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PREFACE 
 

 

The gender & women studies with its interdisciplinary approach offers the students of 

Gender & Women Studies Department, Allama Iqbal Open University an opportunity to 

explore a variety of important topics by studying various courses. We would like to 

acknowledge the inputs of the members the committee of courses, unit writers, unit 

reviewers, and the writers whose work is cited in the study guide. I also want to 

acknowledge the course development coordinator of the course Ms. Aqleem Fatimah who 

has worked diligently for preparing the study guide for you.  

 Atifa Nasir 

 Incharge/Assistant Professor  

 Department of Gender & Women Studies  
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INTRODUCTION OF THE COURSE 
 

 

Dear students, 

The course Feminist Philosophy (9176) is a 03-credit course comprising of nine units. 

This study guide (reader) a is brief introductory booklet for you to facilitate you 

understand the basic concepts and to give you details of other readings for exploring 

more about the topics covered in nine units. 

The primary goal of this course is to familiarize you with key issues, questions, and 

debates within feminist scholarship. In this course, we will consider questions like what 

is philosophy. Why do we have to study theories & philosophies? What is the objective 

of looking at feminist theories? A central feature of this course is to create an 

understanding of the bridge building activities between the philosophy of feminism(s) 

and action. To answer these questions, we will consider a series of feminist frameworks, 

which suggest how gender relations have been in the past and how they are at the present. 

Thus, this course focuses on the ways in which feminists have challenged the ‘norms’ 

and ‘practices’ of civil societies. The course will then provide an analytical understanding 

of some major feminist philosophies by drawing out dominant themes considering the 

ways in which class, ethnicity, and sexual orientation have interacted with women has 

gendered identity and roles.  

 

OBJECTIVES OF THE COURSE 
 

After studying this course, you will be able to:  

1. understand the multiplicity of feminist theories and the major feminist texts 

associated with them.  

2. analyze how feminism interacts with social, cultural and political practices.  

3. develop the analytical skills needed to evaluate women’s experiences in Pakistan.  
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HOW TO STUDY? 
 

 

For studying material, you need to follow the given instructions 

● This study guide presents and overview. You are encouraged to study at your own 

by studying the suggested readings given under each topic for preparation of 

assignments / exams. Since, BS Gender & Women Studies aims to prepare a lot of 

social scientists and researchers in gender and women issues. Thereby, being a 

researcher, the more you will equip yourself by studying available online materials, 

the more you will be aptly fulfil the role of a social scientist and researcher, and 

will successfully complete your degree. 

● If you spend one hour daily to study your course, you will be able to complete your 

course in eighteen, 18 weeks. 

● As soon as you are assigned tutors, you start working on your assignments. Try to 

contact your tutors if you need to understand any topic, or call to GWS Faculty 

members (phone numbers are in your prospectus/on AIOU web) for guidance. 

Assignments are your personal notes, so always keep a copy with you before 

sending it to your tutor. 

● In the mid/quarter of your study period, a workshop will be arranged for you, 

which is a compulsory component of your study. This workshop gives you more 

clarity about topics. You interact with your peers, internal and external resource 

persons in the workshop. Therefore, avail the best of information at the workshop 

and take notes of the lectures as well. 

● Extensively use internet and Library for better understanding of the topics. 

 

TUTORS GUIDANCE 
 

AIOU's BS Gender and Women Studies invites students to study at their own. However, 

we do provide students with tutors that are assigned to check their assignments. You are 

encouraged to contact your assigned tutors before preparing assignments for guidance. 

Tutors are appointed through regional office. So, if you did not get tutor information on 

AIOU Website than contact respective regional office for confirmation of name, email 

and phone number , and address of the tutors. 

     

    Aqleem Fatimah 

    Course Development Coordinator/ 

    Course Coordinator  
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INTRODUCTION 
 

This unit is primarily concerned to define feminist philosophy, its core foundational 

concepts, nature, scope, and the features.  Thus, this unit gives an overview to the 

students to make them familiar with the basic introduction of the feminists’ philosophy 

and urge them to explore more on the foundational concepts of feminist philosophy. 

 

OBJECTIVES 
 
After studying this unit, the students will be able to: 

1.  understand what is meant by feminist philosophy. 

2. familiarize students with the nature and scope of feminist philosophical thought 

3. explore and analyze the key features of feminist philosophy. 
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1. What is Feminism? 
 

1.1 Feminism is not a Unitary Concept 
 

To understand what feminism is , there is a need to look at Jane Freedman’s work  (2001: 

1) where she illustrates and convey that feminism is not a “unitary” concept, instead it is 

multifarious, diverse, and a “grouping of ideas”, or grouping of actions” that are different 

in many ways. So feminism is not a singular form instead there must be a use of 

feminisms instead of feminism.  

 

She (ibid: 1) makes this claim as for her there are various feminist theories which are not only 

different but completely in opposition of the other theories. However, it is also desirable how 

these all theories similar, different and opposing lie under the same umbrella of feminism. 

