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Summary 
 
In the history of Western political thought, feminism is diverse. This article identifies 
five main groups: a) liberal feminism; b) socialist (Marxist) feminism; c) radical 
feminism; d) psychoanalytic feminism; and e) postmodernist feminism. On the basis of 
this distinction, it appears that the fundamental disagreement among feminists lies in 
whether one sees the feminist objective of redressing the imbalance of power between 
men and women is compatible with other established political ideologies and 
movements. The survey also points to an important characteristic of feminism that 
transcends ideological divide, namely, that feminism is a force of democratization that 
aims at the empowerment of women. The author argues that the future of feminism as a 
global movement lies in building on this strength.  
 
1. Introduction 
 
Feminism is a contested term. Etymologically, the word comes from the Latin “femina,” 
which means woman. The Oxford English Dictionary defines feminism as having “the 
qualities of females.” In a book review published on April 27, 1895 in The Athenaeum, 
the word was first used in connection with the struggle for women’s rights. In this sense 
feminism is synonymous with the women’s movement of the West and is based 
fundamentally on liberalism by advocating the equality of the sexes. As such the 
movement was shaped importantly by two historical events. The first was the suffrage 
movement that straddled the nineteenth and the twentieth centuries and the second was 
the women’s liberation movement of the 1960s, or what has been referred to as the 
“second wave.” 
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While this account identifies the birth of feminism as an organized modern political 
movement, many consider such an account problematic precisely because it renders 
feminism as being intrinsically linked with the evolution of liberal democracy of the 
West. A more inclusive (and radical) feminism starts with the recognition that men as a 
group are more powerful than women, and that this imbalance of power can be 
redressed only by political means. All non-feminist political ideas and ideologies are 
therefore flawed because they fail to take women into account. The key issue for 
feminism lies in whether one believes that feminism is about filling this void or that 
feminism has a distinctive goal separate from all other political movements. This article 
provides a survey of the different theoretical positions taken in response to the issue. 
 
2. Liberal Feminism 
 
Among the earliest political writings that can be identified as liberal feminist is 
Vindication of the Rights of Woman (1792) by Mary Wollstonecraft (1759–1797). 
During Wollstonecraft’s times, not only were women’s rights a non-issue, but women 
were basically non-persons as a result of matrimonious laws. Yet even more pernicious 
than these institutional constraints were the philosophical principles that condemned 
women to irrationality. Leading Enlightenment thinkers were generally of the view that 
women were by their very nature incapable of reasoning and thus the principle of 
rational individualism was not applicable to women. 
 
Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712–1778), for example, believed that women, in contrast to 
men, were essentially creatures of emotion and passion. Using this fundamental 
distinction as his premise, Rousseau argued in his well-known work, Emile (1762) that 
the education of boys and girls should accordingly be different (1979, p. 363). Boys 
were to be educated so that they could take on the role of the citizen in which the 
capacity to master abstract arguments and general principles was essential. Girls, on the 
other hand, were inherently incapable of such mental tasks (1979, pp. 386-387). Hence, 
it was only natural for girls to become wives and mothers rather than citizens when they 
grew up. The education of girls was to ensure that the sexes complemented each other 
when they lived together as husband and wife (1979, p. 358). The wife was to be no 
more than a pleasing partner and a nurturing mother (1979, p. 365). 
 
