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Abstract

Based on the belief that men and women are inherently of 
equal worth feminist movement emerged 
equality between women and men because most societies
privilege men as a group. Since its emergence feminist 
movement has radically transformed women’s live
process witnessing shifts in the form of waves, each wave 
dealing with different issues. It is in this context that the 
present paper attempts to give an overview of the 
conditions in response to which feminist movement 
emerged and also trace the evolution witnessed by it in 
the course of fulfilling the inequality gap between men 
and women. New debates and issues are emerging in the 
course of evolution of the feminist movement. The paper 
makes an attempt to present a picture of how these 
debates and issues are shaping the women’s movement
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Introduction/Background

Throughout history, humans have complained about 
things they disliked. Sometimes, they go beyond 
complaining, they band together with others to change 
the things (Goodwin and Jasper 2003). In the same way 
women have been substantially disadvantaged relative 
to their male compatriots for millennia which they at 
times disliked and resented against. Rarely, however, 
have women collectively revolted against these 
common plight, and campaigns and activities oriented 
explicitly to changing women’s status, that is, feminism 
dates only to the mid-nineteenth century 
Feminism means different things to different people. 

Feminism is the view that women are oppressed in 
significant ways and that this oppression should be 
ended (Kramer 2001).
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Throughout history, humans have complained about 
things they disliked. Sometimes, they go beyond 
complaining, they band together with others to change 

In the same way 
women have been substantially disadvantaged relative 
to their male compatriots for millennia which they at 
times disliked and resented against. Rarely, however, 
have women collectively revolted against these 
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men’s status, that is, feminism 
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Feminism means different things to different people. 

Feminism is the view that women are oppressed in 
d that this oppression should be 

Feminism is the goal of challenging and changing 
women’s subordination to men 
2004).

Feminism can best be understood as the developing 
self-consciousness of women as an oppressed s
struggling for liberation (Omvedt 2004).

The word feminism has picked up so many 
connotations that it seems to have no precise meaning, 
and what it stands for may be easily misunderstood. 
Precisely defining feminism can be challenging but 
pragmatically a broader understanding of feminism 
includes justice for women, end of sexism in all forms, 
end of oppression of women, commitment to women’s 
equal rights. Feminists refuse to accept the gender 
inequalities as natural and insist on questioning those 
inequalities (Jackson and Jones 1998). 
mobalizations are informed by feminist beliefs, 
practices and theory and also encourage women to 
adopt other social change goals 
2004).There was, no doubt, a time in our past, when the 
girl child was murdered as a foetus, when a widow was 
pushed into the funeral pyre, when a girl was asked to 
work at home while her brother went to school. And it 
would be preposterously stupid to think tha
past. Feminism emerged in response to end such a 
pathetic condition of women, to effect change in such 
state of affairs and is consistently engaged in resolving 
the unfinished task. 

Although each country has its own tradition of feminist 
action and thought but feminist movement has been 
predominated by feminists from Britain and the US. 
More recently, with the questioning of the dominance of 
white Western feminism, new voices have joined and 
challenged the terms of feminist discourses making 
more sensitive to differences, international issues and 
intersections between the global and the local 
and Jones 1998). These voices are articulating powerful 
critiques of the eurocentrism of much western feminism 
and its tendency to reproduce 
representation (Weedon 1999). There are distinctions of 
nationality, ethnicity, education, family, class, 
employment, language, ability/disability, sexuality 
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among women. These distinctions are not merely 
differences, but are often hierarchical producing 
inequalities among women which intersect with gender 
inequality (Jackson and Jones 1998). It is in response to 
such neglect of these aspects of women’s lives and other 
issues that feminists are constantly reflecting on their 
own ideas, changing their stances resulting in evolution 
witnessed by the feminist movement.

It is in this context that the present paper
an overview of women’s position in response to which 
feminist movement emerged to end this state of women, 
to track the evolution and shifts witnessed by the 
feminist movement in response to the emerging debates 
and issues. The feminist movement is not a 
homogeneous movement and during its evolution has 
emerged as a heterogeneous movement. This paper
attempts to capture this diversity in terms of various 
ideologies, debates and issues characterizing the 
feminist movement.

Crisis in women’s identity and the 
need for feminism

In contrast to conception regarding males as rational, 
productive, political, women have been general
dubbed as emotional, non-productive, and non
This bias has prevailed throughout the course of 
history. In patriarchal ideologies, men and men’s 
features are considered normal and women have been 
considered inferior to men in ways in which the
not like men (Kramer 2004). Woman has been kept 
largely subservient and quiet not only in the family life, 
but also in cultural and social institutions and 
prevented from playing any role in trade and industry. 
Men alone held the reins of power. Wome
considered as private properties to be purchased in 
marriage and they had no right to vote in a democratic 
setup or any right to property. Christianity maintains 
that God created man first, and woman next (from 
man’s rib, in fact), and therefore, man is the exemplary 
human, whereas woman is a secondary and dependent 
being (Geetha 2002). Looking at the Greek history one 
can find the inferior position of women as the Greek 
world view considered women as inferior to men in 
every sphere- be it political, social or legal. The Greek 
Pandora, Aristotle’s view of females as incomplete 
males are a few examples to show the degraded 
position of women in Greek society 
Women status was no better even in Roman times. And 
with beginning of middle age when Christianity gained a 
firm hold on Europe, women’s position deteriorated 
further because Biblical thesis propagated that woman 
is the root cause of the fall of humanity. Towards the 
late middle ages characterized by feudal system, women 
had to witness the most brutal period. Even the 
Renaissance which emphasized the supremacy of the 
reason in the conduct of life further cemented the 
supremacy of the male over female as it was considered 
that former is guided in his actions by reason, the latter 
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Renaissance which emphasized the supremacy of the 
reason in the conduct of life further cemented the 
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that former is guided in his actions by reason, the latter 

