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18 INTRODUCTION

In her book Some Reflections
on Marmage, Englishwoman
Mary Astell argues that God created
men and women with
equally intelligent souls

1700

In Britain, the Bluestockings
Society, an informal
discussion group, is formed
for intellectual women

and invited men

1750s

T

THE BIRTH OF FEMINISM

19

American women's rights
activist Judith Sargent Murray
asserts that women are as
intelligent as men in her essay
“On the Equality of the Sexes.”

In A Vindication of the Rights
of Woman, British writer Mary
Wollstonecraft argues that
women should be entitled to
an education

In France, Suzanne Voilquin
becomes editor of the first
known feminist
working-class periodical,
Tribune des femmes.

1790 1792 1832
1765

1734

The Swedish Civil Code grants
certain rights to women,
notably forbidding men to sell
their wife's property without
her consent.

The Daughters of Liberty
form in the US to protest
against import duties and
support American
independence from Britain.

he word “feminism” did
not gain currency until
the 1890s, but individual

women were expressing feminist
views long before. By the early
1700s, women in different parts

of the world were defining and
examining the unequal status of
women and beginning to question
whether this was natural and
inevitable. Exploring their situation
through writing and discussion,
women, individually or collectively,
began to voice their objection to
women's subservient position and
to express their wish for greater
rights and equality with men.

From weakness to strength
In the early 18th century, women
were largely regarded as naturally
inferior to men on an intellectual,
social, and cultural level. This was a

deep, long-held belief, reinforced by
the teachings of the Christian
Church, which defined women as
the “weaker vessel.” They were
subject to their father's and, if
married, their husband's control.
As the century wore on, social
and technological changes began
to have further profound influences
on the lives of women. The growth
of trade and industry created a
burgeoning, aspirational middle
class in which social roles were
sharply defined by gender. The
public sphere of work and politics
was seen as uniquely male, while
women were expected to remain
in the private sphere of “home,”
a distinction that was to become
increasingly entrenched.
Technology also transformed the
printing industry, leading to an
outpouring of journals, pamphlets,

novels, and poetry, all spreading
information and new ideas. These
were absorbed by privileged,
educated women, some of whom,
despite social restrictions, turned to
writing, expressing feminist views
through the printed word.

Some of the earliest feminist
writings came out of Sweden in
the mid-18th century. There, a
relatively liberal approach to
women's legal rights enabled
intellectuals such as the publisher
and journalist Margareta Momma
and the poet Hedvig Nordenflycht
to develop feminist themes in print.

Britain, though less liberal than
Sweden, had seen the expression
of recognizably feminist theories
by the start of the 1700s, notably
through the work of Mary Astell.
Arguing that God had made
women just as rational as men,

d

1791

In the Declaration of the Rights of
Woman and the Female Citizen, French
political activist Olympe de Gouges
argues that women should be given the
same citizenship rights as men.

1830

In what is now northern Nigeria,
Nana Asma'u trains a group of
women, called jajis, to travel
around the Sokoto Caliphate and
educate other women.

she daringly stated that women's
socially inferior role was neither
God-given nor inevitable.

By around 1750, in Britain and
other European countries, groups
of intellectual women were coming
together in literary “salons.” In these
forums, women discussed literature
and shared ideas, carving out a
space for female experience, the
sharing of ideas, and the fostering
of women writers and thinkers.

New ideas and revolution
Two particular intellectual, cultural,
and political developments in
Europe and America in the 18th
century helped to galvanize the
growth and spread of feminism: the
Enlightenment and revolutions in
America and France. Philosophers
of the Enlightenment, such as the
Frenchmen Jean-Jacques Rousseau

and Denis Diderot, challenged
the tyranny of societies based on
inherited privileges of kings, nobles,
and churches. They argued for
liberty, equality, and the “rights
of man,” which, particularly for
Rousseau, excluded women.
Women were, however, actively
involved in the revolutions that won
America its independence from
Britain in 1783 and convulsed
France from 1789. Amid the rallying
cries of liberty and citizens' rights,
women also began to demand their
own rights. In America, Abigail
Adams, the wife of the second US
president, called for the founding
fathers to “remember the ladies” in
the revolutionary changes, while
in France playwright and activist
Olympe de Gouges published The
Declaration of the Rights of Woman
and the Female Citizen, calling for