Wollstonecraft’s Vindication was a rebuttal of Rousseau’s position (1992, pp. 175-194).  
Wollstonecraft maintained that women were as rational as men and that both men and 
women required proper education in order to utilize this rational capacity (1992, p. 125 
and p. 300). Indeed, if women in Wollstonecraft’s times appeared to be feeble and 
frivolous, it was precisely due to the lack of such education. In other words, the alleged 
irrationality of women was the result of cultivation rather than nature. With proper 
education, women would be as worthy as men and thus women ought to be entitled to 
the same rights that men had (1992, p. 303). While Wollstonecraft advocated women’s 
rights, she by no means argued that women ought to abandon their traditional roles as 
wives and mothers. Instead, Wollstonecraft contended that education enhanced 
women’s capacity to perform their domestic responsibilities. By properly performing 
their domestic duties, women could contribute to the overall “progress of knowledge 
and virtue” (1992, pp. 86-87). 
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Contemporary feminists are undoubtedly more critical of women’s traditional roles. 
Nevertheless, Wollstonecraft’s core argument, namely, that the equality of the sexes is 
based on the rationality that both sexes share, remains central among liberal feminists. 
Feminists who agree with Wollstonecraft are therefore typically concerned with making 
good the promise of universality within the framework of liberalism. In other words, 
liberal feminists, as feminists, are critical of the fact that the canonical liberal thinkers 
failed to take women into account (with perhaps the exception of the English utilitarian 
thinker John Stuart Mill [1806–1873], who published the essay “The Subjection of 
Women” in 1869.) But liberal feminists also believe that liberalism does not by any 
means exclude women categorically. Hence, the main concern among these feminists is 
to prove that men and women share the same characteristics. 
 
There is no doubt that liberal feminism has been enormously influential in shaping the 
politics of feminism in the Western world. It was the ideology that supported the 
suffrage movement from the nineteenth to the twentieth century. When the American 
feminist Betty Friedan published The Feminine Mystique in1963, marking the beginning 
of the “second wave,” her image of a fulfilled woman was very much defined by the 
liberal notions of autonomy and freedom. Friedan believed that American women were 
denied the opportunities to pursue these values as they were socialized into believing 
that their only and ultimate fulfillment was in the family (1997, pp. 15-16). By founding 
the National Organization for Women (NOW) in 1966, Friedan helped solidify 
contemporary American feminism as one of securing civil rights for women. 
 
Despite the indisputable achievement of liberal feminism in the United States and 
elsewhere in the contemporary Western world, liberal feminism is not without its 
critics. Among the earlier critics was Jean Bethke Elshtain; a contemporary American 
political theorist who maintains that liberal feminism fails to resolve the hierarchical 
duality of liberalism, namely, the public versus the private. To appreciate this line of 
criticism, one needs to place liberalism in the context of its history. 
 
In the history of political thought, liberalism represented a revolt against patriarchalism 
(see chapter Liberalism). The first treatise of John Locke’s Two Treatises of 
Government (1698), for example, was a critique of the doctrine of patriarchalism as 
advocated by the English political thinker Robert Filmer (1588–1653). According to 
Filmer, political authority was a consequence or derivative of the governance of the 
household, which was the exclusive prerogative of the father/husband (1997, pp. 15-16). 
Consequently, advocates of patriarchalism saw the duality of public and private, nature 
and convention, family and politics, as part of a continuum regulated by the same 
rationale. In contrast, Locke (1632–1704) introduced a clear disjuncture between the 
family and politics by maintaining that politics was a matter of convention and that 
political association was legitimate only through a social contract agreed upon by 
consenting rational individuals who were equals.  
 
Accordingly, liberals typically regard politics as belonging to the public realm, which is 
the world of universality and of reason. The family, on the other hand, falls within the 
private realm, which is the world of particularity and of desire. This dichotomy between 
the public and the private realms is problematic from a feminist perspective. First, there 
is an explicit hierarchy set up between the two where the world of reason (associated 
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with men) is valued over the world of desire (associated with women). Second, while 
there is equality between individuals in the public realm, the structure of inequality 
remains intact in the private realm. Like Filmer, Locke maintained in the Second 
Treatise that the authority of husband over wife, parents over children, was natural 
(1988, p. 304 and p. 321). 
 
Against this background, feminists like Elshtain note that the adoption of the language 
of rights for feminist cause is fundamentally flawed. The language of rights is the only 
one recognized by the public realm and as such, liberal feminists simply side step the 
more political issue of making the private realm on par with the public one. In 
Elshtain’s view, this is unsatisfactory because women are in the end denied a public 
voice that recognizes them as women (1981, p.127). 
 