is a creature of mere impulse and feeling. In western 
thought gender tends to be conceptualized as a set of 
polarized binary oppositions in which one term is 
privileged over the other (Weedon 1999)
over woman. History of women has always been the tal
of subjugated, oppressed part of humanity and it was in 
response to such oppression that some committed 
thinkers and reformers appeared on the scene and 
raised their voices against such a suppression of 
women. It is this band which heralded feminist 
movement throughout the world. What followed was 
legitimate reaction in the form of feminist 
consciousness in the western history.

Women have been subject to inequalities not only in life 
throughout the course of history, but also in the 
academic disciplines relating to human life. Women 
have more often been the objects of knowledge than the 
producers of it (Jackson and Jones 1998) 
dominated the social organization of scholarship 
(Kramer 2004). Chandrakala Padia in her book 
Theorizing Feminism analyses the male bias in various 
disciplines of humanities and social sciences and holds 
that it is the feminist theory that had emerged as a 
strong interdisciplinary subject posing a major 
challenge to all these traditional categories of thought. 
Although philosophy is being defined as search for truth 
and knowledge but feminist explorations in the 
discipline revealed the male bias all along, thus 
preventing the other part of truth (women perspective) 
from coming to the fore. Feminists in general contend 
that it is because of this biased approach that traditional 
philosophers have not treated the private realm of 
family (domain of women) worthy of serious 
philosophical concern. Challenging this attitude, 
feminists call for an insertion of ‘feminist world view’ 
within the discipline of philosophy as the study of the 
meaning of human life cannot be done without a 
feminist worldview (Turksama 2001).
historians assert that women are generally absent from 
the pages of history and the history of humankind has
been written essentially as the history of men. There are 
feminists like Mary Beard who contend that woman had 
made significant contributions to history. Being a 
feminist involves challenging much of what has counted 
as knowledge (Jackson and Jones 1998) 
male bias is eminent in all other disciplines be it 
sociology, psychology, economics or political science. 

Views of gender difference were propounded that 
characterized the social and biological sciences in the 
nineteenth and early twentieth 
prove the inferiority of women. Chris Weedon in her 
book Feminism, Theory and the politics of difference 
(1999) makes this point:

Scientific theories of difference were used to justify 
women’s exclusion from higher education and public l
Biologically based classificatory sciences sought to define 
‘natural’ differences through empirical studies of bodies
in particular of skulls. Both white women and women and 

Page 13

ature of mere impulse and feeling. In western 
thought gender tends to be conceptualized as a set of 
polarized binary oppositions in which one term is 

(Weedon 1999), that is, man 
over woman. History of women has always been the tale 
of subjugated, oppressed part of humanity and it was in 
response to such oppression that some committed 
thinkers and reformers appeared on the scene and 
raised their voices against such a suppression of 
women. It is this band which heralded feminist 

ment throughout the world. What followed was 
legitimate reaction in the form of feminist 
consciousness in the western history.

Women have been subject to inequalities not only in life 
throughout the course of history, but also in the 

elating to human life. Women 
have more often been the objects of knowledge than the 

(Jackson and Jones 1998) because men 
dominated the social organization of scholarship 

Chandrakala Padia in her book 
ses the male bias in various 

disciplines of humanities and social sciences and holds 
that it is the feminist theory that had emerged as a 
strong interdisciplinary subject posing a major 
challenge to all these traditional categories of thought. 

losophy is being defined as search for truth 
and knowledge but feminist explorations in the 
discipline revealed the male bias all along, thus 
preventing the other part of truth (women perspective) 
from coming to the fore. Feminists in general contend 

it is because of this biased approach that traditional 
philosophers have not treated the private realm of 
family (domain of women) worthy of serious 
philosophical concern. Challenging this attitude, 
feminists call for an insertion of ‘feminist world view’ 
within the discipline of philosophy as the study of the 
meaning of human life cannot be done without a 

(Turksama 2001). Feminist 
historians assert that women are generally absent from 
the pages of history and the history of humankind has
been written essentially as the history of men. There are 
feminists like Mary Beard who contend that woman had 
made significant contributions to history. Being a 
feminist involves challenging much of what has counted 

(Jackson and Jones 1998) because such 
male bias is eminent in all other disciplines be it 
sociology, psychology, economics or political science. 

Views of gender difference were propounded that 
characterized the social and biological sciences in the 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries meant to 
prove the inferiority of women. Chris Weedon in her 

Feminism, Theory and the politics of difference 

Scientific theories of difference were used to justify 
women’s exclusion from higher education and public life. 
Biologically based classificatory sciences sought to define 
‘natural’ differences through empirical studies of bodies-
in particular of skulls. Both white women and women and 



Copyright@ IJournals 2014

men of colour were said to possess smaller brains than 
white men, a factor taken to signify their lesser powers of 
reasoning.

Such discourses were not restricted to the realm of 
theory but formed the basis and justification for a wide 
range of social policies towards women which 
materially affected their lives, as in the case of ra
science was used to legitimate colonialism and slavery. 
In a similar vein, Freudian Psychoanalysis is full of such 
bias where he defines women in terms of lack (lack of 
phallus), thus, endowing them with the traits of jealousy 
and a lesser sense of justice because of phallus envy. 
These meanings ascribed to femaleness assumed 
political significance for women because they were used 
to limit the public sphere to women and to keep them in 
subservience.