The two core baselines themes that are found in all feminist theories are the following;  

 

1) concern of all feminist theories with women’s backward and inferior status and 

position in the society which is caused by the discriminatory practices, living standards 

and patterns on the basis of women’s sex and 2) call for changing social, economic, 

political, cultural, order for redressing, reducing and eventually overcoming 

discrimination on the basis of sex.  

 

1.2 Differentiating Feminism and Being Feminist 
 

Jane (ibid:2) also have mentioned that feminism is thus can be concluded as a term which 

evolved over time however which still is not persistently used by all who campaign for 

women’s rights. Delmar (1986) also refers many of the women who are fighting for the rights 

of women, but do not call themselves as feminist. So, this word has been “a restricted concept 

/term to be sued” because it means “specific groups”, and “specific concerns”.  

 

 
 

(This figure was uploaded by AjdaKahveci) 

https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Ajda_Kahveci
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Delmar (1986: 13) points out: “There are those who claim that feminism does have a 

complex of ideas about women, specific to or emanating from feminists. This means that 

it should be possible to separate out feminism and feminists from the multiplicity of those 

concerned with women’s issues. It is by no means absurd to suggest that you don’t have 

to be a feminist to support women’s rights to equal treatment, and that not all those 

supportive of women’s demands are feminists. In this light feminism can claim its own 

history, its own practices, its own ideas, but feminists can make no claim to an exclusive 

interest in or copyright over problems affecting women. Feminism can thus be 

established as a field (and this even if skepticism is still needed in the face of claims or 

demands for a unified feminism), but cannot claim women as its domain”. 

 

So in short, feminism can be studied as a field of study as Jane explained which could 

study women however, women cannot solely be its only domain. In addition to this 

Castro (1990: 2) call feminism as a “refusal to define all women” and “all other human 

beings different” based on sex.  

 

It can also be what Bunch (1983) defined as “an effort” for bringing insights from 

different female experiences together with the help of research and data collection for 

producing those approaches which will understand and end female oppression. However, 

on a larger scale, it is a theory that theorizes men and women on equal basis at all levels; 

socio-economic, cultural, political etc. This definition also refers to “core feminism”.  

 

1.3 Feminism as a Range of Political Movements 
 

Feminism is also understood by many as apolitical movement to fight for women’s rights, 

which shares a goal to define, establish and achievement equality at all levels of human 

life for establishing personal, economic, social, religious, political, educational, and 

professional opportunities for women equal to those of men. There have been various 

movements within feminism which call into account the oppressive treatment of women 

in the society and campaign for their rights For instance NariPokkho movement (from 

Bangladesh), Chipku Movement (from India), and MeToo and #MeToo.  

 

NariPokkho means "Pro-woman", "For Women" or "On the Side of Women" (UFSI 

Reports 1987, 9; Christian Science Monitor 2 June 1988; UPI 23 Aug. 1995). According 

to a United Nations Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination 

against Women (CEDAW) report from 8 April 1993, Naripakkho was formed in 1973 

and have more than 200 professional and career women as members.  

 

This is a feminist  movement was started by a group mainly working for creating 

awareness on legal rights, dowry problems and other gender issues through organizing 

workshops, seminars etc. Naripakkho also provides assistance to other agencies on 

organizing training workshops on women and gender issues. However, another report by 

Universities Field Staff International (UFSI) maintains that NariPokkho was established 

in 1983.  A group of radical educated professional women especially working with 

development organizations committed to work for feminist philosophy and to ensure 
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democratic principles. They worked to create awareness raising groups on policy issues 

and also against sexism in the society. In April 1987, this movement became more visible 

when the members successfully organized a signature campaign against the Ershad 

regime’s attempt to Islamize the country by changing the existing secular contents of the 

constitution. 

 

Similarly, #MeToo campaign also falls under the category of political movements. The 

Me Too or #Me Too movement has gained momentum worldwide to address the issues of 

sexual abuse, and sexual harassment. A sexual harassment survivor and activists Tarana 

Burke on social media have first used it on Myspace (2006). Later on,Alyssa Milano an 

actor who urged women to speak up has used it. She wrote on her twitter page “If all the 

women who have been sexually harassed or assaulted wrote ‘Me Too’ as a status. We 

might give people a sense of the magnitude of the problem”. As a result, many of the 

celebrities, women from sports, politicians and women from daily walk of live used 

hashtag Me too on their social media accounts as status. After millions of women and 

even men using the phrase and hashtag in English, the expression has been translated to 

many other languages around the world that has turned this movement an international 

campaign against sexual abuse or sexual harassment.  

 

These kind of movements have been developed by time, developed over years and 

represented various viewpoints that first talked about white women’s issues, and later on 

raise the Question of the rights of black women, ethnic groups, minorities and racial 

discrimination   of the women. These kind of campaigns have resulted in formulation and 

enactment of various laws against sexual harassment, rape, child abuse etc. in many parts 

of the world. 

