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Preface



The two of us have enjoyed working together on the fifth edition of Feminist Thought—even though one of us was in Charlotte, North Carolina, retired as an emeritus professor of philosophy, and the other was an assistant professor of philosophy at California State University, Fresno. Committed to making the fifth edition of the book the best yet, we expanded it from seven to ten chapters. Although Chapter 1 on liberal feminism, Chapter 3 on Marxist and socialist feminisms, Chapter 8 on ecofeminism, and Chapter 9 on existentialist, poststructural, and postmodern feminisms remain somewhat the same, we added better critiques and more recent data. We have recast Chapter 2 on radical feminism to better accommodate some of our most recent ideas about sexuality and particularly reproduction. In addition, we now have two chapters on women-of-color feminism. One focuses on women of color in the United States and the other on women of color worldwide (global, postcolonial, and transnational). We have also split Chapter 6 on psychoanalytic and care-focused feminism into two chapters: Chapter 6 on psychoanalytic feminism and Chapter 7 on care-focused feminism. Finally, we have added Chapter 10 on third-wave feminism and feminist queer theory and significantly updated and reconfigured our bibliography.


This fifth edition of Feminist Thought contains several substantial changes in addition to many cosmetic ones. We believe that nothing currently on the market is more inclusive of the rich diversity and intersectionality of feminist thought.
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Introduction



The Diversity of Feminist Thinking


While working on the fifth edition of Feminist Thought, we have become increasingly convinced that feminist thought resists categorization into tidy schools. “Interdisciplinary,” “intersectional,” and “interlocking” are the kinds of adjectives that best describe feminist thinking. There is an exhilaration in the way we feminists move from one idea to the next, revising our thoughts in midstream. Yet, despite the very real challenges that accompany trying to categorize the thought of an incredibly diverse and large array of feminist thinkers, feminist thought is old enough to have a history complete with a set of labels: liberal, radical, Marxist/socialist, women-of-color, global, postcolonial, transnational, psychoanalytic, care-focused, ecofeminist, existentialist, poststructural, postmodern, third-wave, and queer. To be sure, this list of labels is incomplete and contestable. It probably does not capture the full range of feminism’s intellectual and political commitments to women and society in general. Yet feminist thought’s traditional labels remain serviceable. They signal to the public that feminism is not a monolithic ideology and that all feminists do not think alike. The labels also help mark the number of different approaches, perspectives, frameworks, and standpoints that a variety of feminists have used to shape both their explanations for women’s oppression and their proposed solutions for its elimination.


Because so much of mainstream feminist theory reacts against traditional liberal feminism, liberalism is as good a place as any to begin a survey of feminist thought. This perspective received its classic formulation in Mary Wollstonecraft’s A Vindication of the Rights of Woman,1 John Stuart Mill’s “The Subjection of Women,”2 and the nineteenth-century women’s suffrage movement. Its main thrust, an emphasis still felt in such groups as the National Organization for Women (NOW), is that female subordination is rooted in a set of customary and legal constraints that block women’s entrance to and success in the public sphere. To the extent that society holds the false belief that women are, by nature, less intellectually and physically capable than men, it tends to discriminate against women in the academy, the forum, and the marketplace. As liberal feminists see it, this discrimination against women is unfair. Women should have as much chance to succeed in the public realm as men do. Gender justice, insist liberal feminists, requires us, first, to make the rules of the game fair and, second, to ensure that none of the runners in the race for society’s goods and services are systematically disadvantaged.


But is the liberal feminist program robust enough to undo women’s oppression? Radical feminists think not. They claim that power, dominance, hierarchy, and competition characterize the patriarchal system. It cannot be reformed but only ripped out, root and branch. Radical feminists insist that it is not enough for us to overturn patriarchy’s legal and political structures on the way to women’s liberation; we must also thoroughly transform its social and cultural institutions (especially the family and organized religion).


As in the past, we remain impressed by the diverse modalities of thinking that count as radical feminist thought. Although all radical feminists focus on sex, gender, and reproduction as the loci for the development of feminist thought,3 some stress the pleasures of sex (be it heterosexual, lesbian, or autoerotic) and view as unalloyed blessings for women not only the old reproduction-controlling technologies but also the new reproduction-assisting technologies. In contrast, other radical feminists emphasize the dangers of sex, especially heterosexual sex, and regard as harmful to women the new reproduction-assisting technologies and, in a different way, the old reproduction-controlling technologies. As in the previous edition of Feminist Thought, we sort this varied array of radical feminist thinkers into two groups: radical-libertarian and radical-cultural feminists.4


With respect to issues related to sexuality, radical-libertarian feminists argue that no specific kind of sexual experience should be prescribed as the best.5 Every woman should be encouraged to experiment sexually with herself, with other women, and with men. Although heterosexuality can be dangerous for women within a patriarchal society, women must nonetheless feel free to follow their own desires, even if that means embracing men.


Radical-cultural feminists disagree. They stress that through pornography, prostitution, sexual harassment, rape, and woman battering,6 through foot binding, suttee, purdah, clitoridectomy, witch burning, and gynecology,7 men have controlled women’s sexuality for male pleasure. Thus, to become liberated, women must escape the confines of heterosexuality and create a distinct female sexuality through celibacy, autoeroticism, or lesbianism.8 Only alone, or with other women, can women discover the true pleasure of sex.


Radical feminist thought is as diverse on issues related to reproduction as it is on matters related to sexuality. Radical-libertarian feminists claim biological motherhood drains women physically and psychologically.9 Women should be free, they say, to use the old reproduction-controlling technologies and the new reproduction-assisting technologies on their own terms—to prevent or terminate unwanted pregnancies or, alternatively, to have children when they want them (pre- or postmenopausally), how they want them (from their own womb or that of another woman), and with whom they want them (a man, a woman, or alone). Some radical-libertarian feminists go further than this, however. They look forward to the day when ectogenesis (extracorporeal gestation in an artificial uterus) entirely replaces the natural process of pregnancy.


In contrast to radical-libertarian feminists, radical-cultural feminists claim biological motherhood is the ultimate source of women’s power.10 Women, in their view, determine whether the human species continues—whether there is life or no life. Women must guard and celebrate this life-giving power, for in its absence, men will have even less respect and use for women than they do now.11


Unconvinced by the liberal and radical feminist agendas for women’s liberation, Marxist and socialist feminists claim it is impossible for anyone, especially women, to achieve true freedom in a class-based society, where the wealth produced by the powerless many ends up in the hands of the powerful few. With Friedrich Engels,12 Marxist and socialist feminists insist that women’s oppression originated with the introduction of private property, an institution that obliterated whatever equality of community humans had previously enjoyed. Private ownership of the means of production by relatively few persons, originally all male, inaugurated a class system whose contemporary manifestations are corporate capitalism and imperialism. Reflection on this state of affairs suggests that capitalism itself, not just the larger social rules that privilege men over women, is the cause of women’s oppression. If all women—rather than just the exceptional ones—are ever to be liberated, a socialist system in which the means of production belong to everyone must replace the capitalist system. No longer economically dependent on men, women will be just as free as men are.


Socialist feminists agree with Marxist feminists that capitalism is the source of women’s oppression and with radical feminists that patriarchy is the origin. Therefore, the way to end women’s oppression, in socialist feminists’ estimation, is to kill the two-headed beast of capitalist patriarchy or patriarchal capitalism (take your pick). Motivated by this goal, socialist feminists seek to develop theories that explain the relationship between capitalism and patriarchy.


During the first stage of theory development, socialist feminists offered several so-called two-system explanations of women’s oppression. These two-system theories included those forwarded by Juliet Mitchell and Alison Jaggar. In Woman’s Estate, Mitchell claimed that women’s condition is determined not only by the structures of production (as Marxist feminists think) but also by the structures of reproduction and sexuality (as radical feminists believe) and the socialization of children (as liberal feminists argue).13 She stressed that women’s status and function in all these structures must change if women are to achieve full liberation. Still, Mitchell ultimately gave the edge to capitalism over patriarchy as women’s worst enemy.


Like Mitchell, Alison Jaggar attempted to achieve a synthesis between Marxist and radical feminist thought. Acknowledging that all feminist perspectives recognize the conflicting demands made on women as wives, mothers, daughters, lovers, and workers,14 Jaggar insisted that socialist feminism is unique because of its concerted effort to interrelate the myriad forms of women’s oppression. She used the unifying concept of alienation to explain how, under capitalism, everything (work, sex, play) and everyone (fellow workers, family members, and friends) that could engender women’s integration as persons becomes instead a cause of their disintegration. Together with Mitchell, Jaggar insisted there are only complex explanations for women’s subordination. Yet, in contrast to Mitchell, she named patriarchy rather than capitalism as the worst evil visited on women.


After Mitchell and Jaggar, another group of socialist feminists aimed to develop new explanations of women’s oppression that pinpointed neither capitalism nor patriarchy alone as the primary source of women’s limited well-being and freedom. Iris Marion Young15 and Heidi Hartmann16 constructed explanations for women’s oppression that viewed capitalism and patriarchy as interacting to the point of full symbiosis. To a greater or lesser extent, these thinkers addressed the question of whether capitalism could survive the death of patriarchy, or vice versa. Although the nuances of their theories were difficult to grasp, Young and Hartmann—like their predecessors Mitchell and Jaggar—pushed feminists to address issues related to women’s unpaid, underpaid, or disvalued work.


We need to point out that for all their insights into women’s condition(s), pre-1980s feminists, especially in the Anglo-American world, were almost entirely white, bourgeois, heterosexual, and oriented toward events in the Western, now so-called Northern, world. In this fifth edition of Feminist Thought, we try to devote adequate attention to the ways in which women of color, working-class women, lesbian women, and, most recently, transwomen in the United States and elsewhere have shaped a variety of feminisms that have helped women everywhere become freer and more equal to men in their rights and responsibilities. Owing to the addition of Tina Fernandes Botts (a woman-of-color feminist) as an author of this text, we believe that we have better articulated some of the concerns, issues, and ideas of women of color in this edition.