equal legal rights for women and
men. Influenced by the French
Revolution, the British writer
Mary Wollstonecraft published A
Vindication of the Rights of Woman,
a landmark feminist treatise that
identified domestic tyranny as the
chief barrier preventing women
from living independent lives and
called for women to have access
to education and work.

Although many of the most
visible advocates of women's rights
were from the privileged classes,
by the early 19th century, working-
class women in the US and the UK
were becoming politically active,
often within the newly forming
labor movements. Feminist
opinions were also being raised in
parts of the Islamic world. Those
voices would become much louder
as the 19th century progressed. m
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In the UK, Karl Marx and Friedrich In the US, activist and abolitionist In phe UK, the’ Women are granted the Inspired by the women's In Spain, Lucia Sanchez Saornil
Engels publish The Communist Sojourner Truth delivers a speech at Married Women's vote in New Zealand, the first suffrage movement in the cofounds the anarchist
Manifesto, a political pamphlet that the Women's Rights Convention in Property Act allows time that this right is won by US, Japanese feminist organization Mujeres Libres,

women to own and
control property.

calls for the liberation of men and
women from capitalism

Ohio, demanding that the fight for
equal nghts includes black women

women anywhere
in the world

Fusae Ichikawa forms the
Women's Suffrage League

which aims to empower and
liberate working-class women.

Elizabeth Blackwell
becomes the first
female doctor to

graduate from a medical
school 1n the US

The National Woman Suffrage
Association (NWSA) in the US
condemns the 15th Amendment
granting African American men the nght
to vote for not including women.

Bntish activist Emmeline
Pankhurst forms the Women's
Social and Political Union (WSPU),
which militantly campaigns for
women's suffrage

In “A Room of One's Own", British
wrter Virginia Woolf attributes
women's underrepresentation in
literature to their lack of intellectual,
social, and financial freedom.

At a match factory in the
UK, 1,400 women go
on strike to protest against
low pay and poor working
conditions.

eminist history often
F describes the period from

the mid-19th century to the
early 20th century as that of “first-
wave” feminism. During this time,
a definite women's movement
emerged as feminists worldwide
analyzed aspects of their lives and
aimed to change the institutions
that oppressed them. Gradually
women began to get together to
demand equal rights—in law,
education, employment, and
politics. From about the 1840s in the
US, and then in Britain, women's
demands for rights were channeled
into what became a broad-based
and sometimes divided campaign to
win the vote. However, feminism
was never one unified movement.
Different political approaches
caused the emergence of a variety
of often conflicting strands.

Fust-wave feminists campaigned
on many fronts. In Britain, activists
Caroline Norton and Barbara
Bodichon orchestrated attacks on
laws that kept women, particularly
married women, in a subordinate
role. Their efforts resulted in the
Matrimonial Causes Act of 1857—
which forced men to prove a wife's
adultery in court and allowed
women to cite a husband's cruelty
or desertion—followed by two
married women's property acts, the
second of which, 1n 1882, enabled
married women to own property.

Breaking out of the home
Women also challenged the social
restrictions that kept them in the
domestic sphere of home and
family. English feminists Harriet
Taylor Mill and Elizabeth Blackwell
argued that women should have

the same access as men to

university training, the professions,

and paid employment, and threw
thelr energies into opening up
greater opportunities for women.
The writings of the German
political theorists Karl Marx and
Friedrich Engels were an influence
on socialist feminists, such as
Clara Zetkin in Germany and
Alexandra Kollontai in Russia.
They viewed women's oppression
as a class issue, arguing that the
development of the family as an
economic unit fundamental to
capitalism forced women into a
subordinate role and that only a
socialist revolution would free them.
While middle-class women
in Western countries protested
against lives of enforced idleness,
working-class women in mills and
factories had different concerns.
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They had always contributed to the
family income, but industrialization
had pulled them out of home-based
activities into outside work with no
protection from exploitation. Facing
opposition from male trade unions,
who saw women's work as a threat
to their livelihoods, working-class
women in the US and Britain took
action, going on strike and forming
women-only trade unions.