A second and related criticism of liberal feminism is that the social contract is a form of 
political association in which women are categorically excluded. In an important essay, 
entitled “The Fraternal Contract”, the feminist theorist Carol Pateman offers a 
disturbingly powerful feminist analysis of the origin of liberalism by focusing on the 
concept of fraternity. Pateman rightly notes that of the three fundamental concepts that 
define the ideals of citizenship in the modern liberal state, fraternity, as opposed to 
liberty and equality, is rarely discussed (1989, pp. 34-35). This lack of discussion is not 
accidental and a feminist interpretation of contractarianism can account for this gap.  
 
According to Pateman, there are two dimensions to patriarchalism: 1) the paternal 
(father/son): 2) the masculine (husband/wife) (1989, p.37). Pateman argues that the 
transition from the traditional to the modern world, as captured in the doctrine of 
contractarianism, was by no means a total displacement of patriarchalism. Instead, what 
contractarianism challenged were the paternal but not the masculine aspect of 
patriarchalism. In other words, contractarianism represented a shift from paternal to 
fraternal form of patriarchy. The similarity between patriarchalism and contractarianism 
is the assumption that the right of men over women is not political, but natural (1989, 
pp. 39-43). That the social contract is literally a “fraternal pact” is illustrated by the fact 
that citizenship passed through the female line remains an issue. 
 
Like Elshtain, Pateman believes that liberal feminism is problematic in that it does not 
question the patriarichal assumptions of liberalism. In this reading, liberal feminists 
appear to have wrongly concerned themselves with the task of proving that women can 
be like men. This approach fails to address the reverse, namely, what women can do 
uniquely as women, such as giving birth (1989, p.44). Moreover, an awareness of the 
fraternal origin of social contract helps to account for some of the classical problems of 
liberalism, such as the tension between the citizen (who is to be informed by collective 
interests) on the one hand, and the bourgeoisie (who is to be entirely motivated by self-
interests) on the other (1989, p. 47). Pateman points out that this is a tension only if we 
believe that fraternity is indeed an ideal of liberalism. But such a belief is simply 
misguided because the concept of fraternity was originally defined in terms of men’s 
right to women. Fraternity as such has nothing to do with the bonding between men 
(and women) as fellow human beings. 
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The issues raised by Elshtain and Pateman are undoubtedly central to the viability of 
liberalism for feminist cause. As women in the Western world began to make their mark 
in the public world in the 1960s, it became clear that women’s issues defied a clear 
boundary between the public and the private realms. Thus liberal feminists were and 
still are confounded by a conundrum—how to remain liberal on the one hand, and 
feminist on the other, when modern liberalism hinges on the distinction between the 
public (political) and the private (non-political).  
 
In response liberal feminists such as Susan Moller Okin points out that the 
public/private distinction is ideological and that the problem can be addressed without 
compromising liberalism. Indeed, Okin argues that any comprehensive theory of justice 
must consider family as its starting point precisely because the family is the first place 
where a person can learn about justice and other ethical norms needed to sustain a just 
society (1989, pp. 17-18). By making the family the cornerstone of a liberal polity, Okin 
acknowledges the inevitable politicization of the so-called private realm. In Okin’s 
view, taking such a step does not necessarily violate such fundamental rights as privacy 
and personal freedom (1998, pp. 133-137). Yet problems ranging from childcare to 
domestic violence, including rape and sexual assaults, continue to challenge a feminist 
agenda that is associated with a system of political principles committed to minimizing 
the role of government in the everyday life of individuals. 
 
- 
- 
- 
 

 
TO ACCESS ALL THE 17 PAGES OF THIS CHAPTER,  
Visit: http://www.eolss.net/Eolss-sampleAllChapter.aspx 

 
 
Bibliography 
 
Benjamin J. (1988). The Bonds of Love: Psychoanalysis, Feminism, and the Problem of Domination. 304 
pp. New York: Pantheon Books. 
 
Butler J. (1990). Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity. 172 pp. New York: 
Routledge, Chapman and Hall. 
 
Chodorow N. J. (1989). Feminism and Psychoanalytic Theory. 286 pp. New Haven: Yale University 
Press. 
 
De Beauvoir S. (1974). The Second Sex. 814 pp. Trans. & ed. H. M. Parshley. New York: Vintage Books. 
 
Dinnerstein D. (1976). The Mermaid and the Minotaur: Sexual Arrangements and Human Malaise. 288 
pp. New York : Harper and Row. 
 