Specifically, in this edition, we have enhanced Chapters 4 and 5 to reflect the contemporary centrality of women-of-color feminisms in feminist thought and to highlight the concept of intersectionality. In Chapter 4, we focus on women of color in the United States, specifically Black/African American, Latin American/Latina/Chicana, Asian American, and Indigenous women. Although there certainly exist many more varieties of women of color in the United States, we use our representative units of analysis to provide a sampling of the unique experiences of oppression of each of these groups of women and to highlight their distinct vantage points. At the same time, we understand that these different groups of women share the common experience of having been racialized (assigned a nonwhite race) inside the history and ongoing presence of racial hierarchy in the culture of the United States. At least in this sense, the experiences of oppression and patriarchy of women of color in the United States differ importantly from those of nonracialized (white) women, and we think it is important to continue to interrogate this state of affairs for as long as it continues.


Moving from the United States to the world stage, in Chapter 5 we discuss global, postcolonial, and transnational feminism, all of which we understand as related but distinct approaches to worldwide feminist concerns. As we observe a continuum beginning with global feminism and moving into postcolonial and then transnational feminism, the ideological vantage point shifts from emphasis on such notions as universal human rights and women’s rights (global feminism), to the situated needs of different groups of women of color in developing countries (postcolonial feminism), to full-blown critiques of the possibility of women from different countries coalescing to address problems of mutual concern (transnational feminism).17


To the degree that most of the feminists considered up to this point focus on the macrocosm (patriarchy, capitalism, nationalism) in their respective explanations of women’s oppression, psychoanalytic and care-focused feminists analyze the microcosm of the individual. They claim the roots of women’s oppression are embedded deeply in the female psyche. Initially, psychoanalytic feminists focused on Sigmund Freud’s work, looking within it for a better understanding of sexuality’s role in the oppression of women. According to Freud, in the so-called pre-Oedipal stage, all infants are symbiotically attached to their mothers, whom they perceive as omnipotent. The mother-infant relationship is an ambivalent one, however: sometimes mothers give too much (their presence is overwhelming), whereas other times they give too little (their absence disappoints).18


The pre-Oedipal stage ends with resolution of the so-called Oedipus complex, the process by which the boy gives up his first love object, the mother, to escape (symbolic) castration at the hands of the father. According to some psychoanalytic feminists, the Oedipus complex is the root of male rule, or patriarchy, and nothing more than the product of men’s imagination—a psychic trap that everyone, especially women, should try to escape. Other psychoanalytic feminists object that unless we are prepared for reentry into a chaotic state of nature, we must accept some version of the Oedipus complex as the experience that integrates the individual into society. In accepting some version of the Oedipus complex, Sherry Ortner noted, we need not accept the Freudian version, which labels the qualities of authority, autonomy, and universalism as male and those of love, dependence, and particularism as female.19 These labels, meant to privilege the male over the female, are not essential to the Oedipus complex. Rather, they are simply the consequences of a child’s actual experience with men and women. As Ortner saw it, dual parenting (as recommended also by Dorothy Dinnerstein and Nancy Chodorow) and dual participation in the workforce would change the gender valences of the Oedipus complex.20 Authority, autonomy, and universalism would no longer be the exclusive property of men; love, dependence, and particularism would no longer be the exclusive property of women, an insight shared by even Lacanian-rooted21 psychoanalytic feminists Julia Kristeva22 and Luce Irigaray.23


The fourth edition of Feminist Thought discussed such thinkers as Carol Gilligan24 and Nel Noddings25 in the chapter on psychoanalytic feminism. We have now decided it is more appropriate to devote a separate chapter to care-focused feminism. Unlike psychoanalytic feminists, care-focused feminists do not emphasize boys’ and girls’ psychosexual development. Instead, they stress boys’ and girls’ psychomoral development. And also unlike psychoanalytic feminists, care-focused feminists are not necessarily burdened by some of the more sexist features of (traditional) psychoanalytic theory.


Also distinguishing care-focused feminists from psychoanalytic feminists is (obviously) their focus on the nature and practice of care. More than any other group of feminist thinkers, care-focused feminists investigate why, to a greater or lesser degree, women are usually associated with emotions and the body and men with reason and the mind. On a related note, care-focused feminists seek to understand why women as a group are usually linked with interdependence, community, and connection, whereas men as a group are usually linked with independence, selfhood, and autonomy. These thinkers offer a variety of explanations for why societies divide realities into things feminine and things masculine. But whatever their explanation for men’s and women’s differing gender identities and behaviors, care-focused feminists regard women’s hypothetically greater capacities for care as a human strength, so much so that they privilege an ethics of care over the reigning ethics of justice in the Western world. In addition, care-focused feminists provide insightful explanations for why women as a group disproportionately shoulder the burden of care in virtually all societies and why men as a group do not routinely engage in caring practices. Finally, care-focused feminists provide plans and policies for reducing women’s burden of care so that they have as much time and energy as men to develop themselves as full persons.26


Related to care-focused feminism, ecofeminism offers a particularly demanding conception of the self’s relationship to the other. According to ecofeminism, we human beings are connected not only to one another but also to the nonhuman world: animal and even vegetative. Thus, ecofeminism entails the view that we do not sufficiently acknowledge our responsibilities to the nonhuman, albeit living, world. As a result, we do things like deplete the world’s natural resources, pollute the environment, and stockpile arms centers with tools of mass destruction. In so doing, we delude ourselves that we are controlling nature and enhancing ourselves, when, as ecofeminist Ynestra King observed, nature is already rebelling.27 Ecofeminists insist that the only way not to destroy ourselves is to strengthen our relationships with the nonhuman world.28


In this fifth edition of Feminist Thought, we continue to treat existentialist feminism together with poststructural and postmodern feminism. Looking into women’s psyches more deeply even than psychoanalytic and care-focused feminists, Simone de Beauvoir provided an ontological-existential explanation for women’s oppression. In The Second Sex, a key theoretical text of twentieth-century feminism,29 she argued that women are oppressed by virtue of their otherness from men. Woman is the other because she is not-man. While man is the free, self-determining being who defines the meaning of his existence, woman is the other, the object whose meaning is determined for her. To become a self, a subject, woman must, like man, transcend the definitions, labels, and essences limiting her existence. She must make herself be whomever she wants to be.


Poststructural and postmodern feminists turn de Beauvoir’s understanding of otherness on its head. Woman is still the other; however, rather than interpreting this condition as something to reject, poststructural and postmodern feminists embrace it. They claim woman’s otherness enables individual women to stand back and criticize the norms, values, and practices that the dominant male culture (patriarchy) seeks to impose on everyone, particularly those who live on its periphery. Thus, otherness, for all its associations with being excluded, shunned, unwanted, abandoned, and marginalized, has its advantages. It is a way of existing that allows for change and difference. Women are not unitary selves, essences to be defined and then ossified. On the contrary, women are free spirits, capable of “performing” their own way of being gendered, as Judith Butler, among others, has said.30


In Chapter 10 we discuss third-wave and queer feminisms. Third-wave feminists understand themselves as responding to the concerns of as many different kinds of women as possible. In other words, they strive to include the plurality of available feminist vantage points. They desire to shape a new kind of feminism that is not so much interested in getting women to want what they should want as in responding to what women of all varieties say they do want. Third-wave feminists describe the context in which they practice feminism as one of “lived messiness.” Rebecca Walker speculates, for example, that third-wave feminists are not as judgmental as their second-wave feminist predecessors. She stresses that because “the lines between Us and Them are often blurred,” third-wave feminists seek to create identities that “accommodate ambiguity” and “multiple positionalities.”31


Queer feminism offers a rich and dynamic way of questioning gender and sexuality. Queer feminists put particular pressure on how our society tries to fit everyone into a male/female binary and also on the ways people self-identify as men, women, both, or neither. The future of queer feminism promises to raise new aspects of the already contested concept of woman. According to queer feminism, for example, transmen and transwomen help everyone better appreciate how gender appears in increasingly diverse societies.


Although reconciling the pressures for diversity and difference with those for integration and commonality poses a major challenge, contemporary feminists seem up to the task. Each year, we better understand the reasons why women worldwide continue to be the “second sex” and how to change this state of affairs. In this fifth edition of Feminist Thought, we have tried to discuss the strengths and weaknesses of each of the feminist perspectives presented here. In so doing, we have aimed to respect what each feminist perspective has contributed to the shaping of feminist thought. At the end of this book, readers looking for one winning view will be disappointed. Although all feminist perspectives cannot be equally correct, there is no need here for a definitive final say. Instead there is always room for growth, improvement, reconsideration, and expansion for true feminist thinkers. This breathing space helps keep us from falling into the authoritarian trap of having to know it all.
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Liberal Feminism


Liberal feminism originated during the “first wave” of feminist activity, roughly from the mid-nineteenth century through the 1950s; came into full flower in the so-called “second wave” of feminist activity, roughly from the 1960s through the 1980s; and began to transform and restructure itself at the start of the so-called “third wave” of feminist activity, approximately from the 1990s to the present. The first wave of liberal feminism centered on women’s suffrage; the second wave concentrated on gender equity and equal opportunity for women; and the third wave shifted focus to egalitarian concerns, equality of outcome, and intersectionality theory.


Conceptual Roots


In Feminist Politics and Human Nature,1 Alison Jaggar observed that liberal political thought generally locates our uniqueness as human beings in our capacity for rationality. The belief that reason distinguishes us from other animals is, however, relatively uninformative, so liberals have attempted to define the concept in various ways, stressing either its moral or its prudential aspects. A definition of reason as the ability to comprehend the rational principles of morality stresses the value of individual autonomy. In contrast, defining reason as the ability to determine the best means to achieve some desired end emphasizes the value of self-fulfillment.2


Whether liberals define reason largely in moral or prudential terms, they nevertheless concur that a just society allows individuals to exercise their autonomy and to pursue their conceptions of the good life. Liberals justify the Western system of individual rights as constituting a framework within which each person can choose a particular set of goods, provided one does not deprive others of theirs. Such a priority defends religious freedom, for example, not on the grounds that it will increase the general welfare or that a godly life is inherently worthier than a godless one but simply on the assumption that people have a right to practice or not practice their own brand of spirituality. The same holds for all rights liberals generally identify as fundamental.


The idea that the right takes priority over the good complicates the construction of a just society. For if it is true, as most liberals claim, that resources are limited and each individual, even when restrained by altruism, has an interest in securing as many available resources as possible, then creating political, economic, and social institutions that maximize the individual’s freedom without jeopardizing the community’s welfare poses a challenge.