Race, sex, and the vote
Issues of race permeated first-wave
feminism from the 19th century
onward. Black feminists, such

as the activist and former slave
Sojourner Truth, experienced a
double oppression on both gender
and ethnic grounds. The abolitionist
cause brought white and black
women together, but divisions
emerged during the latter part of the

century, particularly during the
fight for the vote, when, in the US,
women's suffrage was postponed in
favor of votes for black men.
Despite the social taboos
against women talking about sex,
some pioneering feminists in
Britain, Sweden, and elsewhere
highlighted sex and reproduction
as key areas in which women had
little control. In Britain and the US,
feminist campaigners argued
against male control of women's
reproductive rights and fought for
access to birth control. Even more
radical were those, such as the
English social reformer Josephine
Butler, who identified a sexual
double standard within society,
whereby sexual activity was
condoned in men but not in
women, highlighted by society's
ambiguous attitude to prostitution.

From around the middle of the
first-wave period, feminists in
Britain and the US came together
in a mass movement to achieve
suffrage, or the right to vote.
Strategies for achieving this right
varied enormously, and in Britain
the struggle became increasingly
bitter and violent. Despite divisions
among feminists, the campaign for
suffrage dominated much of their
activity up to World War 1 (1914-
1918) and in its immediate aftermath.

By the 1920s, feminist ideas
and campaigns had emerged in
many countries across the world,
including Japan, where feminists
such as Fusae Ichikawa argued for
a woman's right to be involved in
politics. In the Arab world, too,
particularly Egypt, Huda Sharaawi
and other feminists had set up the
first feminist organizations. m
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In France, Simone de Beauvoir
publishes The Second Sex,
which studies the treatment
of women throughout history
and how they are defined

In The Experience of Childbirth, British

activist Sheila Kitzinger argues that

childbirth should be an empowering
experience and not an over-medicalized

process dictated by male doctors

The oral The Feminine Mystique Artist Judy Chicago cofounds
contraceptive by Betty Friedan details the first feminist art program
pill becomes the dissatisfaction among in the US to showcase women's
available for American housewives art and challenge gender
purchase in the US in the 1950s inequalities in art.

In New York, a radical feminist
group called Redstockings
disrupts a legislative hearing on
abortion comprsed of 14 men
and one Catholic nun.

second, more radical wave
of feminism flourished
between the 1960s and the

early '80s, influenced by ideas that
had begun to develop after 1945
Seeing women's position as both
different from and unequal to men,
second-wave femninists analyzed
every aspect of society, including
sexuality, religion, and power,
redefining them in relation to the
oppression of women. Feminists
developed ideas about how culture
and society could be changed to
liberate women. As new ideas
formed, feminist political activism
and campaigns intensified.

A key concept within second-
wave feminism was the idea that
women are not born but created—
the product of social conditioning.
First expressed by Simone de
Beauvoir in 1949, this distinction

between biological sex and gender
as a social construct had a huge
impact on second-wave feminist
thinking. Arguing that a woman's
biology should not determine her
life, feminist writers such as Betty
Friedan and Germaine Greer
described and challenged the
image of idealized femininity
imposed on women by upbringing,
education, and psychology, urging
them to challenge the stereotype.

Liberating personal politics
Second-wave feminism, often
known as the Women's Liberation
Movement (Women's Lib or WLM),
developed in the context of the
political activism of the civil rights
and ant-Vietnam War movements
of the period. Its proponents saw
femninism as a cause for liberation
rather than simply a struggle for

equal rights. For them, women's
personal experiences were politicel
and reflected the power structures
that kept women oppressed.