Feminist movement: Its emergence 
and evolution 

It has been a point of criticism for some authors to limit 
the history of feminism to modern feminist movement 
by ignoring women’s opposition to patriarchy over 
thousands of years. Protofeminism is the term used to 
describe the work of such women and is at times
considered the foundation of modern feminist 
movement. Women’s voices are often difficult to discern 
in the ancient world. The feminist voice remained 
largely feeble or even utterly quiet in those times. 
Although not applicable to feminist activism of all
countries, it is common to divide the history of modern 
western feminist movements in three waves.

First wave of feminist movement

The roots of women’s liberation can be traced to the 
late eighteenth century when writers such as Mary 
Wollstonecraft, Hannah More began to be influenced by 
the revolutionary zeal in France. Wollstonecraft’s book 
A Vindication of the Rights of Woman 
foundation of modern feminism. But the first woman to 
write about the rights and duties of women was the 
French woman Christine de Pisan. She used history as a 
feminist tool to rebut the misogynist literature of her 
time (Bennet 1989). Her works did not constitute any 
analysis of power relations between men and women 
but influenced a significant number of women like 
Aphra Benn and Mary Astell who challenged accepted 
ideas about the role of women in the 17
England. Discussions occurring at this time stemmed 
from the challenges being posed to women’s traditional 
roles because of emerging capitalist course of 
development which had created sharp divide between 
the public world of employment and the private world 
of homely occupations. This divide resulted in lowering 
of the status of women because of their confinement to 
the four walls of the home. The 18th century was the 
period when feminists laid emphasis on women’s 
rationality and its full utilization under the influence of 

men of colour were said to possess smaller brains than 
ken to signify their lesser powers of 

Such discourses were not restricted to the realm of 
theory but formed the basis and justification for a wide 
range of social policies towards women which 
materially affected their lives, as in the case of race, 
science was used to legitimate colonialism and slavery. 
In a similar vein, Freudian Psychoanalysis is full of such 
bias where he defines women in terms of lack (lack of 
phallus), thus, endowing them with the traits of jealousy 

tice because of phallus envy. 
These meanings ascribed to femaleness assumed 
political significance for women because they were used 
to limit the public sphere to women and to keep them in 

Feminist movement: Its emergence 

been a point of criticism for some authors to limit 
the history of feminism to modern feminist movement 
by ignoring women’s opposition to patriarchy over 
thousands of years. Protofeminism is the term used to 
describe the work of such women and is at times
considered the foundation of modern feminist 
movement. Women’s voices are often difficult to discern 
in the ancient world. The feminist voice remained 
largely feeble or even utterly quiet in those times. 
Although not applicable to feminist activism of all the 
countries, it is common to divide the history of modern 
western feminist movements in three waves.

First wave of feminist movement

The roots of women’s liberation can be traced to the 
late eighteenth century when writers such as Mary 
Wollstonecraft, Hannah More began to be influenced by 
the revolutionary zeal in France. Wollstonecraft’s book 
A Vindication of the Rights of Woman is seen as the 
foundation of modern feminism. But the first woman to 
write about the rights and duties of women was the 
French woman Christine de Pisan. She used history as a 
feminist tool to rebut the misogynist literature of her 

id not constitute any 
analysis of power relations between men and women 
but influenced a significant number of women like 
Aphra Benn and Mary Astell who challenged accepted 
ideas about the role of women in the 17th century 

this time stemmed 
from the challenges being posed to women’s traditional 
roles because of emerging capitalist course of 
development which had created sharp divide between 
the public world of employment and the private world 

ide resulted in lowering 
of the status of women because of their confinement to 

century was the 
period when feminists laid emphasis on women’s 
rationality and its full utilization under the influence of 