When it comes to state interventions in the private sphere (family or home), most liberals agree that the less the state intrudes into our bedrooms, bathrooms, kitchens, recreation rooms, and nurseries, the better.3 The thinking is that all people need a place where, among family and friends, they can shed their public personae and be themselves. When it comes to state intervention in the public sphere (civil or political society),4 however, a difference of opinion emerges between classical liberals on the one hand and egalitarian liberals on the other.5


Classical liberals think the state should limit its intrusions or interventions to protecting civil liberties or fundamental rights (e.g., property and voting rights; freedom of speech, religion, and association). They also think that the state should let individuals earn as much as they want within the free market. Classical liberals believe we achieve the ideal of equality through equality of opportunity. In contrast, egalitarian liberals believe the state should focus on minimizing economic disparities as well as protecting civil liberties. As they see it, differences based on initial advantage, talent, and sheer luck influence individual participation in the market. At times, these differences are so great as to constitute liabilities, and in the absence of offsetting adjustments, some individuals cannot earn their fair share of what the market has to offer. On this view, egalitarian liberals call for state intervention in the economy, for instance, by providing legal services, school loans, food stamps, low-cost housing, Medicaid, Medicare, Social Security, and Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF). The idea is to prevent the market from inhibiting access to basic social goods for those at a disadvantage through no fault of their own. For egalitarian liberals, therefore, we achieve the ideal of equality through equality of outcome.


Most contemporary liberal feminists favor egalitarian over classical liberalism. In fact, when feminist Susan Wendell described contemporary liberal feminist thought, she stressed its “commit[ment] to major economic re-organization and considerable redistribution of wealth.”6 Very few, if any, contemporary liberal feminists favor the elimination of state-funded safety nets for society’s most vulnerable members, for example.


Because it would be impossible to discuss all liberal feminist movements and organizations in a single book, we focus here on a representative set of classical and egalitarian liberal feminists. More specifically, we present Mary Wollstonecraft, John Stuart Mill, Harriet Taylor, the women’s suffragists in the United States, Betty Friedan, and the members of the National Organization for Women (NOW) as examples of classical liberal feminists. In contrast, we present Martha Nussbaum and Elizabeth Anderson as egalitarian liberal feminists. We aim to accurately characterize the overall goal of liberal feminism, which, like Nussbaum, we view as the creation of “a just and compassionate society.”7


Before the “First Wave”: Equal Education


Mary Wollstonecraft


Mary Wollstonecraft (1759–1799) wrote at a time when the economic and social position of bourgeois (upper- and middle-class) European women was in decline. Up until the eighteenth century, women as well as men had done productive work (work that generated income to support a family). But then the forces of industrial capitalism began to draw labor out of the private home and into the public workplace. This industrialization moved slowly and unevenly, having the greatest impact on working-class white women who needed to work outside the home to survive. In contrast, bourgeois white women had little incentive to work outside the home or, if they had servants, even inside it. They relied on their well-to-do husbands or fathers to support them. African American women were generally already in the workforce, laboring as slaves.8


In A Vindication of the Rights of Woman,9 Mary Wollstonecraft compared women of privilege to members of “the feathered race,” birds confined to cages with nothing to do but preen and “stalk with mock majesty from perch to perch.”10 Bourgeois white ladies were, in Wollstonecraft’s estimation, kept women who sacrificed health, liberty, and virtue for whatever prestige, pleasure, and power their husbands (or fathers or other male relations) could provide. As she saw it, these women, not allowed to exercise outdoors lest their skin tan, lacked healthy bodies. Not permitted to make their own decisions, they lacked liberty. Discouraged from developing their powers of reason, they lacked virtue.


Although Wollstonecraft did not talk about socially constructed gender roles per se, she denied that women are, by nature, more pleasure seeking and pleasure giving than men. She reasoned that if confined to the same cages as women, men would develop the same kind of “female” characteristics.11 Denied the chance to develop their rational powers, to become moral persons with concerns, causes, and commitments beyond personal pleasure, men would, like women, become overly “emotional,” a term Wollstonecraft associated with hypersensitivity, extreme narcissism, and excessive self-indulgence.


Accordingly, Wollstonecraft abhorred philosopher Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s Emile.12 In this classic of educational philosophy targeting the literate bourgeoisie, Rousseau portrayed the development of rationality as the most important educational goal for boys but not for girls. He was committed to sexual dimorphism, the view that rational man is the perfect complement for emotional woman, and vice versa.13 As he saw it, men should be educated in such virtues as courage, temperance, justice, and fortitude, whereas women should be educated in patience, docility, good humor, and flexibility. Thus, Rousseau’s ideal male student, Emile, studies the humanities and the social and natural sciences, whereas Rousseau’s ideal female student, Sophie, dabbles in music, art, fiction, and poetry while refining her homemaking skills. Rousseau hoped sharpening Emile’s mental capacities and limiting Sophie’s would make of Emile a self-governing citizen and a dutiful head of family and of Sophie an understanding, responsive wife and a caring, loving mother.


Wollstonecraft agreed with Rousseau’s projections for Emile but not with those for Sophie. Drawing on her familiarity with bourgeois white women, she predicted that, fed a steady diet of “novels, music, poetry, and gallantry,” Sophie would become a detriment rather than a complement to her husband, a creature of poor sensibility rather than good sense.14 Her hormones surging, her passions erupting, her emotions churning, Sophie would show no practical sense in performing her wifely and, especially, her motherly duties.


Wollstonecraft’s cure for Sophie was to provide her, like Emile, with the kind of education that permits people to develop their rational and moral capacities, their full human potential. At times, Wollstonecraft constructed her argument in favor of educational parity in utilitarian terms. She claimed that unlike emotional and dependent women, who routinely shirked their domestic duties and indulged their carnal desires, rational and independent women tended to be “observant daughters,” “affectionate sisters,” “faithful wives,” and “reasonable mothers.”15 The truly educated woman would be a major contributor to society’s welfare. Wollstonecraft’s line of reasoning in A Vindication of the Rights of Woman is remarkably similar to that of eighteenth-century philosopher Immanuel Kant in Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals—namely, that unless people act autonomously, they act as less than fully human persons.16 Wollstonecraft insisted that women as well as men deserve an equal chance to develop into autonomous agents.


Repeatedly, and somewhat problematically, Wollstonecraft celebrated reason, usually at the expense of emotion. As Jane Roland Martin said, “In making her case for the rights of women… [Wollstonecraft] presents us with an ideal of female education that gives pride of place to traits traditionally associated with males at the expense of others traditionally associated with females.”17 Wollstonecraft never questioned the value of traditional male traits. On the contrary, she simply assumed that they were good and traditional female traits were rationally and morally deficient.


Throughout the pages of A Vindication of the Rights of Woman, Wollstonecraft urged women to become autonomous decision makers. But beyond insisting that the path to autonomy passes through the academy, she provided women with little concrete guidance.18 Although Wollstonecraft toyed with the idea that women’s autonomy might depend on their economic and political independence from men, in the end she decided well-educated women did not need to be economically self-sufficient or politically active to be autonomous. In fact, she dismissed the women’s suffrage movement as a waste of time because she saw the whole system of legal representation as merely a “convenient handle for despotism.”19


Despite the limitations of her analysis, Wollstonecraft presented a vision of a woman strong in mind and body, a person who is not a slave to her passions, her husband, or her children. For Wollstonecraft, the ideal woman is less interested in self-indulgence than in exercising self-control.20 To liberate herself from the oppressive roles of emotional cripple, petty shrew, and narcissistic sex object, a woman must obey the commands of reason and discharge her wifely and motherly duties faithfully.


Wollstonecraft most wanted personhood for women. She claimed that a woman should not be reduced to the “toy of man, his rattle,” which “must jingle in his ears whenever, dismissing reason, he chooses to be amused.”21 In other words, a woman is not a mere instrument of a man’s pleasure or happiness. Rather, she is, as Kant would say, an end in herself, a rational agent whose dignity consists in having the capacity for self-determination.22


“First Wave” Liberal Feminism: Equal Liberty and the Suffrage





Harriet Taylor and John Stuart Mill


Writing approximately one hundred years later, Harriet Taylor and John Stuart Mill joined Wollstonecraft in celebrating rationality. But they conceived of it not only morally, as autonomous decision making, but also prudentially, as calculative reason, or the use of the mind to achieve goals. Unlike Wollstonecraft, Taylor and Mill claimed that permitting individuals to pursue their own preferences maximized liberty, provided the individuals did not hinder, obstruct, or harm others in the process. Taylor and Mill also departed from Wollstonecraft in insisting that to achieve equality between the sexes, society must provide women with the same political rights and economic opportunities (as well as the same education) enjoyed by men.


Taylor and Mill authored, either separately or together, several essays on equality between women and men. Scholars generally agree that the two coauthored “Early Essays on Marriage and Divorce” (1832), that Taylor wrote “Enfranchisement of Women” (1851), and that Mill wrote “The Subjection of Women” (1869). The question of these works’ authorship is significant because Taylor’s and Mill’s views sometimes diverged.23 For example, Harriet Taylor accepted the traditional view that maternal ties were stronger than paternal ones. She also assumed that in the event of divorce, mothers would bear the responsibility of rearing any children to adulthood—and thus cautioned women to have few. In contrast, Mill urged couples to marry late, have children late, and live in extended families or commune-like situations so as to minimize divorce’s disrupting effects on children’s lives.24


Although Taylor, unlike Mill, did not contest traditional assumptions about male and female child-rearing roles, she did challenge those about women’s supposed preference for marriage and motherhood over a career or occupation. Mill contended that even after being fully educated and enfranchised, most women would choose to remain in the private realm, where they would serve primarily to “adorn and beautify” rather than to “support” life.25 In contrast, in “Enfranchisement of Women,” Taylor argued that women needed to do more than read books and cast ballots; they also needed to partner with men “in the labors and gains, risks and remunerations of productive industry.”26 Thus, Taylor predicted that if society gave women a bona fide choice between either devoting their lives “to one animal function and its consequence”27 (childbearing and child rearing) or writing great books, discovering new worlds, and building mighty empires, many women would happily leave domestic life behind.