Radical feminists of this period,
such as American writer and acavist
Kate Millett, defined patriarchy—the
universal social and political system
of male power over women—as the
main source of women's oppression
Some feminists focused on the
nuclear family as a key mechanism
in preserving the hold of patriarchy,
while others attacked the patriarchy
and misogyny of the Christian
Church, calling for a feminized
form of religion.

Sex and violence
Second-wave feminists explored
issues of sexuality more deeply
than any feminists before. The
American feminist Anne Koedt
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The US Supreme Court
passes the Roe v.
Wade ruling that deems
abortion a fundamental
constitutional nght

In the UK, family care
acuvist Enn Pizzey
establishes the first
domestic violence
shelter for women

In her essay “The Laugh of Medusa,”
French author Héléne Cixous
identifies and champions an
écriture feminine (feminine writing)
that is free from male constraints

Bntish filmmaker Laura Mulvey
develops the “male gaze" theory,
stating that the visual arts and media

depict women from a masculine
perspective to please the male viewer

Inspired by the life and work of
Mahatma Gandbhi, scholars
Madhu Kishwar and Ruth
Vanita found the Indian
feminist magazine Manushi

argued in her essay “The Myth of
the Vaginal Orgasm” that 1t was
men who had shaped attitudes
toward and opinions about female
sexuality because men defined
women’s sexual activity only in
terms of their own desires. Her
work, and the publication in 1976
of The Hite Report, a study of female
sexuality, shattered received notions
about women's sexuality by
presenting a realistic picture of
women's sexual behavior.
Reproductive rights and the
ability of women to control their
own fertility continued as feminist
1ssues. The new contraceptive pill
provided one answer, enabling
women to enjoy sex without the
fear of pregnancy. Acquiring it,
though, was difficult, and feminists
Ccampaigned intensively for access
to free, safe contraception and a

woman's right to legal abortion.
Linked to these demands was the
emergence of a women's health
movement in the US and elsewhere,
which called for women to gain
control of their own health care.
Second-wave feminists also
raised the political profile of rape
and domestic violence, which men
used, they argued, to control and
intimidate women. From the late
1970s the American feminist
Andrea Dworkin spearheaded an
attack on pornography, arguing that
it not only oppressed women but
also incited violence toward them.

Battles old and new

Equal rights feminists continued
the work of their first-wave sisters,
focusing in particular on achieving
equal pay for women. In Britain
and Iceland, equal pay legislation,

in 1970 and 1976 respectively,
followed working-class women's
strike action. Closely linked to this
was a global Wages for Housework
Campaign, which began in Italy

in 1972 and drew attention to
women's unpaid labor as mothers
and homemakers. Feminists argued
that women's work for the home
and family should be paid.

By the late 1970s, feminists
were applying their ideas to many
areas of society, arguing that all
issues, even overeating, were
feminist issues. Historians such as
British-born Sheila Rowbotham
highlighted the exclusion of women
from history; artists such as the
American Judy Chicago worked to
create specifically feminist art;
while British academic Laura
Mulvey and others explored
misogyny within film. m
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Guerrilla Girls, an anonymous
group of feminist artists,
forms in New York City to
fight sexism and racism in
the art world.

Sisters in Islam (SIS) is formed in
Malaysia, committed to promoting
the rights of Muslim women
based on the principles of
equality and freedom.

American writer Alice
Walker develops the term
“womanist” to describe a

black feminist or
feminist of color.

Sex-positive feminists Ellen
Willis and Gayle Rubin organize the
Barnard Conference on Sexuality in

New York City, angering
antipornography feminists.

The American feminist poet Adnenne
Rich argues in her essay “Compulsory
Heterosexuality and Lesbian
Existence” that heterosexuality is
imposed on women by men.

