's emancipation is inseparable from the broader struggle for socialism. 

Ecofeminism 

Ecofeminism highlights the connections between the oppression of women 

and the destruction of the environment. Ecofeminists argue that both 

forms of domination stem from a patriarchal worldview that values 

control, exploitation, and domination over cooperation and care. 

They call for a new, ecological consciousness that values interconnectedness and 

sustainability. Indian ecofeminists like Vandana Shiva have played a significant 

role in linking environmental struggles with feminist activism. 

Postmodern Feminism 
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Postmodern feminism critiques the idea of a universal category of "woman" and 

emphasizes the fluidity of identities. It argues that gender, sexuality, and even 

personal identity are socially constructed and constantly changing. 

Judith Butler’s Gender Trouble introduced the idea of gender 

performativity, challenging fixed notions of masculinity and femininity. 

Postmodern feminists encourage greater attention to cultural diversity, 

multiplicity, and difference. 

Top 10 Important Feminist Scholars and Leaders 

1. Mary Wollstonecraft 

Often called the mother of modern feminism. 

Argued for women’s education, rationality and equal citizenship. 

Challenged the belief that women were naturally inferior. 

2. Simone de Beauvoir 

One of the most influential theorists of gender. 

Explained how women become “the Other” in patriarchal societies. 

Emphasised that gender is socially constructed, not biologically fixed. 

3. Betty Friedan 

Central figure of the second-wave feminist movement. 

Highlighted the dissatisfaction of middle-class women confined to domestic 

roles. 

Co-founded major women’s rights organisations and pushed for legal equality. 

4. Bell hooks 

Major voice in intersectional feminism. 

Explained how gender oppression intersects with race, class, and culture. 

Her writings made feminism more inclusive and accessible. 
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5. Judith Butler 

Leading figure in postmodern and queer feminism. 

Argued that gender is a performance shaped by social norms and power. 

Challenged fixed categories like “man” and “woman.” 

6. Angela Davis 

Marxist, anti-racist and abolitionist feminist. 

Connected gender with race, capitalism, prisons and structural violence. 

Influential in shaping global intersectional feminist activism. 

7. Kimberlé Crenshaw 

Originator of the concept of intersectionality. 

Showed how women experience overlapped oppression (e.g., caste/class/race + 

gender). 

Transformed feminist theory and anti-discrimination law. 

8. Kate Millett 

Key radical feminist scholar. 

Developed the idea of “sexual politics” and exposed how culture normalises male 

domination. 

Influential in debates on patriarchy, family, and sexual violence. 

9. Vandana Shiva 

Prominent Indian ecofeminist. 

Critiques globalisation, industrial agriculture, and environmental degradation. 

Highlights how ecological issues and gender justice are interconnected. 

10. Gloria Steinem 

Iconic feminist leader, writer and organiser. 
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Advocated for reproductive rights, workplace equality, and representation. 

Symbol of global feminist activism across decades. 

Criticisms of Feminism 

Early waves of feminism were often criticized for being too focused on the 

experiences of middle-class, white women and ignoring the specific needs of 

marginalized groups. 

Some critics argue that feminism can be essentialist, assuming that all women 

share the same experiences and interests.  

Others point out that feminism sometimes appears to marginalize men’s issues or 

portray men as inherently oppressive. 
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