the liberal ideas of enlightenment. However, this period 
also suffered from a deep paradox 
one hand, the two revolutions, (American 1776) and 
(French 1789), dominating this period expressed their 
full faith in man’s ability to think and act rationall
advocated the principles of liberty, equality and 
fraternity; on the other hand, failed to extend the same 
principles to women. The liberal state by definition had 
an uneasy relationship with women individuals 
2003). The preconception that wome
work in the public sphere and are by their very nature 
incapable of being rational permeated the writings of 
Montesquieu, Voltaire, and, above all, Rousseau. All such 
ideas came to be challenged by the end of the 18
century and who took the lead in this venture was Mary 
Wollstonecraft who advocated that the liberal ideas of 
the enlightenment could be applied to women as well. 
Influenced by Wollstonecraft’s ideas Women’s question 
also began to be debated in the works of novelists such 
as Fanny Burney, Maria Edgeworth, Mary Hays and Jane 
Austin. Women’s question began to receive a good deal 
of attention because of debate surrounding opposing 
arguments made by William Thompson and James Mill 
on women enfranchisement (Osborne 2001).
the history of American women’s movement, movement 
for the abolition of slavery became a potent force for 
feminism in the US. This abolitionist movement 
provided a platform for women like Lucretia Mott 
where they were becoming involved in debates on 
women’s rights which led to the founding of American 
Women’s movement. But the most powerful push to the 
American Feminist movement was provided by 
Elizabeth Cady Stanton. Even though feminist views 
have been expressed occasionally for hundreds of years, 
the first period of feminist social activism in the United 
States began in the mid-nineteenth century with the 
Serena Falls Women’s Rights Convention 
2001). It was because of Stanton’s efforts along with 
those of Lucretia Mott that this first ever women
rights convention was held in 1848 which set the 
agenda for women’s movement. Prominent leaders of 
the feminist movement in the United States include 
Lucretia Coffin Mott, Lucy Stone, Elizabeth Cady 
Stanton, and Susan B. Anthony. Meanwhile in other 
parts of the world, there were number of instances 
where women came together to fight against 
discrimination and bias. Although feminism is usually 
associated with American and western women’s 
movement, in Asia and Africa women were also actively 
involved with men in their struggle against colonial 
powers. The late nineteenth century saw the Taiping 
rebellion against foot binding in China and the Chinese 
women also demanded rights to property and equality 
with men in other spheres of life. In British India duri
the same time women along with men were actively 
involved in the Swadeshi movement and questions were 
also being raised on many ills prevalent in India. On the 
other hand in Africa, women were active in the struggle 
against the colonial powers and were 
better reproductive rights. The age for marriage was 
raised in some of the African counties like Egypt in this 
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period. The majority of first-wave feminists were more 
moderate and conservative than radical or 
revolutionary. Two factors were considered essential to 
the emancipation of women- equality of education and 
enfranchisement. Feminists such as Jessie Boucheret, 
Josephine Butler, and Emily Davies worked for 
improvement in educational opportunities for women. 
From the mid-nineteenth century onwards the battle 
for the vote occupied women’s movement on both sides 
of the Atlantic (Osborne 2001). Susan B. Anthony and 
other activists such as Victoria Woodhull and Matilda 
Joslyn Gage made attempts to cast votes prior to their 
legal entitlement to do so, for which many of them faced 
charges. But it was only in 1920 that American women 
were awarded with right to vote only after the passing 
of the 19th constitutional amendment and British 
women achieved equal voting rights with men in 1928. 
But the first country to grant women the right to vote 
was New Zealand (in 1894). The Sex Disqualification 
(Removal) act 1919 opened professions and the civil 
services to women in Britain and marriage was no 
longer seen to stop women from working outside the 
home legally. In its appraisal Walby contends that first 
wave feminism was a multi-faceted and highly effective 
political phenomenon (Walby 1997 cited in Maitrayee 
Chaudhuri 2004). But the question remains how far 
these concessions in the fields of education
etc. were able to remove discrimination in the lives of 
women? Although these measures had made women 
more autonomous and independent in many ways, but 
they continued to receive discriminatory treatment in 
many other ways. So they continued
improve their lives in different parts of the world. It was 
only with the publication of the Simone De Beauvoir’s 
Second sex (1949) that feminist movement received a 
new momentum in 1960s.

Second Wave

Despite gains over the first half of th
century, the essential problems characterizing women’s 
lives remained that of inequality, discrimination and 
limited opportunities. The emergence of new women’s 
activism after the war began to be referred as second
wave feminism to reflect the hiatus the war has caused. 
As a result it became popular to refer to the feminism 
prior to the war as first-wave feminism. This first wave 
largely adopted an ameliorative, reformist ideology that 
supported rather than challenged traditional gender 
roles (Tandon 1996). The second wave began in the 
1960s and continued into the 90's. This wave unfolded 
in the context of the anti-war and civil rights 
movements and the growing self-consciousness of a 
variety of minority groups around the world. Even 
though autonomous feminist mobilization in the early 
1970s received a major impetus from the civil rights 
movement in the US in the 1950s and 1960s, from the 
anti-authoritarian student movements of Europe in the 
1960s, from movements of national liberation in Asia 
and Africa and from movements for social justice in 
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women achieved equal voting rights with men in 1928. 
he first country to grant women the right to vote 

was New Zealand (in 1894). The Sex Disqualification 
(Removal) act 1919 opened professions and the civil 
services to women in Britain and marriage was no 
longer seen to stop women from working outside the 

me legally. In its appraisal Walby contends that first 
faceted and highly effective 

political phenomenon (Walby 1997 cited in Maitrayee 
Chaudhuri 2004). But the question remains how far 
these concessions in the fields of education, legal affairs 
etc. were able to remove discrimination in the lives of 
women? Although these measures had made women 
more autonomous and independent in many ways, but 
they continued to receive discriminatory treatment in 

to struggle to 
improve their lives in different parts of the world. It was 
only with the publication of the Simone De Beauvoir’s 

(1949) that feminist movement received a 

Despite gains over the first half of the twentieth 
century, the essential problems characterizing women’s 
lives remained that of inequality, discrimination and 
limited opportunities. The emergence of new women’s 
activism after the war began to be referred as second-

hiatus the war has caused. 
As a result it became popular to refer to the feminism 

wave feminism. This first wave 
largely adopted an ameliorative, reformist ideology that 
supported rather than challenged traditional gender 

The second wave began in the 
1960s and continued into the 90's. This wave unfolded 

war and civil rights 
consciousness of a 

variety of minority groups around the world. Even 
omous feminist mobilization in the early 

1970s received a major impetus from the civil rights 
movement in the US in the 1950s and 1960s, from the 

authoritarian student movements of Europe in the 
1960s, from movements of national liberation in Asia 