Whereas the foregoing passages from “Enfranchisement” suggest Taylor thought a woman had to choose between housewifery and mothering on the one hand and working outside the home on the other, other passages indicate she believed a woman had a third option: namely, adding a career or occupation to her domestic and maternal roles and responsibilities. In fact, Taylor claimed a married woman could not be her husband’s true equal unless she had the confidence and sense of entitlement that come from contributing “materially to the support of the family.”28 Decidedly unimpressed by Mill’s 1832 argument that women’s economic equality would depress the economy and subsequently lower wages, Taylor wrote, “Even if every woman, as matters now stand, had a claim on some man for support, how infinitely preferable is it that part of the income should be of the woman’s earning, even if the aggregate sum were but little increased by it, rather than that she should be compelled to stand aside in order that men may be the sole earners, and the sole dispensers of what is earned.”29 In short, Taylor seems to have thought that to be their husband’s partners rather than their servants, wives must earn an income outside the home.


In further explaining her view that married as well as single women should work outside the home, Taylor admitted that married women, especially those with children, would need domestic help. Realizing that women could not work full-time both outside and inside the home without exhausting themselves, Taylor conceded that working women with children would need several domestic helpers to ease their burdens.30 In critic Zillah Eisenstein’s estimation, Taylor’s words reveal her privileged status. Circa 1850, only bourgeois white women could afford to hire household staff.31 Thus, Taylor’s solution offered relatively rich women of European descent a way to “have it all” but did not account for the needs of poor women and women of color. Never did she wonder who would care for the families of low-paid female servants in bourgeois homes. Would these working-class domestics manage to find women poorer than themselves to look after their children? Or would their children simply have to fend for themselves? And what of slave women who had no choice about performing domestic service, especially nannying for their owners?


So, like Wollstonecraft, Taylor wrote not to all women so much as to a certain privileged class of married women of European descent. Nonetheless, it seems fair to say that Taylor’s writings helped smooth the entrance of bourgeois white women into the working world, as did Mill’s. He argued in “The Subjection of Women” that by recognizing women’s rational powers as equal to men’s, society would reap significant benefits: public-spirited citizens for society itself, intellectually stimulating spouses for husbands, a doubling of the “mass of mental faculties available for the higher service of humanity,” and a multitude of very happy women.32 Although Mill’s case for the liberation of women did not rest on his proving that all women could do anything men could do, it did depend on his demonstrating that some “exceptional” women could.33


Unlike Wollstonecraft, who put no “great stress on the example of a few women who, from having received a masculine education, have acquired courage and resolution,”34 Mill used the life stories of exceptional women to strengthen his claim that male-female distinctions were not absolute but instead differences of average. The average woman’s inability to do something the average man could do, said Mill, did not justify a law or taboo barring all women from attempting that thing.35


Moreover, for Mill even if all women were worse than all men at something, this still did not justify forbidding them from trying to do that thing, for “what women by nature cannot do, it is quite superfluous to forbid them from doing. What they can do, but not so well as the men who are their competitors, competition suffices to exclude them from.”36 Although Mill believed women would fare quite well in any competitions with men, he conceded that occasionally a biological sex difference might tip the scales in favor of men. Like Wollstonecraft, however, he denied the existence of general intellectual or moral differences between women and men: “I do not know a more signal instance of the blindness with which the world, including the herd of studious men, ignore and pass over all the influences of social circumstances, than their silly depreciation of the intellectual, and silly panegyrics on the moral, nature of women.”37


Overall, Mill went further than Wollstonecraft in challenging men’s alleged intellectual superiority. Stressing the sameness of men’s and women’s mental abilities, Wollstonecraft nonetheless entertained the thought that women might not be able to attain the same degree of knowledge as men.38 Mill expressed no such reservation. He insisted intellectual achievement gaps between women and men simply resulted from men’s more thorough education and privileged position. In fact, Mill was so eager to establish that men were not intellectually superior to women that he tended to err in the opposite direction, valorizing women’s attention to detail, use of concrete examples, and intuitiveness as superior cognitive skills not often found in men.39


Unlike Taylor, and despite his high regard for women’s intellectual abilities, Mill assumed most women would continue to choose family over career even under ideal circumstances—with marriage a free contract between real equals, legal separation and divorce easily available to wives, and jobs open to unwed women. He also assumed that women’s choice of family over career was entirely voluntary and involved their consent to temporarily give their other interests in life lower priority: “Like a man when he chooses a profession, so, when a woman marries, it may in general be understood that she makes choice of the management of a household, and the bringing up of a family, as the first call upon her exertions, during as many years of her life as may be required for the purpose; and that she renounces not all other objects and occupations, but all which are not consistent with the requirements of this.”40 Mill’s words attest to his apparent belief that most women would choose family life over career or professional pursuits.


As noted, Taylor disagreed with Mill that truly liberated women would want to stay home to rear children. Yet, like Mill, Taylor was fundamentally a reformer, not a revolutionary. To be sure, by inviting married women with children as well as single women to work outside the home, Taylor did challenge the traditional division of labor where men earned the money and women managed its use. But she did not ask husbands to do their fair share of housework. Thus was born the “double day” for women: eight hours of work outside the home and then eight hours of work inside the home.


Suffrage and the Abolitionist Movement: Elizabeth Stone, Lucretia Mott, Elizabeth Cady Stanton, and Sojourner Truth


During the first wave of the women’s rights movement, women’s suffrage was often tied to the abolitionist movement, though not always in ways that successfully addressed race, either as a stand-alone concern or in terms of how gender and other axes of oppression might intersect.41


When people began to work in earnest for the abolition of slavery, a reluctance on the part of many white male abolitionists to link the rights of enslaved persons of African descent to white women’s rights became evident. Rejecting a view of white women as oppressed in the same way as slaves, many white male abolitionists persuaded white female abolitionists to disassociate white women’s liberty struggles from the liberty struggles of enslaved men of African descent. In fact, most white male abolitionists deemed the voting rights of men of African descent more important than those of white women, to say nothing of the voting rights of women of African descent.42


Assuming their male counterparts would reward them for being team players, the American women who attended the 1840 World Anti-Slavery Convention in London thought they would play a major role at the meeting. They could not have been more wrong. Not even Lucretia Mott and Elizabeth Cady Stanton, two of the most prominent leaders of the US women’s rights movement, spoke at the meeting. Although several male delegates of African descent participated at the convention, the British organizing committee rejected the credentials of all female delegates (of whatever racioethnic background) and permitted no woman to share actively in the proceedings.43 Angered by this silencing of women, Mott and Stanton vowed to hold a women’s rights convention on their return to the United States. Eight years later, in 1848, three hundred women and men met in Seneca Falls, New York, and produced a Declaration of Sentiments and twelve resolutions.


Modeled on the Declaration of Independence, the Declaration of Sentiments stressed the issues Mill and Taylor had wanted to emphasize in England, particularly the need for reforms in marriage, divorce, property, and child-custody laws. The twelve resolutions emphasized women’s rights to express themselves in public—to speak out on the burning issues of the day, especially “in regard to the great subjects of morals and religion,”44 which women were supposedly more qualified to address than men. The Seneca Falls Convention failed to endorse only one of the twelve resolutions unanimously: the ninth, Susan B. Anthony’s Women’s Suffrage Resolution, which read, “Resolved, that it is the duty of the women of this country to secure to themselves their sacred right to the franchise.”45 Many convention delegates hesitated to press such an “extreme” demand for fear that all of their demands would be rejected. Still, with the help of African American male abolitionist Frederick Douglass, Resolution Nine did manage to pass.


Assessing the Seneca Falls Convention, recent critics have observed that, with the exception of Lucretia Mott’s hastily added resolution to secure for women “an equal participation with men in the various trades, professions, and commerce,”46 the nineteenth-century meeting failed to address class concerns, such as those that troubled underpaid white female mill and factory workers. Moreover, the convention did not address the specific concerns of women of African descent or of any racioethnic background other than white European. In the same way that the abolitionist movement had focused on the rights of men of African descent to the exclusion of their female counterparts, the nineteenth-century women’s rights movement focused too much on the rights of privileged white women, again neglecting the concerns of women from other racioethnic and economic backgrounds. Yet, despite this lack of consideration on the part of first-wave feminists, many women of color made significant contributions to the nineteenth-century women’s rights and suffrage movements. For example, African American abolitionist Sojourner Truth, discussed in greater depth in Chapter 4, delivered her famous speech on behalf of women at an 1851 women’s rights convention in Akron, Ohio. Responding to male hecklers who taunted that it was ludicrous for women to desire the vote when they could not even step over a puddle or get into a horse carriage without male assistance, Truth exclaimed that no man had ever extended such help to her. Neither her “womanhood” nor her “female nature,” said Truth, had ever prevented her from working, acting, or functioning as well as a man.47


The Civil War began just as the women’s rights movement was gaining momentum. Seeing in this tragic war their best opportunity to free the slaves, male abolitionists again asked female abolitionists to put women’s causes on the back burner, which they reluctantly did. But the end of the Civil War did not bring women’s liberation, and women of all racioethnic backgrounds increasingly found themselves at odds with recently emancipated men of African descent. Concerned that the struggle to secure the rights of men of African descent would again eclipse that for women’s rights, the male as well as female delegates to an 1866 national women’s rights convention decided to establish an Equal Rights Association. Cochaired by Frederick Douglass and Elizabeth Cady Stanton, the association had as its announced purpose the unification of the suffrage struggles of predominately white women and of men of African descent. Considerable evidence, however, indicates that Stanton and some of her coworkers actually “viewed the organization as a means to ensure that [African American] men would not receive the franchise unless and until [white] women were also its recipients.”48


Unmoved by Douglass’s observation that because of their extreme vulnerability, men of African descent needed the vote even more than white women, Anthony and Stanton, among others, successfully argued for the dissolution of the Equal Rights Association for fear that it might endorse passage of the Fifteenth Amendment, which would enfranchise men of African descent but not white women. Elizabeth Cady Stanton reportedly said, “I will cut off this right arm of mine before I will ever work for or demand the ballot for the Negro and not the [white] woman.”49


Upon the dissolution of the Equal Rights Association, Anthony and Stanton established the National Woman Suffrage Association. At approximately the same time, Lucy Stone, who had serious philosophical disagreements with Stanton and especially Anthony about the role of organized religion in women’s oppression, founded the American Woman Suffrage Association. Henceforward, the US women’s rights movement would be split in two.