DuBois E. C., Kelly G. P., Kennedy E. L., Kormeyer C. W., and Robinson L. S. (1985). Feminist 
Scholarship: Kindling in the Groves of Academe. 227 pp. Urbana and Chicago: University of Illinois 
Press. 
 

https://www.eolss.net/ebooklib/sc_cart.aspx?File=E6-32-04-08


UNESCO – 
EOLS

S

SAMPLE
 C

HAPTERS

GOVERNMENT AND POLITICS – Vol. II - Feminism - Theresa Man Ling Lee 

©Encyclopedia of Life Support Systems (EOLSS) 

Elshtain J. B. (1981). Public Man, Private Woman: Women in Social and Political Thought. 378 pp. 
Princeton: Princeton University Press. 
 
Engels F. (1972). The Origin of the Family, Private Property, and the State. 191 pp. New York: 
Pathfinder Press. 
 
Filmer R., Sir (1991). Patriarcha and Other Writings. 327 pp. Ed. J. P. Sommerville. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press. 
 
Firestone S. (1970). The Dialectic of Sex: The Case for Feminist Revolution. 274 pp. New York: Morrow. 
 
Flax J. (1990). Thinking Fragments: Psychoanalysis, Feminism, and Postmodernism in the 
Contemporary West. 277 pp. Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press.  
 
Foucault M. (1986). The Care of the Self. 279 pp. Vol. 3 In The History of Sexuality. Trans. R. Hurley. 
New York: Pantheon Books. 
 
Foucault M. (1986). The Use of Pleasure. 293 pp. Vol. 2 In The History of Sexuality. Trans. R. Hurley. 
New York: Vintage Books. 
 
Foucault M. (1980). An Introduction. 168 pp. Vol. 1 In The History of Sexuality. Trans. R. Hurley. New 
York: Vintage Books.  
 
Friedan B. (1997). The Feminine Mystique. 452 pp. New York: W. W. Norton. 
 
Freud S. (1965). The Interpretation of Dreams. 736 pp. Trans. J. Strachey. New York: Avon Books. 
 
Freud S. (1961). Civilization and Its Discontents. 121 pp. Trans. J. Strachey. New York: W. W. Norton. 
 
Freud S. (1934). The Dissolution of the Oedipus Complex. In E. Young-Bruehl ed. (1990), Freud On 
Women: A Reader, 399 pp. New York: W. W. Norton. 
 
Freud S. (1925). “Some Psychical Consequences of the Anatomical Distinction Between the Sexes.”  In 
Freud On Women. 
 
Gilligan C. (1982). In A Different Voice: Psychological Theory and Women’s Development. 180 pp. 
Cambridge: Harvard University Press. 
 
Greer G. (1970). The Female Eunuch. 354 pp. London: Macgibbon and Kee. 
 
 Hanisch, C. (1968).  The Personal is Political. In B. A. Crow ed. (2000), Radical Feminism: A 
Documentary Reader.  590 pp. New York: New York University Press. 
 
Hartmann H. (1981). The Unhappy Marriage of Marxism and Feminism. In L. Sargent ed., Women and 
Revolution: A Discussion of the Unhappy Marriage of Marxism and Feminism. 373 pp. Montréal: Black 
Rose Books. [Featuring Hartmann’s piece as the lead essay, this book contains a number of essays that 
are representative of the debates generated by Hartmann’s insights.]  
 
Hartsock N. (1983). The Feminist Standpoint: Developing the Ground for a Specifically Feminist 
Historical Materialism. In S. Harding and M. B. Hintikka eds., Discovering Reality: Feminist 
Perspectives on Epistemology, Metaphysics, Methodology, and Philosophy of Science. 332 pp. 
Dordrecht, Holland: D. Reidel Publishing. 
 
Hooks b. (1988). Talking Back: thinking feminist, thinking black. 184 pp Toronto, Between the Lines 
 
Irigaray L. (1985). This Sex Which Is Not One. 223 pp. Trans. C. Porter and C. Burke. Ithaca: Cornell 
University Press. 