Africa and from movements for social justice in 

Latin America, these were by no means the only sources 
of their identities or political analyses 
Mueller 2004). Young women activist women 
participating in the civil rights and the anti
movements challenged the sexist practices of men in 
their organizations. This feminist activism came to be 
labeled as ‘women’s liberation’ because of its emphasis 
on freeing women from the many formal as well the 
informal constraints on their achievemen
(Kramer 2004).  This phase began with protests against 
the Miss America pageant in Atlantic City in 1968 and 
1969. In the U.S., the political establishment itself 
contributed to the development of the second wave 
(Ibid) because of the report of National Commission on 
the Status of Women which helped create momentum 
for change. The publishing of this report was followed 
by passing of acts like The Equal Pay act of 1963 
(prohibiting unequal pay for people doing the same 
work) and The Civil Rights act of 1964 (in this act sex 
discrimination in employment was barred). In 1966, 
NOW was founded with Betty Friedan as president. In 
1970s, tens of thousands participated in the Women’s 
Equality March in New York City. Marxist and radical 
feminism quickly became defined as the two major and 
opposing tendencies within the women’s movement, 
the former influenced by class politics of the left and the 
latter in favour of a more autonomous movement and 
forms of theorizing which broke with Marxism 
and Jones 1998). But these were not homogenous and 
mutually exclusive groups as many feminists did not 
identify wholeheartedly with either camp. One of the 
strengths of the early second wave feminism was its 
emphasis on conscious raising and the politics of th
personal (Weedon 1999). The movement encouraged 
women to understand aspects of their own personal 
lives as deeply politicized. The slogan ‘The Personal is 
Political’ became synonymous with the second wave 
feminism. Since the late 1960s second
has placed various previously marginalized issues on 
the political agenda. It initiated a wide range of political 
campaigns directed at issues as diverse as pornography, 
equal pay, abortion, nuclear weapons and so on. As the 
movement developed, it encouraged women to take an 
active part as women in other struggles, ranging from 
campaigns in Northern Ireland including the 
development of cross-community women’s peace 
groups, to women’s support groups in the miners’ strike 
of 1985 (Ibid). Lesbianism was an important issue that 
second-wave feminism had to deal with as lesbians felt 
national sidelined by both gay liberation and women’s 
liberation (Walters 2005) as some leaders like Betty 
Friedon argued against incorporating lesbian concerns 
in feminist action (Kramer 2004). 
spurred the ‘Lavender Menace’ protest in favour of 
including lesbian rights as part of the women’s 
movement (Freeman 2003). The Lavender Menace was 
an informal group of lesbian radical feminist formed to 
protest the exclusion of lesbians and lesbian issues from 
the feminist movement. Later on the Lesbian movement 
was welcomed into the mainstream women’s 
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movement. Second wave’s rejections of traditional role 
of women in the family were countered by women who 
chose domesticity and motherhood over a career and 
public life. One of the most urgent concerns of second
wave feminism has been a woman’s rights over her own 
body (Walters 2005). Feminists of the 60s and earlier 
70s attacked what they called ‘Sexist-ideolo
main movement, the Women's Health Movement, 
emerged in 1960s and 1970s to improve the health 
status of women. The gains achieved by women with 
the health scene like access to birth control, opening 
women’s clinics, safe and legal abortions pus
larger agenda of women’s movement forward. As many 
activists in the second wave feminist movement were 
also students, lecturers and researchers, feminism 
began to have an impact within academic institutions 
(Jackson and Jones 1998). Their attempts 
feminist ways of thinking within established academic 
disciplines and agitation for the formation of women’s 
studies as a distinct academic field led to the formal 
establishment of women’s studies in Britain towards 
the end of 1970s. Another important product of the 
1970s wave of the women’s movement was sociology of 
gender which is a major area of feminist scholarship, 
actively involved in building of feminist theory and 
lively debate about what is required for a methodology 
to be feminist (Kramer 2004). Many feminist academic 
journals (Signs 1976, Questions Feministes 1977, 
Feminist Review 1979) were established because of 
growth in feminist intellectual work. The impact of 
second wave feminism has been broader and deeper 
than that of the first wave (Epstein 2003). 
fundamental dispute among feminists concerning 
agreement about the nature and psyche of women. 
There were feminists (equality feminists) who believed 
that women and men were very similar and, therefore, 
women deserved equal treatment.  Other category of 
feminists (difference feminists) were of the view that 
the sexes were very different, and that women were in 
some ways superior, and, therefore, women and men 
should be on an equal footing. The difference feminism 
was characteristic of German feminism wherein the 
argument- widespread in Germany between between 
1880 and 1914- that women possess special mothering 
qualities which should be extended to the rest of society 
was used by German feminists in their campaigns for 
equal rights in a range of areas. Such argumentation, 
projecting difference as natural, was rejected by most 
Anglo-American feminists of the period, who 
campaigned for suffrage and access to education on the 
basis of sameness of women and men. This ongoing 
debate between equality feminists and difference 
feminists characterized the first wave and much of the 
second wave of feminism.