 

Activity 
  

1. Watch movie “Pakistan’s Hidden Shame”and identify how the feminism in 

Pakistan urged Mohammad Naqvi to unveil the child abuse happening in Pakistan.  

2. Watch movie Pakistan’s open secret (Directed by Sharmeen Obaid Chinoy) which 

deals with the lives of feminized men (zenanas, khusrasetc) to unveil how 

feminism deals with issues of various genders as well.  

3. Also write a note how such movies relate to feminism and work as a range of 

movements? 

 

Self-Assessment Questions (SAQs) 
  

1. Feminism is defined differently above. What is your understanding of feminism? 

2. Feminism is not a unitary concept, what does this mean? Write briefly in your own 

words. 

3. What is the difference between feminism and being a feminist? Give instances to 

explain the difference.  

4. Is feminism really a range of political movements? If yes/no, justify your answer 

by giving examples.  
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1.4 What is Feminist Philosophy? 
 

Feminist philosophy can be defined as a philosophy that highlights the role of gender in 

the formation of traditional philosophical problems and concepts, analyzes the ways in 

which traditional philosophy reflects, perpetuate bias against women, and defends all 

those philosophical concepts that presume women’s equality in all respects.  

 

For doing so, feminist philosophy not only relies on the past traditional philosophical 

traditions; classic, analytical, and continental but also work thematically on various 

untouched topics which were never discovered earlier i.e. body, race, ethnicity, labor, 

pregnancy, family planning. 

 

Therefore, feminist philosophy is enriched and cannot be labelled as “monolithic” due to 

diversity among various methods to achieve feminist philosophical goals. The feminist 

philosophers realize that a single philosophy ca not work to resolve issues of the women 

and cannot be applicable for each community and group.  

 

1.4.1 The Normative versus Descriptive Stance within Feminist Philosophy 
Feminist philosophers have different stance regarding the use of normative components 

to be researched or highlighted or the descriptive components and their analysis. As a 

result, we find that there are the feminists whose philosophy favors for normative 

components “how women ought or ought not to be viewed treated, and draw on a 

background conception of justice or broad moral position”. While, the philosophers who 

vote for descriptive components concern “how women are, in the real word “as a matter 

of fact”, how they are been viewed, treated, and allegedly raise the question of 

mistreatment of women, which is not in accordance with the standards of equality, justice 

and morality. In doing so, they challenge the normative claim also. 

 

However, Jaggar (1994) mentions that there can be disagreements within feminists circles 

regarding descriptive or normative claims, yet they both are agreeing to the point that 

women suffer “oppression”, are “disadvantaged”. Therefore, feminist philosophy though 

claims women’s equal rights and respect in all levels of life; however, it is multifarious 

and diverse for reaching the goal. As James (1998: 576) mentions that “Feminism is 

grounded on the belief that women are oppressed or disadvantaged by comparison with 

men, and that their oppression is in some way illegitimate or unjustified. Under the 

umbrella of this general characterization there are, however, many interpretations of 

women and their oppression, so that it is a mistake to think of feminism as a single 

philosophical doctrine, or as implying an agreed political program”. 

 

Self-Assessment Questions (SAQs)  
 

1. Define feminist philosophy. 

2. Compare the descriptive and normative stance within feminist philosophy.  

3. Give instances of normative stance 

4. Give instance to explain descriptive stance 
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1.5 The Category of Woman as Woman, Being a Woman & Becoming a 

Woman 
 

In feminist philosophy, the core emphasis is to discuss the category of women, being a 

woman and becoming a woman. This idea is taken up Simon de Beauvoir who says, “One is 

not born but rather becomes a woman”. This idea poses question on how the woman as a 

category is developed by the men of the society who look at women as “other” and are “the 

seer”, men is subject and women is object. Thus, he creates women’s body as oppressed or 

disadvantaged. Whereas, a woman rather can become a “woman” as defined by the men, or 

can be different by using her body a vehicle to change her situation.  

 

She discusses how “women becomes flesh”. For her becoming, a flesh is characterized by 

“the process whereby one comes to experience oneself as sexual, bodily being exposed to 

another gaze”. For her becoming a flesh is not bad. However, it becomes bad when anybody 

become flesh against his or her own will.  She explains ow this body of flesh becomes a site 

of perceptions where each perception works strongly and restrain freedom.  

 

1.6 Nature and Scope of Philosophical Feminism/Feminists Philosophy 
 

Philosophical feminism or the feminist philosophy got its momentum in early 60s and 

70s when women philosophers questioned about why there is very little contribution in 

the field of philosophy. They questioned for why women have remained so far from 

academic field of philosophy. They also raise this point that whether women were not 

part of philosophical field? Alternatively, they were made to keep themselves away. Why 

their contribution is missing or was it dismissed? All these questions carry weight 

however, they were aware that only more academic women and philosophers are not the 

real solution to this problem. In fact, there is a need to change the mindset that restrain 

women to be philosophers or accept only work of those women who think like a man and 

are so called rational beings. Followed by the questions, women stepped into the field of 

philosophy and raised questions in all eminent areas of academic field; moral, political, 

ethics, aesthetics, epistemology, phenomenology. So, the scope of feminist philosophy 

become diverse and widespread.  
 