In the main, the National Woman Suffrage Association forwarded a revolutionary feminist agenda for women, whereas the American Woman Suffrage Association pushed a reformist feminist agenda. Most American women gravitated toward the more moderate American Woman Suffrage Association. By the time these two associations merged in 1890 to form the National American Woman Suffrage Association, the wide-ranging, vociferous women’s rights movement of the early nineteenth century had transformed into a single-issue, relatively tame women’s suffrage movement. From 1890 until passage of the Nineteenth Amendment in 1920, the National American Woman Suffrage Association confined almost all of its activities to gaining the vote for women. Victorious after fifty-two years of concerted struggle, many of the exhausted suffragists chose to believe that simply by gaining the vote, women had become men’s equals.50


“Second Wave” Liberal Feminism: Equal Rights


For nearly forty years after passage of the Nineteenth Amendment, feminists went about their work relatively quietly in the United States. Then, around 1960, a rebellious generation of feminists loudly proclaimed as fact what suffragists Stanton and Anthony had always believed: to be fully liberated, women needed economic opportunities and sexual freedoms as well as civil liberties. Like their grandmothers, some of these young women pushed a reformist, liberal agenda, whereas others forwarded a more revolutionary, radical program of action.


By the mid-1960s the second wave of US feminism was well underway. Most liberal feminists had joined one of the emerging women’s rights groups, such as the National Organization for Women, the National Women’s Political Caucus, and the Women’s Equity Action League. These groups generally worked to improve women’s status “by applying legal, social, and other pressures upon institutions ranging from the Bell Telephone Company to television networks to the major political parties.”51 In contrast, most radical feminists had banded together in one or another women’s liberation groups. Much smaller and more personally focused than the liberal women’s rights groups, these radical women’s liberation groups aimed to increase women’s consciousness about women’s oppression. The groups embraced the spirit of the revolutionary New Left, striving not to reform what they regarded as an elitist, capitalistic, competitive, individualistic system but to replace it with an egalitarian, socialistic, cooperative, communitarian, sisterhood-is-powerful system. Among the largest of these radical women’s liberation groups were the Women’s International Terrorist Conspiracy from Hell, the Redstockings, the Feminists, and the New York Radical Feminists. Although Maren Lockwood Carden correctly noted in her 1974 book, The New Feminist Movement, that the ideological contrasts between the women’s rights and women’s liberation groups of the 1960s had blurred by the mid-1970s,52 women’s rights groups remained less revolutionary than women’s liberation groups.


Because this chapter focuses on liberal feminists, we reserve discussion of radical feminist “women’s lib” for Chapter 2. Here we concentrate on the history of twentieth-century liberal women’s rights groups and their mostly legislative activities. Between the passage of the Nineteenth Amendment and the advent of the second wave of US feminism during the 1960s, only two official feminist groups—the National Woman’s Party and the National Federation of Business and Professional Women’s Clubs—promulgated women’s rights. Despite their efforts, however, discrimination against women did not end, largely because the importance of women’s rights had not yet been impressed on the consciousness (and conscience) of the bulk of the US population. This changed with the eruption of the civil rights movement. Sensitized to the myriad ways in which US systems, structures, and laws oppressed people of color, many of those active in or at least sympathetic to the civil rights movement recognized similarities in discrimination against persons of African descent and against women, resulting in increased sympathy for all women’s liberation.


In 1961, President John F. Kennedy established the Commission on the Status of Women, which produced much new data about women and resulted in the formation of the Citizens’ Advisory Council, various state commissions on the status of women, and the passage of the Equal Pay Act. When Congress passed the 1964 Civil Rights Act—amended with the Title VII provision to prohibit discrimination based on sex, as well as race, color, religion, or national origin, by private employers, employment agencies, and unions—a woman shouted from the congressional gallery, “We made it! God bless America!”53 Unfortunately, the jubilation of women in general was short-lived; the courts were reluctant to enforce Title VII’s “sex amendment.” Women felt betrayed by the system, and their joy morphed into an anger that feminist activists used to mobilize women to fight for their civil rights with new vigor.


Among these feminist activists was Betty Friedan (1921–2006), who reflected on how she and some of her associates reacted to the courts’ refusal to take Title VII’s “sex amendment” seriously: “The absolute necessity for a civil rights movement for women had reached such a point of subterranean explosive urgency by 1966, that it only took a few of us to get together to ignite the spark—and it spread like a nuclear chain reaction.”54 That spark was the formation of the National Organization for Women by Friedan, Anna Pauline (Pauli) Murray, the first female Episcopal priest of African descent, and Shirley Chisholm, the first major-party person of African descent to run for president of the United States of America.55 Murray’s States’ Laws on Race and Color, and Appendices was deemed required reading for civil rights lawyers of the time;56 and Chisholm used her position in the US Senate to lobby for women’s and minorities’ rights.57


Considered the first explicitly feminist group in the United States to challenge sex discrimination, NOW saw women’s inequality in all spheres of life: social, political, economic, and personal. After considerable behind-the-scenes maneuvering, NOW’s three hundred charter members, male and female, elected Friedan—viewed as a home-breaker because of her then controversial book The Feminine Mystique (see below)—as the organization’s first president in 1966.


Although NOW’s first members included radical and conservative feminists as well as liberal feminists, it quickly became clear that the organization’s essential identity and agenda were fundamentally liberal; that is, NOW simply aimed to make women the equals of men. Its 1967 Bill of Rights demanded the following rights and opportunities for women:




I. That the U.S. Congress immediately pass the Equal Rights Amendment to the Constitution to provide that “Equality of rights under the law shall not be denied or abridged by the United States or by any State on account of sex,” and that such then be immediately ratified by the several States.


II. That equal employment opportunity be guaranteed to all women, as well as men, by insisting that the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission enforces the prohibitions against racial discrimination.


III. That women be protected by law to ensure their rights to return to their jobs within a reasonable time after childbirth without the loss of seniority or other accrued benefits, and be paid maternity leave as a form of social security and/or employee benefit.


IV. Immediate revision of tax laws to permit the deduction of home and child-care expenses for working parents.


V. That child-care facilities be established by law on the same basis as parks, libraries, and public schools, adequate to the needs of children from the pre-school years through adolescence, as a community resource to be used by all citizens from all income levels.


VI. That the right of women to be educated to their full potential equally with men be secured by Federal and State legislation, eliminating all discrimination and segregation by sex, written and unwritten, at all levels of education, including colleges, graduate and professional schools, loans and fellowships, and Federal and State training programs such as the Job Corps.


VII. The right of women in poverty to secure job training, housing, and family allowances on equal terms with men, but without prejudice to a parent’s right to remain at home to care for his or her children; revision of welfare legislation and poverty programs which deny women dignity, privacy, and self-respect.


VIII. The right of women to control their own reproductive lives by removing from the penal code laws limiting access to contraceptive information and devices, and by repealing penal laws governing abortion.58




NOW’s list of demands pleased the organization’s liberal members but angered both its conservative and its radical members, albeit for different reasons. Whereas conservative members objected to the push for permissive contraception and abortion laws, NOW’s failure to support women’s sexual rights, particularly the right to choose between heterosexual, bisexual, and lesbian lifestyles, alienated radical members. Moreover, NOW’s 1967 Bill of Rights lacked any mention of important women’s issues such as domestic violence, rape, and sexual harassment.59


Although Friedan acknowledged that “the sex-role debate… cannot be avoided if equal opportunity in employment, education and civil rights are ever to mean more than paper rights,”60 she still insisted “that the gut issues of this revolution involve employment and education and new social institutions and not sexual fantasy.”61 Worried that NOW would radicalize its traditional liberal focus, Friedan, among other feminist activists, strongly opposed the organization’s public support of lesbianism, going so far as to term lesbians a “lavender menace”62 because, as she saw it, they alienated mainstream society from feminists in general.


Friedan’s concerns about the lavender menace notwithstanding, NOW eventually endorsed four resolutions favorable to lesbian women. Presented at NOW’s 1970 Congress to Unite Women, they read as follows:




1. Women’s Liberation is not a lesbian plot.


2. Whenever the label lesbian is used against the movement collectively or against women individually, it is to be affirmed, not denied.


3. In all discussions of birth control, homosexuality must be included as a legitimate method of contraception.


4. All sex education curricula must include lesbianism as a valid, legitimate form of sexual expression and love.63




As we will see in Chapter 2, lesbian women’s role in the feminist movement remained strong. Moreover, NOW began to stress its aim to serve not only the women most likely to survive and thrive in a traditionally male system but any woman who believed women’s rights should equal men’s. Thus, NOW increasingly focused its energies on what many feminists term the “sameness-difference debate”: Is gender equality best achieved by stressing women’s oneness as a gender or their diversity as individuals; similarly, is it best achieved by emphasizing the similarities or the differences between women and men? The varied answers to these basic questions continue to shape and reshape NOW’s political agenda.


Toward “Third-Wave” Liberal Feminism: Sameness Versus Difference and Egalitarianism


Sameness Versus Difference


Betty Friedan


It is instructive to reflect further on Betty Friedan’s career as a writer not only because of her identification with NOW but also because of her own evolution as a thinker. Friedan initially took for granted that all women are the same as men, but later she concluded quite differently. Like most twentieth-century liberal feminists, Friedan gradually accepted both the radical feminist critique that liberal feminists are prone to co-optation by the “male establishment” and the conservative feminist critique that liberal feminists are out of touch with the bulk of US women who hold the institutions of marriage, motherhood, and the family in high regard.64 When she wrote her 1963 classic, The Feminine Mystique,65 Friedan seemed oblivious to any other perspective than that of bourgeois, heterosexual, literate white women who found the traditional roles of wife and mother unsatisfying. She wrote that in lieu of more meaningful goals, these women spent too much time cleaning their already tidy homes, improving their already attractive appearances, and indulging their already spoiled children.66 Focusing on this unappealing picture of family life in affluent US suburbs, Friedan concluded that contemporary housewives needed to find meaningful work in the full-time, public workforce. Wives’ and mothers’ partial absence from home would enable husbands and children to become more self-sufficient, capable of cooking their own meals and doing their own laundry.67


Although Friedan may have explained why marriage and motherhood were not enough for bored, stay-at-home wives and mothers, critics thought The Feminine Mystique failed to address a host of issues deeper than “the problem that has no name”—Friedan’s tag for the dissatisfaction supposedly felt by privileged housewives in the United States. Like Taylor and Mill before her, Friedan sent bourgeois white women out into the workplace without summoning men of any class or racioethnicity to share in domestic duties and without addressing the situation of white working-class women and women of color who were already toiling in the public realm.