The formation of United Nations added a new 
dimension to the women’s movement. Amrita Basu 
considers the United Nations’ support for
rights and women’s conferences as the most productive 
global influence on women’s movement 
1946, the UN established a commission on the status of 
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projecting difference as natural, was rejected by most 

American feminists of the period, who 
campaigned for suffrage and access to education on the 
basis of sameness of women and men. This ongoing 

e between equality feminists and difference 
feminists characterized the first wave and much of the 

The formation of United Nations added a new 
dimension to the women’s movement. Amrita Basu 
considers the United Nations’ support for women’s 
rights and women’s conferences as the most productive 
global influence on women’s movement (Basu 2010). In 
1946, the UN established a commission on the status of 

women and in 1948 issued the Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights which protects “the equal rights of men 
and women” and addressed both the equality and 
equity issues. Since 1975 the UN has held a series of 
world conferences on women’s issues, starting with the 
World conference of the International Women’s Year in 
Mexico City and subsequently the successive 
conferences in Copenhagen (1980), Nairobi (1985) and 
Beijing (1990). These conferences provided a platform 
for women from all over the world to come together 
and advance issues of women’s rights. They also created 
opportunities for negotiations between states and 
women’s movements (Ibid). But this seemingly 
convergence in feminist action also illustrated deep 
divisions in attempting to apply principles universally. 
These divisions were revolving round issues like: First 
World vs. Third World; the relationship between gender 
oppression and oppression based on class, race and 
nationality and so on. Emerging from Nairobi was a 
realization that feminism is not monolithic but 
constitutes the political “expression of the concerns and 
interests of women from different regions, classes, 
nationalities, and ethnic backgrounds. There is and 
must be a diversity of feminisms, responsive to the 
different needs and concerns of women, and defined by 
them for themselves. This diversity builds on a common 
opposition to gender oppression and hierarchy which, 
however, is only the first step in articulating and acting 
upon political agenda (Tandon 2008). 
concern for diversities which was the core agenda of 
third wave feminism. These conferences art
commitment to women’s issues as is reflected in the 
Beijing Conference in 1995 where Beijing Platform for 
Action was signed which included “commitment to 
gender equality and empowerment of women”.

Third wave 

During the 1990s, young feminists start
themselves ‘the third wave’ (Kramer 2004) 
distinguish their generation
participated in the ‘second wave’.
feminism also emerged post feminism including a range 
of viewpoints reacting to feminism and s
feminists were of the view that feminist movement had 
lived beyond its utility. The third wave emerged in 
response to the perceived failures of the second wave 
feminism to recognize the differences among women. 
Black feminism, third-world feminism
feminism, chicana feminism—emerged as a rejection of 
this homogenizing approach to liberation, as many 
women felt that their double burden
racial or economic—was being overlooked. Many 
upper-and middle-class feminists have 
economically secure in comparison to women of colour, 
economically marginal women and lesbians 
(Christensen 1997 cited in Kramer 2004). 
tended to focus on inequalities associated with sex 
alone and neglected inequalities other than se
associated with women of colour.
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second wave like Bell Hooks, Gloria Anzaldua, Maxine 
Hong Kingston and many other feminists of colour 
called for a new subjectivity in the feminist movement. 
Depending on the nature of complexities in a c
the nature of the feminist struggle is different 
2008). The issues around which women’s protests are 
organized differ from society to society and while 
western feminists are providing a blueprint for protect, 
the final strategies are necessarily tailored to suit the 
specific needs of women worldwide (Crowley 1991). 
Many African American writers and other feminists 
have adopted the term womanist to describe a 
perspective that simultaneously focuses on class, race
ethnicity and gender in the struggle for all people’s 
liberation (Kramer 2004), that is, the oppressive 
influence of race and class on men’s behaviour is 
emphasized at the same time as the oppression of 
women by men of their own race, class or ethnic group. 
Now after such a long time there is still debate as to 
how much difference such efforts have made to the 
women’s question.

Feminist movement: issues and impact

Feminist movements have had a fundamental impact on 
social life in many different parts of the world. Reforms 
in marriage and private property laws, as well as 
change in spheres as diverse as sexual life, 
contraception, and the work-place have had profound
consequences on the way we conceptualize, act and 
signify gender relations. The women’s movement 
changed the way we talk and the way we think. 
Feminist thinkers and activists have also brought 
attention to the impact that the intersectionality of 
racism, class, heterosexism, and religious intolerance 
(among many other factors) can have in people’s lives. 
Feminist ideas have also had some influence within 
wider public debates and mainstream politics. By 
framing inequality and oppression in personal relation
and family as a political question, the feminist 
movement opened up public discussion of issues 
previously regarded as private, and thus beyond public 
scrutiny (Epstein 2003). In academic context, feminist 
theory has contributed greatly to theoretical 
development across disciplinary borders. Yet as women 
seized the opportunity to assert themselves and to be 
political actors in their own right, they also asserted a 
variety of social and political objectives that extended 
beyond challenging gender relations
Mueller 2004). Feminists also made specific 
contributions to broader social movements like peace 
movement and campaigns for lesbian and gay rights 
(Jackson and Jones 1998). Women encountered a new 
freedom with the granting of the rights (as en
the laws) in the wake of feminist protests and 
campaigns. As a result, arguably most young women 
now believe that their options are or at least should be 
as open as men’s (Epstein 2003). The significance of 
feminism lies not solely on its impact
structures and institutions but also its impact on 
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campaigns. As a result, arguably most young women 
now believe that their options are or at least should be 