Activity  
 

Watch movie “Saving Face by Sharmeen Obaid Chinoy to identify scope of feminist 

philosophy which deals so many issues of poor and marginalized groups in Pakistan.  
 

1.7 Main Features of Feminist Philosophy 
 

Main features of feminist philosophy are as under 

1. Gender  2. Justice for women 

3. Equality  4. Equity 

5. Mainstreaming 6. Empowerment  

7. Identity  8. Sexism and Androcentricsm  

9. Sexuality 
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1.7.1 Gender 

Gender is the central concern and theme of all feminist philosophical strands. It entails 

that instead of looking at male and female or people with mixed biological traits, there is 

a need to masculinity and femininity on a continuum and in between them, other genders 

are found. They insist to see how on the basis of biological traits society contracts social 

roles, relation and spheres of life and how one gender is allowed to do specific tasks and 

the other is restrained. 

 

1.7.2 Justice for Women 

Another important feature of the feminist philosophy is to base all of its work to provide 

women with justice as they are also human, “women as human”. This feature assert that 

women are also to be considered as equally important like men and that they also need a 

just society, community where they would be given equal opportunity to live life 

peacefully. 

 

1.7.3 Gender Equality 

Feminist philosophy’s third feature is its demand of equality in all fields of human life. 

The idea is to give women all those opportunities that are being given to men like 

education, right to vote, workable environmental conditions. 

 

1.7.4 Gender Equity 

In feminist philosophy, there is also a very important as it considers fairness of treatment 

with men and women based on their respective needs; maternity leaves for women, less 

working hours for mother workers, quota for other genders etc. 

 

1.7.5 Empowerment 

This feature within feminist philosophy assert that women should be provided with equal 

opportunities to work and if they stay at home and work for family, this need to be paid 

by the state. It also assert that acknowledgement and acceptance of women’s contribution 

to economic life of a country is a must as women are doing a lot by care economy and 

other small jobs that play a significant role. 

 

1.7.6 Sexism and Androcentricsm 

Feminist philosophy also is unique for its focus on sexism and androcentricsm that is 

characterized by the critiques of texts and theories that typically focus on the women’s 

presentation and their experiences of exclusion from the traditional philosophical thought 

by rediscovering the work done by female philosophers whose work is unrecognized until 

now.  

 

1.7.7 Gender Mainstreaming 

Within feminist philosophy there are two streams one which advocates gender 

mainstreaming approaches to realize the dream of gender equality and the other which 

problematizes it as something which sees it as “a short-cut to bypass controversial 

problems like equal treatment, special affirmative actions for women and men’s 

privileges in gender equality” (Anderson , 2015).  Anderson mentions that the gender 
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mainstreaming practitioners usually avoid using the terminology “feminism” as they 

consider it an obstacle.  

 

1.7.8 Identity 

Feminist philosophy is enriched with its debates on identity and the politics around identity. 

Various feminist philosophers look identity differently and there are various perspectives on 

it.  Feminist philosophical work on identity basically focus on the self and relies upon three 

main takes which include criticism of the dominant modern, western views of the self, 

reclamation of the female identities and lastly the reconceptualization of the self as both 

dynamic, relational and multilayered phenomenon respectively”. Thus feminist philosophical 

thought focus on reconceptualization through multilayered models of relational self “identity” 

to challenge the standardized philosophical models and their biases”.  

 

1.7.9 Sexuality 

Another feature of feminist philosophy is the sexuality that is understood differently by 

various feminists. There are ones who consider sexuality “the root cause for women 

objectification” and calls for “women only spaces/sister homes”. These radical feminists 

find issues within women body.  However, there are others who are pro sexuality and 

consider it “not really a bad thing” and consider it “an empower feature” if decision is 

taken up independently. However the strand of postmodern feminists do not conform to 

this ideology and explains that there are always a discourse that plays power game and 

asks people to think in a fashion where they think that personal is private. In fact personal 

is not private but it is political.   

 

Activity 1.7.9 

(a) Watch Drama Cheekh aired on ARY and highlight how this drama underpin the 

body politics prevalent around women body and the marginalized people?  

(b) Identify the moments in which the character Manat was being harassed for being a 

woman? Also, identify the moments when she proves herself as an empowered 

individual. 

 

Self-Assessment Questions 
 

Q.1 Define feminism. Explain in detail the issues in defining feminism as a unitary 

concept. 

Q.2 Do you find any difference between feminism and feminist philosophy? Yes/No? 

Justify your stance by giving various arguments and instances. 

Q.3 What is meant by normative stance within feminist philosophical debates? Explain 

in detail. 

Q.4 What is the difference between normative and descriptive stance within feminist 

philosophy? 

Q.5 How does Simon de Beauvoir differentiate between category of woman as woman 

or becoming a woman? Explain. 