1980 1982 1983 1985 1988

1981 1982 1984 1986 1989

African American feminist and activist In the UK, 30,000 women Feminist Susie Bright “Under Western Eyes: Feminist Scholarship US civil rights advocate Kimberlé
Angela Davis publishes Women, join hands around the cofounds On Our and Colonial Discourses,” an essay by Crenshaw coins the term -
Race, & Class, in which she argues Greenham Common Backs, the first lesbian Indian-born writer Chandra Talpade “intersectionality” to describe

Mohanty, challenges Western feminist
views on women in the developing world.

how different types of discrimination
are interconnected and interact.

erotica magazine
in the US.

that feminism has always been airbase to protest against

afflicted by racism.

nuclear weapons at the site.

women's voices from around the

is also socially constructed and

hooks putting forward strategies

attention to cultural patriarchal

and women of color. Developed

n the 1980s, mainstream
I politics in both the US and world began to be incorporated into | they encouraged the exploration to make feminism accessible to practices forced on women, such from the exploration of black

the UK shifted to the right, the body of feminist ideas. of sexual identity. women of all classes and ethnicities. | as female genital cutting (FGC) women's experiences of domestic
as the governments of US president At the beginning of the 1980s, Some black feminists, such as and polygamy. Chandra Talpade violence, intersectionality provided
Ronald Reagan and British prime American feminist Adrienne Rich Race and imperialism the writers Alice Walker and Maya Mohanty, an Indian academic, a new theoretical dimension to
minister Margaret Thatcher challenged what she defined as For feminists of color, the subject Angelou, suggested that black took this further by advocating feminist thought.
embraced free-market capitalism, an | “compulsory heterosexuality,” of race, especially racism within women should use the word a “postcolonial” feminism that Feminist perspectives were
ideology less conducive to radical which, she asserted, was a feminism, had become a major “womanism” as an alternative to found Western feminists’ image applied to an increasing number
activism than the thinking that was | powerful tool used by patriarchy concern. In her book Women, “feminism,” which to them of “third-world women" as poorly of issues. The American activist
prevalent in the 1960s and '70s. and capitalism to control women. Race, & Class, the activist and reflected the culture of privileged educated victims stereotypical Barbara Ehrenreich highlighted

Some feminists challenged this, She urged all feminists to reject academic Angela Davis highlighted white women. Other feminists, and over simplistic. the low pay and the lack of job
including thousands of women who | men and heterosexual sexuality the racism and classism within the such as the cultural scholar Gloria opportunities (the “pink-collar
protested against the installation as a political statement. women's suffrage movement of Anzaldia, who grew up on the Joined-up oppression ghetto”) for women, while the

of nuclear weapons at Greenham By the end of the decade, the late 19th and early 20th Texas-Mexico border, addressed At the end of the 1980s, African Guerilla Gitls, an all-woman
Common, a military airbase in another key feminist idea, queer centuries, and suggested that the situation of women in American feminist Kimberlé collective, burst onto the New York
the UK. However, others started theory, was emerging. Continuing | early feminism reflected the anticolonial movements, arguing Crenshaw introduced the idea of art scene, using dramatic tactics

to re-examine feminism itself,
especially in the context of
sexuality, race, and gender.
Women of color analyzed how
white-dominated feminism had
ignored the realities of racial
difference. At the same time,

into the 1990s and beyond, queer
theory questioned the ideology
that viewed heterosexuality as the
norm and superior to same-sex
sexuality. Building on feminist
theories about gender, queer
theorists suggested that sexuality

interests of white middle-class
women. Her work stimulated a
discussion within feminism about
the needs and concerns of women
of color and how their history and
culture should be represented and
voiced, with feminists such as bell

that they were ignored by
mainstream feminism.

From these perspectives
emerged a specifically anticolonial
strand of feminism, which analyzed
indigenous women's experiences in
liberation movements and drew

“intersectionality,” or intersectional
thinking. This analytical tool
identified the ways in which class,
race, and gender interact and create
multiple oppressions, particularly

for the most marginalized women in
society, such as indigenous women

to protest the under-representation
of women artists in the art world.
Feminist ideas also continued to
spread worldwide, with Muslim
women opposing forced marriage
and women in China campaigning
for women's studies programs. =
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