The significance of 
feminism lies not solely on its impact on social 
structures and institutions but also its impact on 

language, consciousness and women’s self
(Basu 2010). Despite gradual change, gender
oppression, even in its most extreme forms, is still a 
reality across the globe. Despite the
accomplishments of the women’s movement, and the 
acceptance of women’s equality as a goal in most 
sectors, gender equality has not yet been achieved 
(Ibid).The increased entry of women in the workplace 
has affected gender roles and the division
within households but women still spend more time on 
housework and chilcare remains largely the 
responsibility of women. Feminists criticize men’s 
contributions to domestic work and child care in the 
Western middle class as they consider it unfa
women to be expected to do more than half of the 
household’s work and child care when both of them 
work outside the family. Despite our feminist 
foremothers succeeded in getting some women out of 
the kitchen into the public domain, but still domesti
is considered as the main domain of women. Many more 
women work outside the home but most continue to be 
concentrated in low-paying jobs; they continue to earn, 
on the average, considerably less than men; and women 
are much more likely than men to be 
globe women form the majority of those who are 
illiterate, whose work provides most of the food for 
their often hungry families and who constitute the vast 
majority of victims of domestic violence, rape and 
forced prostitution (Ferree and Hess 2000).
and seventies, feminist protested the imbalance in 
power between men and women in family and personal 
relations but these continue to exist 
Glass ceiling is another barrier that prevents women 
from reaching to the higher rungs of career 
advancement. Despite the expansion of the franchise 
and other opportunities for women across the globe, 
discourses of familial domesticity and religious 
fundamentalism continue to caste women as the 
preservers of tradition and reservoirs of moral values 
on whose subordination the good of the nation depends 
(Ferree and Mueller 2004). Such discourses are used to 
articulate resistance of characteristics associated with 
contemporary public life, particularly as associated with 
the west.

Fissures and disagreements were present in each wave 
of feminist movement. Starting with the first wave, 
which was mainly a reformist movement, it moved over 
the course of its history towards a narrowness of vision 
that isolated it from other progressive m
Although first wave was able to achieve many 
concessions for women including the right to vote, but 
by the time women’s suffrage was won, it had 
abandoned any broader agenda and was pushed aside 
.The second wave, the women’s liberation movement, 
manifested itself in an almost infinite variety of groups, 
styles and organizations (Freeman 2003),
broadened its composition and perspective 
2003) to respond to the different issues that erupted 
towards the second wave. Even as the third wave
its voice, some writers were declaring themselves 
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postfeminist, arguing that the movement had lived 
beyond its usefulness. Established feminists of earlier 
generation argued that issues related to women had not 
really changed and that the younger wo
were not adding anything of substance. Almost at the 
close of the twentieth century, many feminists and 
other writers rushed to declare that the wave had 
broken. There also arose debates whether things such 
as revealing clothes, amateur pole dancing represented 
true sexual liberation and gender equality or old 
oppressions in disguise. Barbara Epstein is even 
witnessing a decline in women’s movement in the 
United States. She is of the view that there is no longer a 
mass women’s movement. There 
organizations working for women’s equality in the 
public arena and private institutions. Where there were 
once women’s organizations with large participatory 
memberships, there are now bureaucratic structures 
run by paid staff (Ibid). She even asserts that feminist 
theory, which was once provocative, has become 
pretentious and tired and has lost concern with the 
conditions of women’s lives. Feminism has witnessed an 
evolution in terms of ideologies and perspectives 
witnessing a shift from focus on material analyses of 
women’s lives to a focus on language, discourse and 
representation (Jackson and Jones 1998).
postmodernism is the only means of coping with the 
complexities of gender in a postcolonial world, or 
whether materialist, structural analyses still has got 
some relevance is a matter of debate.

Current women’s movement is influenced by various 
global forces like transnational discourses on feminism, 
international funding for NGOs, transnational advocacy 
groups. Funding for women’s organizations, no doubt, 
has enabled them to expand their research and reach, to 
increase their expertise, and to gain leverage within 
state but it has also created challenges for these 
women’s organizations. Farida Shaheed expresses her 
concern over this growing dependence of many 
women’s groups on these foreign donations which has 
made them donor driven. She is concerned about the 
uniform standards such international donors impose on 
these women’s organizations in different countries 
which may result in such organizations losing their self
determined purpose (Shaheed 2010).

The key challenges facing feminism today remain that of 
understanding diversity among women and 
understanding the complex changing world within 
which women are variously located (Ibid).
hand, we have a global community where there is easy 
flow of information and easy travel across continents, 
on the other hand there is example of people (women 
also) who still are bound to their local contexts. There 
are countries where women’s opportunities seem to be 
expanding (but this trend applies only to some women) 
while majority of women in poor countries are still 
struggling for very basic rights. It is becoming 
increasingly difficult to contain differences among 
women within a single movement. Although this 

postfeminist, arguing that the movement had lived 
beyond its usefulness. Established feminists of earlier 
generation argued that issues related to women had not 
really changed and that the younger women feminists 
were not adding anything of substance. Almost at the 
close of the twentieth century, many feminists and 
other writers rushed to declare that the wave had 
broken. There also arose debates whether things such 

dancing represented 
true sexual liberation and gender equality or old 
oppressions in disguise. Barbara Epstein is even 
witnessing a decline in women’s movement in the 
United States. She is of the view that there is no longer a 
mass women’s movement. There are many 
organizations working for women’s equality in the 
public arena and private institutions. Where there were 
once women’s organizations with large participatory 
memberships, there are now bureaucratic structures 

erts that feminist 
theory, which was once provocative, has become 
pretentious and tired and has lost concern with the 
conditions of women’s lives. Feminism has witnessed an 
evolution in terms of ideologies and perspectives 

material analyses of 
women’s lives to a focus on language, discourse and 

(Jackson and Jones 1998). Whether 
postmodernism is the only means of coping with the 
complexities of gender in a postcolonial world, or 

analyses still has got 

Current women’s movement is influenced by various 
global forces like transnational discourses on feminism, 
international funding for NGOs, transnational advocacy 

izations, no doubt, 
has enabled them to expand their research and reach, to 
increase their expertise, and to gain leverage within 
state but it has also created challenges for these 
women’s organizations. Farida Shaheed expresses her 

ng dependence of many 
women’s groups on these foreign donations which has 
made them donor driven. She is concerned about the 
uniform standards such international donors impose on 
these women’s organizations in different countries 

rganizations losing their self-

The key challenges facing feminism today remain that of 
understanding diversity among women and 
understanding the complex changing world within 