Q.6 Explain scope of feminist philosophy and its main features that distinguishes it 

from any other philosophical strand. 
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INTRODUCTION 

This unit is primarily concerned to elaborate on the waves of feminism that emerged 

during course of time. It also explains the various strands and forms of feminisms that 

emerged and contributed to feminist discourse while addressing multiple issues of human 

life particularly the vulnerable groups of societies. Thus, it enables students to distinguish 

between various forms of feminism and to realize feminism as not a simple phenomenon 

but enriched with multiplicity and contestations between intra feminist debates and inter 

feminist debates.  

 

OBJECTIVES 
 

After studying this unit, the students will be able to: 

1. highlight waves of feminism 

2. differentiate various form of feminisms that emerged during various waves of 

feminism 

3. analyze the multiplicity of feminist forms and how there are commonalities and 

contestations found within these forms. 
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2. WAVES OF FEMINISM 
 

(Image retrieved from the book “The social life of Gender” 

 

2.1 The First Wave of Feminism 
 

The first wave of feminism was started in the late nineteenth century by the English white 

women of elite class from North America who came out to protest against the 

discriminatory laws that prevent women from voting “suffrage”. However later on, it 

expanded and demanded equal right to own property, employment, marriage, and other 

rights to own a position and authority. This movement was inspired by the preliminary 

work of Mary Wollstone Craft. Sanders (2004) mentions that “vindication of the rights of 

women” provided a framework. The renowned names of this movement include Susan B. 

Anthony, Elizabeth Cady Stanton, Margarete fuller etc.  

 

This movement was so stimulating that it caused women around the globe to claim for 

their rights and in many countries, women were granted with educational liberties, right 

to vote, own property etc. In South Asia, the impact of this movement was observed 

when Indian people rose against the mal practice of sati “burning of women with their 

dead husband. It also caused a great shift in people’s acceptance of women in different 

occupations and co-educational schools.  

 

2.1.1 Criticism on First Wave Feminism 

The major criticism on this wave is that it was by white English women who highlighted 

only those issues that were important to them and not relevant to the problems of the 

people of color and different race. It was also criticized for being too much obsessed with 

married women’s issues while neglecting unmarried women and young girls’ issues and 

problems. Although there are still many organizations governmental and non-

governmental who are working with a liberal feminism approach. However, the biggest 

criticism on this form of feminism is that it has no theory.  

 

Another criticism of this movement was that it generalized the problems faced by women 

by the yardstick of middle class, working white women. Although much of the racial 

movements too were merged in the movement, it was bashed as becoming a `hegemonic’ 
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movement which essentialized the issues of a certain class and kind of women and used 

them universally and ignored the problems and hardships faced by the women of color 

and different ethnicities from multiple economic classes.  

 

2.2 The Second Wave Feminism 
 

The second wave feminism focused on the liberation of women specifically in the 1960s 

in United States and it expanded to other parts of the world so quickly “within a decade”. 

Second wave of feminism is often dated from the publication of Feminine Mystique in 

1963 that contrasted the ideology of femininity with the reality of women s lives. Friedan 

founded NOW National Organization for Women in 1966, which is a liberal women 

rights organization, based on professional, and career women who were committed to 

bring women into full participation.  NOW in US was the largest feminist organization 

but due to being the Democratic Party’s auxiliary its appeal remains limited in playing 

the role as a pressure group. 

 

In America another radical strain of feminism emerged in the late 60s’ Women 

Liberation Movement (WLM)’. The leaders in WLM Women Liberation Movement’ 

were the veterans of earlier civil rights movement, who participated in Freedom Summers 

of the mid 60s, worked against racial discrimination and segregation in the southern state, 

and were radicalized through exposure to the brutal realities of American capitalism. 

 

Second wave feminism was more concerned about the social issues, which base on the 

biology of men and women.  The second wave feminists were not of a single group but 

various sections of feminism including liberal, radical, socialists and the cultural 

feminists. That is why although its major were sexuality, reproductive rights, and labour 

force participation. However, there can be found shifts in the issues highlighted by the 

second wave feminism challenging the domestic inequalities between the genders and 

reproduction, it covered the racial issues also.  The major two schools within second 

wave feminism include 

i. Radical Feminism 

ii. Radical Radical feminism 

 

2.2.1 Criticism 

The biggest criticism on second wave feminism and especially the radical radical 

feminism was that it was not speaking the real issues of all the women. It is criticized by 

the masses for more focusing on the issues of working-class women, highlighting how it 

is significant to get rid of the biology and to be lesbians. It has been also received 

criticism for being a movement of the white women under the flag of Women liberation 

Movement that was creating a hegemony of the white women, while missing to highlight 

the issues of the common women, the women of the colour and the major health 

concerns. Shulamith work was regarded as nihilistic and unreal which essentialized 

women‘s biology as core of all issues and look forward for a technological advancement 

that will resolve this issue. 
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2.3 Third Wave of Feminism 
 

Third wave feminism marks its start in the early 1990s in the United States.  Women 

related to the second wave generally, the daughters of second wave activists who were 

brought up to be independent, strong and high achieving women led this movement under 

the second wave feminism. The base of this wave was cultural taking a toll on the 

prevalent cultures under patriarchy, still oppressing women and their right to self-

determination and self-actualization. This wave saw its activism more prominently in the 

shape of language interpretation; electronic media, feminist journals and magazines 

taking the stage to change the dynamics of the language use against women. This led to 

the acceptance and widespread usage of the terms, words, phrases and slang that was 

once ruled as derogatory towards women and usually thought of as indecent vocabulary. 