By the time she wrote The Second Stage,68 about twenty years after The Feminine Mystique, Friedan had come to believe that these critics were right. Often it is very difficult for women, even bourgeois white women, to combine marriage, motherhood, and full-time work outside the home. Observing the ways in which some members of her daughter’s generation ran themselves ragged in the name of feminism—trying to be full-time career women as well as full-time housewives and mothers—Friedan concluded that the “superwomen” of the 1980s were no less oppressed (albeit for different reasons) than the stay-at-home mothers of the 1960s had been. Increasingly, Friedan urged feminists to ask themselves whether women either can or should try to meet not simply one but two standards of perfection: that set in the workplace by traditional men, who had wives to take care of all their nonworkplace needs, and that set in the home by traditional women, whose whole sense of worth, power, and mastery came from being ideal housewives and mothers.69


Rather than despairing over these and other women’s choices, however, Friedan used them as talking points to convince feminists of the 1980s to move from what she termed first-stage feminism to second-stage feminism. She noted that this latter form of feminism would require women to work with men to escape the excesses of the new feminist mystique, “which denied the core of women’s personhood that is fulfilled through love, nurture, [and] home,” as well as those of the feminine mystique, “which defined women solely in terms of their relation to men as wives, mothers and homemakers.”70 Together, women and men might develop the kind of social values, leadership styles, and institutional structures needed to permit both sexes to achieve fulfillment in both the public and the private worlds.


In some ways, the difference between the Friedan of The Feminine Mystique and the Friedan of The Second Stage mirrors the difference between a feminist who believes women need to be the same as men to be equal to them and one who believes women, though different from men, can still be men’s equals, provided society values things “feminine” as much as things “masculine.” The Feminine Mystique sent the overall message that women’s liberation hinged on women’s becoming like men. For this reason, Friedan peppered its pages with such comments as “If an able American woman does not use her human energy and ability in some meaningful pursuit (which necessarily means competition, for there is competition in every serious pursuit of our society), she will fritter away her energy in neurotic symptoms, or unproductive exercise, or destructive ‘love.’”71


Eighteen years after the publication of The Feminine Mystique, however, Friedan’s message to women had substantially changed. In The Second Stage, she described as culturally feminine so-called Beta styles of thinking and acting, which emphasize “fluidity, flexibility and interpersonal sensitivity,” and as culturally masculine so-called Alpha styles of thinking and acting, which stress “hierarchical, authoritarian, strictly task-oriented leadership based on instrumental, technological rationality.”72 Rather than offering women of the 1980s the same advice she had offered 1960s women—namely, minimize your feminine Beta tendencies and maximize your masculine Alpha tendencies—Friedan counseled just the opposite: embrace your womanhood. She said that women did not need to deny their differences from men to achieve equality with them. Thus, Friedan urged women of the 1980s to stop “aping the accepted dominant Alpha mode of established movements and organizations” and start using their “Beta intuitions” to solve the social, political, and economic problems of the day.73


To the degree that The Feminine Mystique advised women to overcome their femininity, The Second Stage urged them to embrace their womanhood. But The Second Stage did more than this. It also encouraged women and men alike to work toward an androgynous future in which all human beings manifest both traditionally masculine and traditionally feminine traits. Once she decided that androgyny was in all human beings’ best interest, Friedan stayed committed to her vision. Indeed, she devoted many pages of her third major book, The Fountain of Age,74 to singing androgyny’s praises. Specifically, she urged aging (Alpha) men to develop their passive, nurturing, or contemplative feminine qualities and aging (Beta) women to develop their bold, assertive, commanding, or adventurous masculine qualities. Insisting that people over fifty should explore their “other side”—whether masculine or feminine—Friedan noted that women over fifty who went back to school or work or actively engaged in the public world reported this time as the best of their lives. Men over fifty who started to focus on the quality of their personal relationships and interior lives reported a similar satisfaction in older age.


The more she emphasized the concept of androgyny, however, the more Friedan seemed to move toward humanism and away from feminism. Increasingly, she described feminist “sexual politics” as the “no-win battle of women as a whole sex, oppressed victims, against men as a whole sex, the oppressors.”75 In addition, she urged women to join with men to create a “new [human] politics that must emerge beyond reaction.”76 Eventually, Friedan claimed that because “human wholeness” is the true “promise of feminism,” feminists should move beyond a focus on women’s issues (issues related mostly to women’s reproductive and sexual roles, rights, and responsibilities) to work with men on “the concrete, practical, everyday problems of living, working and loving as equal persons.”77 In a shift that appears to be more than mere coincidence, NOW’s focus also moved in the humanist direction suggested by Friedan.


Catharine MacKinnon


The sameness-versus-difference debate did not end with Friedan, however. On the contrary, lawyer Catharine MacKinnon gave it especially strong treatment in the latter part of the twentieth century. MacKinnon argued that neither the “sameness” nor the “difference” approach to sex equality works to support women’s equality. The sameness approach does not work because it measures women against a male ideal. In Toward a Feminist Theory of the State, MacKinnon argued that laws designed to effectuate sex equality are insufficient. Under the guise of neutrality, they operate on the assumption that maleness and masculinity are the standard toward which all women should strive.78 The difference approach does not work much better, however: it reinforces stereotypes about what women are, how they are, and how they behave. Rather than supporting women’s equality, according to MacKinnon, the difference approach reinforces what political theorist Iris Marion Young has called the “five faces of oppression”: “Exploitation (essentially, having one’s surplus labor extracted by another), marginalization (being expelled from useful participation in social life, including productive work), powerlessness (lack of autonomy and respectability), cultural imperialism (being subjected to universalized dominant group norms), and violence (existing in a social context that makes violence against one’s group allowable or acceptable).”79 In short, the difference approach to women’s equality does not work, in MacKinnon’s view, because Western society equates difference with being undeserving of respect and consideration from the privileged group from which one differs.



Egalitarianism



One way to better understand the difference between classical liberal feminists and contemporary egalitarian liberal feminists is to focus on a concrete issue, such as affirmative action policy. Classical liberal feminists believe that after discriminatory laws and policies have been removed from the books, thereby formally enabling women to compete equally with men, not much else can or should be done about “birds of a feather flocking together”—about male senior professors, for example, favoring a male candidate for a faculty promotion over an equally qualified female candidate. In contrast, egalitarian liberal feminists urge society to break up that “old flock (gang) of mine,” especially when failure to make feathers fly results in significant gender asymmetries with respect to the rank of full professor, for example. One typical 2000s study found that “only one in eight women has attained full rank compared to nearly nine out of ten men.”80 The same study found that in engineering, nearly three in five men had become full professors as compared to only one in five women. In view of such statistics, egalitarian feminists advocate for selecting female school and job applicants over equally qualified male applicants (so-called affirmative action).81 Egalitarian liberal feminists insist that to the degree such policies are viewed as temporary (that is, curative), they are not problematic. As soon as women and men have equal social status and economic clout, affirmative action policies will be unnecessary. Indeed, egalitarian feminists stress, when women achieve de facto as well as de jure equality with men, policies advantaging women over men will be unfair.



Elizabeth Anderson


Elizabeth Anderson is a contemporary egalitarian feminist who favors what she terms “democratic equality” over “luck” egalitarianism.82 Whereas the luck egalitarian thinks the fundamental injustice in need of correction is the “natural inequality of the distribution of luck”83 among individuals, the democratic equality egalitarian thinks that eliminating bad luck is only the first move in the game. To construct a just society, people must, in Anderson’s view, aim to establish a community of equals, which integrates principles of distribution with “the expressive demands of equal respect.”84 For Anderson, democratic equality depends on deprivileging bourgeois, heterosexual white men.


Martha Nussbaum


Martha Nussbaum, another contemporary egalitarian feminist, insists that to be equal men and women must have the same resources and opportunities in life. In her view all people need ten “central human functional capabilities” to live a flourishing life:85 the ability to live to the end of a human life, to have good health, to move freely, to use their senses, to have emotional attachments to others, to plan their own lives, to have a social basis for self-respect, to laugh and enjoy life, to live in harmony with nature, and to exhibit political autonomy. The central idea of Nussbaum’s “capabilities approach” to human flourishing is that morality and equality demand that the state provide everyone with access to these capabilities.


“Third-Wave” Liberal Feminism: Intersectionality


Importantly, in recent years liberal feminism has taken a turn toward intersectionality (see Chapter 4), which holds that to properly treat the oppression of women, we must understand it as situated within a grander matrix of interlocking and overlapping oppressions. A nonexhaustive list of the various forms of oppression encompassed by intersectionality includes those based on gender, sex, sexuality, race, ethnicity, disability status, and socioeconomic status. As part of its self-restructuring, liberal feminism currently grapples with its historical racioethnic and socioeconomic exclusivity and actively attempts to include the experiences and perspectives of women historically marginalized from its ranks. Consider, for example, NOW. The organization’s points of focus started to evolve rapidly throughout the 1980s, 1990s, and 2000s. NOW held its first Lesbian Rights Conference in 1984, its first Global Feminist Conference in 1992, its first Women of Color and Allies Summit in 1998, and its first Women with Disabilities and Allies Summit in 2003.86 During this same period, NOW’s leadership also began to change. More women of color, lesbians, and bisexual, transsexual, and transgender women joined the organization and contributed to its direction.



Critiques of Liberal Feminism



Critique One: Reason, Freedom, and Autonomy Are Not as Good as They Sound


Among other feminist philosophers, Alison Jaggar formulated a powerful critique of both classical and egalitarian liberal feminism. She argued that the rational, free, and autonomous self favored by liberals is not neutral between the sexes but is, on the contrary, a male self. Jaggar claimed that because liberals, including liberal feminists, locate human beings’ specialness in rationality and autonomy, they are normative dualists—thinkers committed to the view that the functions and activities of the mind are somehow better than those of the body.87 Eating, drinking, excreting, sleeping, and reproducing are not, in this view, quintessential human activities because most other animal species also engage in them. Instead, the capacity to think, reason, calculate, deliberate, and comprehend sets human beings apart from the rest of animal creation.