(Ibid). On the one 
hand, we have a global community where there is easy 
flow of information and easy travel across continents, 
on the other hand there is example of people (women 
also) who still are bound to their local contexts. There 

rtunities seem to be 
expanding (but this trend applies only to some women) 
while majority of women in poor countries are still 
struggling for very basic rights. It is becoming 
increasingly difficult to contain differences among 

nt. Although this 

complexity adds to the accuracy this feminist view 
provides, at the same time it is difficult to pay attention 
to all the dimensions simultaneously 
Weedon asserts that the inclusion remains a problem in 
all areas of feminism as is evident from black and third 
world writing (Weedon 1999). The challenge remains 
that of analyzing the localized contexts of women’s 
everyday existence and the meanings women attribute 
to their lives (Jackson and Jones 1998). 
constitute an extremely diverse category, feminism 
cannot afford to abandon the category women, to ignore 
the persistent inequalities between men and women 
evident everywhere. It is only collectively (women as 
category) and individually (women in their differently 
located contexts) that women can devise strategies for 
their own salvation. To remain true to its original, 
emancipator, utopian vision, feminism cannot afford to 
ignore the structural power relations which produce 
differences as inequalities, nor the implic
individual women in racialized power relations 
(Weedon 1999). However, Laura Kramer asserts that 
this emphasis on difference can slow down progress 
toward generalization and theory building 
2004). 

Despite the challenge of postmodern t
emphasis on specifity rather than universality, debate 
continues over ‘global feminism’ which draws on Third 
World experience as well as on Western feminism. Yet 
material difference between developed and developing 
countries affects the realization of this model of global 
feminism. Such difference compels third world women 
to adopt reactive stances towards West and formulate 
own discourses in response to Western ones 
1996 cited in Weedon 1999). As a result of this third 
world women fail to think globally and their discourse 
remains parochial, nationalistic and tradition
Sustaining collective action across borders on the part 
of people who seldom one another and who lack 
embedded relations of trust is difficult 
cited in Basu 2010). Both respect for difference as well 
as challenging boundaries are integral to the project of 
postmodernism. It is possible to create a global order 
where there is celebration of differences but to move 
towards such a world requires th
marginalized voices and affirmation of their oppressed 
state and the recognition by white, heterosexual, 
middle-class women of their structural privileges.

Conclusion

Feminism primarily started as a phenomenon in Europe 
and America to end the subordinate position of women 
in the society spreading throughout the world
evolving as global phenomenon. Although through its 
evolution, feminist movement has done a lot for women 
and opened up new spaces for them, but still it is 
grappling with new issues and controversies, the most 
important being the exclusion of the perspective of 
third world women. Despite these issues and 
controversies, feminism is moving ahead and emerging 
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provides, at the same time it is difficult to pay attention 
to all the dimensions simultaneously (Kramer 2004). 
Weedon asserts that the inclusion remains a problem in 

m as is evident from black and third 
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that of analyzing the localized contexts of women’s 
everyday existence and the meanings women attribute 

(Jackson and Jones 1998). While women 
an extremely diverse category, feminism 

cannot afford to abandon the category women, to ignore 
the persistent inequalities between men and women 

It is only collectively (women as 
category) and individually (women in their differently 

cated contexts) that women can devise strategies for 
their own salvation. To remain true to its original, 
emancipator, utopian vision, feminism cannot afford to 
ignore the structural power relations which produce 
differences as inequalities, nor the implication of the 
individual women in racialized power relations 

However, Laura Kramer asserts that 
this emphasis on difference can slow down progress 
toward generalization and theory building (Kramer 

Despite the challenge of postmodern thinking and its 
emphasis on specifity rather than universality, debate 

which draws on Third 
World experience as well as on Western feminism. Yet 
material difference between developed and developing 

lization of this model of global 
feminism. Such difference compels third world women 
to adopt reactive stances towards West and formulate 
own discourses in response to Western ones (Afkhami 

As a result of this third 
fail to think globally and their discourse 

remains parochial, nationalistic and tradition-bound. 
Sustaining collective action across borders on the part 
of people who seldom one another and who lack 
embedded relations of trust is difficult (Tarrow Notes nd

Both respect for difference as well 
as challenging boundaries are integral to the project of 
postmodernism. It is possible to create a global order 
where there is celebration of differences but to move 
towards such a world requires the articulation of 
marginalized voices and affirmation of their oppressed 
state and the recognition by white, heterosexual, 

class women of their structural privileges.

Feminism primarily started as a phenomenon in Europe 
to end the subordinate position of women 

spreading throughout the world and 
Although through its 

evolution, feminist movement has done a lot for women 
and opened up new spaces for them, but still it is 

g with new issues and controversies, the most 
important being the exclusion of the perspective of 
third world women. Despite these issues and 
controversies, feminism is moving ahead and emerging 
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as a broad phenomenon promoting equality between 
the genders in all spheres of life. If feminist movement 
has be something living and evolving, it has to 
consistently re-invent itself, inventing new 
methodologies and strategies to deal with newer issues 
and controversies.
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