Many scholars, media persons and activists challenging the still present cultural and 

economic constraints on women (Synder, 2008) provided multiple narratives. Amr 

Richard and Donna Haraway are among a few name to be mentioned as third wave 

feminists. 

 

This movement saw more diversity in its subjects as it included women from many 

different classes, ethnicities and backgrounds. Its inclusiveness provided for a wider 

spread notion of the advanced modern feminism as well as the diverse nature of 

narratives provided. Many female lead TV series, movies and animated pictures started 

coming into mainstream besides the female magazines and blogs. The definitions and 

concepts surrounding feminism were altered, changed and advanced as the inclusiveness 

of the movement allowed multiple narratives to feminism becoming not just one thing but 

a plethora of many related concepts which included not only the female basic rights but 

also included the rights of different sexualities, races, classes and sub cultures. It has been 

dubbed as less restrictive and less judgmental than the previous waves of feminism 

(Synder, 2008). 

 

The wave gave way too many new laws in favour of women to be initiated included the 

acceptance of women in the military, sexual harassment at work and spousal rape made 

illegal, thousands of shelters for women were initiated, reproductive health and planned 

parenthood was given more importance and many universities were made co-ed. The 

major criticism of the movement arises from its diversity and inclusiveness which 

although allow diverse identities to come in play but also confuse the phenomenon of 

feminism. Most of theories produced under this wave were also critiqued for being too 

subjective due to being personal narratives that gave way to very low level of cohesion in 

the movement. The controversial identity issue was deemed as another shortcoming of 

the movement under the discussion of the female identity and regulatory identities such 

as the hijab and the belly shirt issue.  

 

2.3.1 Criticism 

The critics of the third wave feminist do not accept third wave feminism as another wave. 

For some it is an extension of the second wave feminism “part two” because there was 

not a single or unitary approach and cause. For instance, the first wave movement worked 
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for women right to vote and the second wave was to avail equal opportunity in the 

workforce and to end discriminatory legal practices regarding sex and marriage laws. 

 

It has been critique for too much promotion of “choice” and “individualism” which 

prevented the third wave feminism to grow and to move towards attainment of political 

goals as was done by the first wave and second wave feminism. According to Anmmello 

() the individualism s concept of “choice” does not empower but silence women and does 

not allow them to work as a political movement for addressing various serious concerns 

and issues i.e.  Distribution of resources.  

 

It’s been also criticized for not being a “wave “ in true sense as it mostly deals with the 

issues of the white women , American women and has not highlighted the issues , 

problems and concerns of women of color (Shira Tarrant) . She rejects the claims of third 

wave feminism as an “inclusive” wave which include issues of all women because the 

work for the abolition of slavery and for the women suffrage mainly uplifted the status of 

white women and did not produce any positive e direct impact on the lives of black 

women or women of color. 

 

It has been also criticized for girly feminists’ various forms of self-expression like the 

“belly shirts, fetish dress choices to pose as an act of resistance against the patriarchal 

mindset of the about female sexuality. Strangely, hijab and belly shirts both have been 

used as means of self-expression that creates controversy as both are totally opposite 

ways to express self.  

 

2.4 Fourth Wave Feminism 
 

Fourth wave feminism started around 2012 that was more prominently based on the use 

of social media to fight the inequalities and injustices faced by the women. Its focus is to 

get justice for the sexual harassment and violence against women. The fourth wave is 

challenging the status quo, misogyny, political framework and calling for social justice 

(Cochrane, 2103). This movement has taken place more directly as the excessively used 

social media sites like Twitter, Facebook, and Tumblr etc. have been used to impart the 

narrative of the feminist movement.  

 

The fourth wave has seen many issues highlighted specifically about sexual harassment 

and misconduct. Many cases of sexual misconduct in the media and Film industry 

generally have come to limelight under the wave. The ‘Me Too’ movement has been 

much popular during the latter quarter of 2017 which has revealed many scandals related 

to murder, rape and sexual harassment to name a few including the Delhi gang rape, Bill 

Cosby allegations and the infamous Harvey Weinstein scandal. Similarly, the annual 

woman march has also seen woman taking to the streets to fight for their rights and 

stopping the maltreatment in workplaces, educational institutions and for social justice. 