Jaggar then posited that because of the original sexual division of labor, liberal thought increasingly emphasized mental over bodily activities and functions. Given their undemanding reproductive and domestic roles, men had plenty of free time to cultivate the life of the mind; for them the body is that which interferes with thinking. In contrast, because of their heavy reproductive and domestic roles, women had little time for themselves. Their days and nights were spent caring for other people, especially infants, the aged, and the infirm. Thus, women focused on their own and others’ bodies, viewing thinking as a luxury they could not afford. Not surprisingly, men took over the field of philosophy, said Jaggar. Their way of seeing themselves as “minds” came to dominate Western culture’s collective pool of ideas about human nature. As a result all liberals, male or female, nonfeminist or feminist, tend to accept as truth the priority of the mental over the bodily, even when their own daily experiences contradict this belief.


(Classical) liberal feminists’ adherence to some version of normative dualism is problematic for feminism, according to Jaggar, not only because normative dualism leads to a devaluation of bodily activities and functions but also because it usually leads to both political solipsism and political skepticism. (Political solipsism sees rational, autonomous person as essentially isolated, with needs and interests separate from, and even in opposition to, those of every other individual. Political skepticism holds that the fundamental questions of political philosophy—what constitutes human well-being and fulfillment, and what are the means to attain it?—have no shared answer.) Thus, valuing the mind over the body and stressing the independence of the self from others creates a politics that puts an extraordinary premium on liberty—on the rational, autonomous, independent, self-determining, isolated, and separated person’s ability to think, do, and be whatever he or she deems worthy.88


Jaggar criticized the political solipsism that results from liberalism on empirical grounds, noting it makes little sense to think of people as individuals existing prior to the formation of community through some sort of contract. She observed, for example, that any pregnant woman knows a child is related to others (at least to her) even before it is born. The baby does not—indeed could not—exist as a lone atom prior to subsequent entrance into the human community. Human infants are born helpless and require great care for many years. Jaggar explained that because a single adult cannot adequately provide this care, humans live in social groups that cooperatively bring offspring to maturity. She said, “Human interdependence is… necessitated by human biology, and the assumption of individual self-sufficiency is plausible only if one ignores human biology.”89 Thus, Jaggar insisted, liberal political theorists need to explain not how and why isolated individuals come together but how and why communities dissolve. Competition, not cooperation, is the anomaly.


To add force to her empirical argument, Jaggar observed that political solipsism makes no sense conceptually. Here she invoked Naomi Scheman’s point that political solipsism requires belief in abstract individualism.90 The abstract individual’s emotions, beliefs, abilities, and interests can supposedly be articulated and understood without any reference whatsoever to social context. Kant’s person is this type of abstract individual—a pure reason unaffected by either the empirical-psychological ego or the empirical-biological body. However, Kant’s philosophy notwithstanding, said Scheman, we are not abstract individuals but flesh-and-blood people “embedded in a social web of interpretation that serves to give meaning”91 to our twitches and twinges, our moans and groans, our squeals and screams. Apart from this interpretative grid, we are literally self-less—that is, socially constituted wants and desires determine our very identities. We are, fundamentally, the selves our communities create, an observation that challenges the classical liberal myth of the self-sufficient individual.


Political skepticism collapses together with political solipsism, according to Jaggar, because the former also depends on an overly abstract and individualistic conception of the self. In contrast to those liberals or liberal feminists who insist the state should refrain from privileging any one conception of human well-being over another, Jaggar argued that the state should serve as more than a traffic cop who, without commenting on drivers’ stated destinations, merely makes sure their cars do not collide. Whether we like it or not, she said, human biology and psychology dictate a set of basic human needs, and societies that treat these basic needs as optional cannot expect to survive, let alone to thrive. Thus, said Jaggar, the state must do more than keep traffic moving; it must also block off certain roads even if some individuals want to travel down them.



Critique Two: Women Should Not Try to be Like Men



Jean Bethke Elshtain, a communitarian political theorist, developed an even stronger critique of liberal feminism. Like Jaggar, Elshtain claimed liberal feminists are wrong to emphasize individual interests, rights, and personal freedom over the common good, obligations, and social commitment because “there is no way to create real communities out of an aggregate of ‘freely’ choosing adults.”92 In addition, more so than Jaggar, Elshtain criticized liberal feminists for putting an apparently high premium on so-called male values. She accused the Friedan of the 1960s of equating male being with human being, manly virtue with human virtue. Specifically, she identified what she considered liberal feminism’s three major flaws: (1) claiming women can become like men if they set their minds to it, (2) claiming most women want to become like men, and (3) claiming all women should want to become like men, to aspire to “masculine” values.


With respect to the claim that women can become like men, Elshtain pointed to the general liberal feminist belief that male-female differences are the products of culture rather than biology, of nurture rather than nature. She claimed liberal feminists refuse to entertain the possibility that some sex differences are biologically determined, for fear that affirmative answers could be used to justify the repression, suppression, and oppression of women. For this reason, many liberal feminists have, in Elshtain’s estimation, become “excessive environmentalists”—that is, people who believe that gender identities are the exclusive product of socialization, easily changeable at society’s will.93


Liberal feminism also has a tendency, continued Elshtain, to overestimate the number of women who want to be like men. She denied the view that any woman who wants to be only a wife and mother is a benighted and befuddled victim of patriarchal “false consciousness.” Patriarchy, in Elshtain’s estimation, is simply not powerful enough to make mush out of millions of women’s minds. If it were, feminists could not have provided a cogent explanation for the emergence of feminist “true consciousness” out of pervasive patriarchal socialization. Elshtain observed that liberal feminists’ attempt to reduce wifing and mothering to mere roles is misguided. If, after investing years of physical and emotional energy into being a wife and mother, a woman hears she made the wrong choice, that she could have done something significant with her life instead, she is not likely to have a positive reaction. It is one thing to suggest that a person try a new hairstyle; it is quite another to advise a person to pursue a more purposeful destiny.


Finally, as Elshtain saw it, liberal feminists are wrong to sing “a paean of praise to what Americans themselves call the ‘rat race,’”94 to tell women they should absorb traditional masculine values. Articles written for women about dressing for success, making it in a man’s world, not crying in public, avoiding intimate friendships, being assertive, and playing hardball serve only to erode what may, according to Elshtain, ultimately be women’s best feature—namely, their learned ability to create and sustain community through involvement with friends and family. Women ought to resist membership in the “rat race” culture, said Elshtain. Rather than encouraging one another to mimic the traditional behavior of so-called successful men, who spend a minimum of time at home and a maximum of time at the office, women ought to work toward the kind of society in which men as well as women have as much time for friends and family as for business associates and professional colleagues.


Although she came close here to forwarding the problematic thesis that every wife and mother is necessarily a good woman, Elshtain insisted maternal thinking “need not and must not descend into the sentimentalization that vitiated much Suffragist discourse.”95 Fearing that full participation in the public sphere would threaten female virtue, the suffragists reasoned “the vote” was a way for women to reform the evil, deceitful, and ugly public realm without ever having to leave the supposed goodness, truth, and beauty of the private realm. As Elshtain saw it, had the suffragists not constructed a false polarity between male vice and female virtue, they might have secured women’s right to vote in the only world available to them: a flawed world in need of women’s best qualities.96


In assessing Elshtain’s critique of liberal feminism, late-twentieth-century liberal feminists found several reasons to fault her communitarian line of thought. In particular, they saw her as adopting an “overly romanticized view of a traditional community, where the status quo is not only given but often embraced,”97 and where, therefore, women’s traditional roles remain largely unchanged even if supposedly more valued by society as a whole. They also saw her as accepting the values of a community without critically examining its exclusionary potentialities or asking what kind of communities constitute an environment in which women can thrive.



Critique Three: Liberal Feminism Inadequately Addresses Issues of Race, Class, and Sexual Orientation



Feminist critics of liberal feminism (particularly classical liberal feminism) fault it not only for valorizing a male (e.g., rational, autonomous, isolated) ontology of self and an individualist politics (e.g., an emphasis on the rights of individuals instead of groups) but also for focusing only, or mainly, on the interests of upper- and middle-class, heterosexual, white women.


For example, African American political theorist and activist Angela Davis commented that a significant number of women of African descent experience the housewife role as liberating rather than oppressive.98 Indeed, stressed Davis, many women of African descent, particularly poor ones, would happily trade their travails for the “problem that has no name” (that is, the privileged [white] woman’s dissatisfaction with her traditional housewife role). In response to this inherent lack of diversity, many second-wave women-of-color feminists formed their own groups, including the Comisión Femenil Mexicana Nacional, the North American Indian Women’s Association, and the Combahee River Collective (discussed in greater depth in Chapter 4), which sought to grapple with oppression in multiple spheres, including both gender and race.


Moreover, classism has historically permeated liberal feminism. As mentioned above, seemingly oblivious to the privileged status of the women she addressed in The Feminine Mystique, Friedan simply assumed all or most women were supported by men and therefore wished to work for other than financial reasons. Later, when she came into increased contact with single mothers trying to support their families on meager wages or paltry social benefits, Friedan realized just how hard life can be for a poor woman working in a factory as opposed to a wealthy woman driving to a PTA meeting. Even in The Second Stage, although Friedan tried to address some of the economic concerns of women who had to work, her primary audience remained well-educated, financially comfortable white women whom she wished to rescue from the hardships of the so-called double day.


Similarly, in The Fountain of Age (1993) Freidan more directly targeted relatively well-to-do and healthy, as opposed to relatively poor and frail, older people. Although inspiring, her anecdotes about people remaking their lives after the age of fifty are, as one commentator noted, mostly tales about “life-long achievers with uncommon financial resources.”99 This group’s experience contrasts with that of US citizens whose work years have worn them out physically and psychologically and who find it extremely difficult to survive, let alone thrive, on a small, fixed income. As such people age, especially if they are infirm, their main enemy is not self-image. On the contrary, it is “unsafe neighborhoods, unmanageable stairs, tight budgets and isolation.”100


Finally, in addition to coming under attack for not addressing racism and classism adequately, liberal feminism has earned repeated accusations of heterosexism. As noted above, when lesbians working within the women’s rights movement in the late 1960s decided publicly to avow their sexual identity, Betty Friedan and other key leaders of NOW feared that a vocal and visible lesbian constituency might further alienate the public from “women’s rights” causes. Therefore, they remained relatively silent about homophobia in society at large for far too many years.