UNESCO – 
EOLS

S

SAMPLE
 C

HAPTERS

GOVERNMENT AND POLITICS – Vol. II - Feminism - Theresa Man Ling Lee 

©Encyclopedia of Life Support Systems (EOLSS) 

Kristeva J. (1997). The Portable Kristeva. 410 pp. Ed. K. Oliver. New York: Columbia University Press. 
 
Lacan J. (1982). Feminine Sexuality. 187 pp. Trans. J. Rose. Ed. J. Mitchell and J. Rose. New York: W. 
W. Norton. 
 
Locke J. (1988). Two Treatises of Government. 464 pp. Ed. P. Laslett. Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press. 
 
Lyotard J.- F. (1984). The Postmodern Condition: A Report on Knowledge. 110 pp. Trans. G. Bennington 
and B. Massumi. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press. 
 
MacKinnon C. A. (1989). Toward a Feminist Theory of the State. 330 pp. Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press. 
Miller J. B. (1986). Toward a New Psychology of Women. 154 pp. 2nd ed. Boston: Beacon Press. 
 
Millett K. (1970). Sexual Politics. 393 pp. New York: Doubleday. 
 
Mitchell, J. (1974). Psychoanalysis and Feminism. 456 pp. New York: Pantheon Books.  [The book was 
reissued in 2000 with a new introduction by the author.]   
 
Mohanty C. T., Russo A., and Torres L., eds. (1991). Third World Women and the Politics of Feminism. 
338 pp. Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana University Press. [The volume is a collection of essays 
that originated from an international conference called “Common Differences: Third World Women and 
Feminist Perspectives”..” The conference brought together women from third world countries, as well as 
women of color and white women in the United States. Held in 1983 at the University of Illinois at 
Urbana-Champaign, the conference was among the first of its kind.] 
 
Narayan, U. (1997). Dislocating Cultures: Identities, Traditions, and Third-World Feminism. 226 pp. 
New York: Routledge. 
 
Okin, S. M. (1999). Is Multiculturalism Bad for Women? 146pp. Princeton: Princeton University Press. 
 
Okin S. M. (1991). Gender, the Public, and the Private. In A. Phillips ed. (1998), Feminism and Politics. 
471 pp.  Oxford: Oxford University Press. 
 
Okin S. M. (1989). Justice, Gender, and the Family. 216 pp. New York: Basic Books. 
Pateman C. (1989). The Disorder of Women: Democracy, Feminism and Political Theory. 228 pp. 
Stanford: Stanford University Press. 
 
Rich A. (1979). On Lies, Secrets, and Silence. 310 pp. New York: W. W. Norton. 
 
Rousseau J. - J. (1979). Emile. 501 pp. Trans. A. Bloom. New York: Basic Books. 
 
Sawicki J. (1991). Disciplining Foucault: Feminism, Power, and the Body. 130 pp. New York: 
Routledge, Chapman and Hall. 
 
Siegal, D. (1997). The Legacy of the Personal: Generating Theory in Feminism’s Third Wave. Hypatia, 3 
(3): 46-75. 
 
Smith D. E. (1987). The Everyday World As Problematic: A Feminist Sociology. 244 pp. Boston: 
Northeastern University Press. 
 
Wollstonecraft M. (1992). A Vindication of the Rights of Woman. 332 pp. Ed. M. Brody. 
Harmondsworth: Penguin Books. 
 
 
 



UNESCO – 
EOLS

S

SAMPLE
 C

HAPTERS

GOVERNMENT AND POLITICS – Vol. II - Feminism - Theresa Man Ling Lee 

©Encyclopedia of Life Support Systems (EOLSS) 

Biographical Sketch 
 
Dr Theresa Lee is an associate professor in political theory in the Department of Political Science at the 
University of Guelph in Canada. Having completed an undergraduate degree in political science at the 
University of Toronto, Lee started graduate studies at Princeton University and received her Ph.D. in 
1992. Her main interest is twentieth-century and contemporary political thought. She has published in the 
areas of postmodernism, feminism, multiculturalism, human rights, and Chinese political thought. She is 
the author of Politics and Truth: Political Theory and the Postmodernist Challenge (1997), published by 
the State University of New York Press. 