Pew survey (March 7, 2018) also indicate that most of the female worker face gender 

discrimination at workplace and the sexual assault is a serious issue at workplaces.  
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Chamberlain mentions (2017)  that fourth wave feminists also supports intersectionality 

and works through online petitioning, and hashtags on social media.  Various campaigns 

have been started under various campaigns like everyday sexism Project , UK Feminista, 

Reclaim the Night, One Biliion Rising, #GirlGaze, #HeforShe, # And Now and Now 

What etc.  

 

Sarlaksha and Paramasivam (2014) argue that the gender stereotypes plays a vital role in 

creating pressures on men and women. Men are pressurized to play the role as bread 

earners while women to be the caregivers and homemakers.  The performed roles in the 

end create discrimination for due to conforming to those social roles which are to be done 

out of will and interest. 

 

2.4.1 Criticism 

The major criticism the fourth wave has faced is its social media-based activism. It has 

been criticized as it excludes the people who do not use such platforms and supports and 

provides the point of view of the parts of society that can afford to use technology.  

 

It has also been observed that many of the so-called feminist activists do not physically 

take part in any kind of activism for the feminist cause, rather stay behind their blogs and 

social media accounts with their followers and only talk to a certain audience.  

 

It has been also criticized that this feminist wave seeks social systems such as patriarchy their 

enemy and they want to work against social systems by abandoning all efforts to compete 

with men on equal basis which results good men to stay away from the movement.   

 

Self-Assessment Questions 
 

1. List out the main areas of concern for first and second waves of feminism? 

2. Distinguish between the major shifts found in third and fourth wave of feminism. 

 

2.5 Forms of Feminists Philosophies Emerged During Four Waves 
 

2.5.1 Liberal Feminism 

Liberal feminism is an individualistic form of feminist theory, which focuses on women's 

ability to maintain their equality through their own actions and choices. Its emphasis was 

on making the legal and political rights of women equal to men.  

a. They assert that the gender differences found are not biological  

b. They demanded equal rights amendment in US constitution that will ensure no 

denial or abridging of any individual based on sex. However, this dream has not yet 

been ratified. 

c. They highlighted and focused on gender discrimination in wage, job opportunities, 

glass ceiling, gendered job market etc.  
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(Image is retrieved from Radical vs. Liberal Feminist Legal TheoryBy Maryam) 

 

d. They channelized their movement through a) civil rights movements, b) anti-

discrimination legislations c) affirmative action  

 

Affirmative action calls to favor through resource allocation or employment or any other 

opportunity to those individuals or groups who have been discriminated against on the 

basis of race, ethnicity, gender or sex previously. Two of the pioneers of liberal feminism 

include May Wollstonecraft, Harriot Tailor. 

 

Self-Assessment Questions 

1. Is liberal feminism a corner stone in women’s movements for achievement of their 

rights? 

2. Write notes on Mary Wollstonecraft and Harriot Tailor. 

 

2.5.1.1 Mary Wollstonecraft 

  

 
 

(Retrieved from Google images) 
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The founder of the oldest theory of feminism was Mary Wellstone craft who was a 

British woman belong to aristocracy in 18th century. Although she was not from poor 

family, yet she realized that the women are not treated well and are not dealt well. She 

was not aware that she is conducting a research but in fact through using observation and 

self-reflections. She wrote A Vindication of the Rights of Woman: with Strictures on 

Political and Moral Subjects (1792), written by the 18th-century British proto feminist 

Mary Wollstonecraft. It is understood as ‘bible of feminism’. Feminism is considered as a 

western thing and a western yondra. She criticized on a) Gender Discrimination in the 

Laws, b) The Gendered Division of Academic Fields, and c) social and religious 

discriminatory practices 

  

a) Gender Discrimination in the Laws 

She felt bad for why women are not treated well in the law, which discriminates against 

her. Some of the main issues that she highlighted include the Law of Jurial Minor/Jurial 

Major.  

 

In England, there was a law, which distinguishes between jurial minor and jurial majors 

a. Jury minors stands for  

1) Boys less than 18 years who can be jurial major after his 18 birthday 

2) The girls and women.  

3) Patient with mental disabilities 

4) Slaves 

b. Jury major stands for all boys after 18 years onwards  

 

She questioned the very nature of this law that discriminates with women to an extent 

that keep them “as a category equivalent to people with disabilities, children and slave”.  

 

b) The Gendered Division of Academic Fields 

The second issue, which Mary Wollstonecraft highlighted, was the discrimination within 

in the field of education. At that time, in England there were division of academy in two 

parts 

1) The social sciences 

2) Natural sciences 

 

Women were not allowed to enroll themselves in natural sciences and were preferred to 

be in social sciences. Mary opposed this idea of division saying that religion, culture 

explains that softer sciences are good for women because God created them this way and 

that women are emotional, sacrificing so softer disciplines would suit them. She criticized 

this idea that not only was preached through religion, appreciated by culture and 

implemented by laws of restricting women considering it immobile, and not a 

contemplative being. Whereas, her point was that if women would be given the chance, 

she could do everything which men are supposed to do. 
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c) Religious Cultural Discriminatory Practices: 

She said that religion, culture and laws all tame women to behave in a certain fashion. So 

few steps should be followed in order to end gender discrimination. 