Conclusion


One response to the perceived limitations of liberal feminism would be to dismiss it as a movement of the past, too focused on the needs of bourgeois white women to the exclusion of other women, especially women of color. In essence, Ellen Willis did precisely this in her 1975 article “The Conservatism of Ms.,”101 which faulted the magazine, then the most widely recognized liberal feminist publication, for imposing a pseudofeminist “party line.” After describing this line at length, Willis noted its overall message denied women’s pressing need to overthrow patriarchy and capitalism and affirmed women’s supposed ability to make it in the “system.” Whatever Ms. offered women, insisted Willis, it was not feminism.


In response to this sort of criticism, Ms., like NOW, has attempted to evolve since the mid-1970s. Its editors have featured articles on the intersectional nature of the oppression of women. Specifically, it has reported on such topics as overseas sweatshops, sex trafficking, and global human rights, thereby grappling with concerns beyond those of privileged white women.102


According to Anne Phillips, Martha Nussbaum forcefully defended liberalism (and by implication liberal feminism) from three main complaints: (1) it is too “individualistic,” (2) its conception of equality is too “abstract and formal,” and (3) it overemphasizes the role of reason in human life to the neglect of emotion.103 Nussbaum argued that, in fact, liberalism was correct in just the right sort of way. It regards the individual as the basic unit for the construction of society, a notion that serves to protect the interests and rights of women and other oppressed people. The collective—be it the state or the family—should not subsume the individual to its ends, purposes, or goals. Rather, people should be recognized as separate selves who are “hungry and joyful and loving and needy one by one, however closely [they] may embrace one another.”104



Questions for Discussion





1. Does liberal feminism survive the concerns of its critics? If so, in what way is this the case? If not, how might liberal feminism better address these concerns?


2. What are some practical ways in which women may achieve a balance of public and private pursuits? Consider various groups of women (e.g., single mothers, racial minorities, married women, lesbians, economically disadvantaged women).


3. Is there value in attaining legal equality (e.g., the right to vote) when social equality (e.g., the right to food) is still lagging?


4. Why do liberal feminists, most of whom are white, have so much trouble overcoming their Eurocentric biases?


5. What are the main differences between first- and second-wave liberal feminism and between second- and third-wave liberal feminism?
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Radical Feminism


Radical feminists believe that true gender or sex equality is impossible within a patriarchal system. For these feminists, since the system is teeming with oppressive patriarchal norms, assumptions, and institutions, truly emancipatory reform is only possible through a radical reordering of society that eliminates male supremacy. Indeed, second-wave radical feminists who formed groups such as the Redstockings, the Feminists, New York Radical Women (NYRW), and New York Feminists perceived themselves as revolutionaries rather than reformers. They proclaimed, “The personal is political,” offering stories from their own lives to illustrate the kinds of challenges faced by women in a society rife with patriarchy.1


For example, NYRW refused to join the 1968 Jeannette Rankin Brigade peace march in Washington, DC, a large gathering of women’s groups united to oppose the Vietnam War, because its members saw the march as only a reaction to those who governed patriarchal America. NYRW felt that by appealing to Congress, the brigade was keeping its “traditional passive role of reacting to men instead of gaining real political power.”2 This same group of feminists also protested the 1968 Miss America Pageant, calling it a “cattle auction” and tossing bras, girdles, Playboy magazines, mops, and other items that represented women’s oppression into a trash can.3 Similarly, the Redstockings (a neologism combining “bluestocking,” a negative term for brainy women, with “red,” for its close linkage to the revolutionary Left) engaged in proactive activism. The group was famous for its speakouts and street theater dramatizations on the issue of abortion rights.4


Radical feminists introduced to women at large the practice of consciousness-raising. Women came together in small groups and shared with each other their personal experiences as women. In these groups, throughout the 1960s and 1970s, many women discovered that their supposedly individual experiences were not unique but widely shared by women of various backgrounds. According to philosopher Valerie Bryson, consciousness-raising revealed the linkages between the trauma of a woman who had been raped or forced to resort to an illegal abortion and the experiences of the wife whose husband refused to do his share of housework, the secretary whose boss expected her to flatter important male clients, and the female student whose professor promised her good grades if she had sex with him.5


Key to radical feminism was the insistence that men’s control of women’s sexual and reproductive lives and their self-identity, self-respect, and self-esteem constituted the most fundamental of all the oppressions. These feminists split themselves into two general camps, sometimes called radical-libertarian feminists and radical-cultural feminists.


Radical-Libertarian Feminism in General


Radical-libertarian feminists claimed that an exclusively feminine gender identity is likely to limit women’s development as full human persons. Thus, they encouraged women to become androgynous—that is, to embody both (good) masculine and (good) feminine characteristics or, more controversially, any potpourri of masculine and feminine characteristics, good or bad, that struck their fancy.





Joreen Freeman


Among the first radical-libertarian feminists to celebrate the androgynous woman was Joreen Freeman. She wrote, “What is disturbing about a bitch is that she is androgynous. She incorporates within herself qualities defined as ‘masculine’ as well as ‘feminine.’ A Bitch is blatant, direct, arrogant, at times egoistic. She has no liking for the indirect, subtle, mysterious ways of the ‘eternal feminine.’ She disdains the vicarious life deemed natural to women because she wants to live a life of her own.”6 In other words, the androgynous woman does not limit herself to being a sweet girl with little in the way of power. Instead, she embraces as part of her gender identity whatever characteristics permit her to lead life on her own terms.


Freeman’s views did not go unchallenged, however. Among others, Alice Echols rejected as wrongheaded Freeman’s celebration of androgyny. She said that Freeman’s androgynous woman was far too masculine to constitute a good role model for women. Still, Echols credited Freeman for expressing radical-libertarian feminists’ desire to free women from the apparent or perceived constraints of female biology.7



Gayle Rubin


Gayle Rubin, another radical-libertarian feminist, saw the sex/gender system as a “set of arrangements by which a society transforms biological sexuality into products of human activity.”8 So, for example, patriarchal society uses certain facts about male and female biology (chromosomes, anatomy, hormones) as the basis for constructing a set of masculine and feminine gender identities and behaviors that serve to empower men and disempower women. According to Rubin, in the process of accomplishing this task, patriarchal society convinced itself that its cultural constructions are somehow natural and therefore that people’s normality depends on their ability to display whatever gender identities and behaviors are culturally linked with their biological sex. The task for feminists is therefore to contest the normativity of “naturalness” and to proclaim the fluidity of all categories of gender.


Kate Millett


Kate Millett, yet another prominent radical-libertarian feminist, agreed with Rubin that the roots of women’s oppression are buried deep in patriarchy’s sex/gender system. In Sexual Politics (1970), Millett claimed the male-female sex relationship is the paradigm for all power relationships: “Social caste supersedes all other forms of inegalitarianism: racial, political, or economic, and unless the clinging to male supremacy as a birthright is finally forgone, all systems of oppression will continue to function simply by virtue of their logical and emotional mandate in the primary human situation.”9 Because male control of the public and private worlds maintains patriarchy, male control must be eliminated if women are to be liberated. But this is no easy task. To eliminate male control, men and women must eliminate gender—specifically, sexual status, role, and temperament—as it has been constructed under patriarchy.


Patriarchal ideology exaggerates biological differences between men and women, making certain that men always have the dominant, or masculine, roles and women always have the subordinate, or feminine, ones. This ideology is so powerful, said Millett, that men usually secure the apparent consent of the very women they oppress. They do this through institutions, such as the academy, the church, and the family, each of which justifies and reinforces women’s subordination to men, resulting in many women’s internalization of a sense of inferiority to men. Should a woman refuse to accept patriarchal ideology by casting off her “femininity”—that is, her submissiveness/subordination—men will use coercion to accomplish what conditioning has failed to achieve. Intimidation is everywhere in patriarchy, according to Millett. The streetwise woman realizes that if she wants to survive in patriarchy, she had better act feminine, or else she may be subjected to “a variety of cruelties and barbarities.”10


Millett singled out authors D. H. Lawrence, Henry Miller, and Norman Mailer as some of the most articulate leaders of patriarchy’s 1930s–1960s assault on women. She claimed that readers typically took these writers’ descriptions of relationships, in which men sexually humiliate and abuse women, as prescriptions for ideal sexual conduct. Millett considered this view of heterosexual relationships to be pornographic, arguing that pornography often functions in much the same way as advertising does. The perfectly slim bodies of the models who grace the covers of the fashion magazine Vogue become standards for average women. Nobody has to articulate an explicit law: “Thou shalt mold thine lumpen body in the image of one of America’s top models.” Women simply know what is expected of them, what it means to be beautiful. In the same way, women exposed to pornographic authors simply know what is expected of them, what it means to be sexually exciting as opposed to sexually uptight.


In addition to these literary pornographers, Millett identified two other patriarchal groups—neo-Freudian psychologists and Parsonian sociologists—as leading the assault on feminists. Although Sigmund Freud’s openness about sexuality, his willingness to talk about what people do or do not do in the bedroom, initially appeared as a progressive step toward better, more various, and more liberating sexual relations, Millett claimed Freud’s disciples used his writings to “rationalize the invidious relationship between the sexes, to ratify traditional roles, and to validate temperamental differences.”11 In a similar vein, the followers of Talcott Parsons, a well-known sociologist, used his writings to argue that distinctions between masculine and feminine traits are biological/natural rather than social/cultural and that without rigid gender dimorphism, society could not function as well as it does now. Convinced that gender identities and behaviors are not “an arbitrary imposition on an infinitely plastic biological base” but rather “an adjustment to the real biological differences between the sexes,”12 Parsons’s disciples confidently asserted that women’s subordination to men is natural.


Millett ended her discussion of prominent sexists on an optimistic note. In the 1970s, women were, she believed, regrouping their forces. Twentieth-century feminists were determined not to repeat their nineteenth-century predecessors’ mistakes. Millett observed in contemporary feminism a determined effort to destroy the so-called sex/gender system—the basic source of women’s oppression—and to create a new androgynous society in which men and women are equals at every level of existence. Interestingly and importantly, she noted that creating this ideal society would require women to temporarily separate from men so that both men and women could better appreciate the value of women. A truly androgynous society is one in which both sexes value female worth as highly as male worth, said Millett.13
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