 

1. First Work on socialization process through which children internalize how to 

behave and act being as a boy or a girl.  

2. Secondly, cultural critique is required which is only possible if the cultural critique 

spaces will be established. In this way all the gendered content like that of the 

‘Emile’ novel by Rousseau and others must not be studied and should not be part of 

popular literature any more. Emil was a novel that is stuffed with women as being 

really soft, cowardly and weak through demonstration of women character. It is the 

novel thatplaces this argument that a woman does not need a rational education. 

(Rousseau famously argues in Emile (1762) that women should be educated for the 

pleasure of men. Therefore, she rejected this point of Rousseau and said that 

instead of making such content available, the political vintage point should be 

shared which would suggest criticism on socialization process. 

3. Third, she wrote in detail that God has given women the equally sense and 

emotions that are given to men.  

 

Her work was well revived but later on, it was banned for reading. Until the mid of 19th 

century no one was there who carry on his/her work with Mary’s work. 

 

2.5.1.2 Harriot Tailor 

 

 
 

(Retrieved from Google images) 

 

Harriot Tailor was a British philosopher and a women rights’ advocate. She not a writer 

but was more of a speaker. She is called as Harriot Tailor Mill as she was wife of tailor 

but not happy with her relationship. She wanted to divorce him but Tailor did not want so 

he accepted her relationship with Mill. After Tailor’s death, Harriot married Mill but did 

not change her first husband’s name. 
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Harriot was one who rediscovered Wollstonecraft and made her work “a takeoff point”. 

She used Mary’s point that women should be equally treated and should be in public 

spaces but added up another point that all women should be bound legally to contribute in 

public force for four to five years.  
 

Later on, the decision should be of hers, whether she wants to continue with or not. John 

Stuart Mill although approved her stance yet disagreed with the point that all women 

should work for 4-5 as a compulsion.  
 

Harriet Taylor Mill’s Enfranchisement of Women written in 1851, her argument does not 

specifically address reproduction, but instead works towards opening up options for 

women, without putting a value judgment on individual choices.  
 

She gives a clear and concise argument on the principles that women should vote, hold 

political office, (Becktel - 5 - Research Report 08/09) have access to education, career 

opportunities, equal property rights between married couples, and that the word ‘male’ be 

removed from the State Constitutions. 
 

2.5.1.3 Contribution of Liberal Feminism 

Liberal feminism has contributed in highlighting the discrimination of women in various 

fields of life. They highlighted the fact that even in the modern societies this 

discrimination exists. In US, it broke many barriers to women’s entry in various fields 

that were earlier considered to be the male only fields or jobs.  
 

They helped in equalizing the wage scale, got legalized the abortion and reproductive 

rights, and opened the educational institutions’ door for women. They tried hard to prove 

that although women are different from men yet they are not inferior and capable of 

doing and achieving the best by their hard work and devotion.  

 

Self-Assessment Questions 
1. Figure out the importance of affirmative action laid by the liberal feminists. 

2. What is the major criticism on liberal feminism? 

 

2.5.2 Marxist Feminism 

Another form of feminism emerged in first wave is the Marxist feminism. Marxist 

feminist borrow their ideology from Marx; however underpin the issues of working or 

non-working women within the capitalist’s economies and capitalism.  

 

1. Marxist feminists see that all type of structural imbalances in the society and in 

relations are due to economic reasons. Women’s services and labor “emotional 

labor that help in sustaining the capitalist economy. They argue that women are 

oppressed through capitalism that ignores their contribution in the economic life. 

2. They questions women’s unrecognized reproductive as well as productive 

economic activities as workers in farms etc. 

3. Calls for recognizing women’s work affective and productive in the economic 

statistics. 
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4. Payments for women reproductive labor during pregnancy and post pregnancy 

period.  

 

The two significant contributors to Marxist feminist thought are Margret Benston and 

Mary O Brien. A brief overview of their work is mentioned below. Marxists feminism 

has the following distinctive features. 

 

2.5.2.1 Margaret Benston 

 

 
 

(Retrieved from Google images) 

 

Margaret Benston was a Marxist feminist who is respected due to her activism for labor 

rights, women’s contribution in the capitalist economy. She worked with various 

organizations like Vancouver women’s Caucus. To work in a better way, she not only 

used to write or conduct studies, but also lobby politicians, labor movements, and 

organizations and give speeches locally and internationally. She was passed away due to 

cancer in 1991. 

 

a) The Political Economy of Women’s Liberation 

Margaret Benston is known for her very influential paper “The political economy of 

women’s Liberate” to denote the issues found within the capitalist economies. She finds 

roots of oppression of women and their low status in economic distribution of 

“productive and non-productive /reproductive labor”. She says that whenever people 

talks about means of production i.e. job, employment, economy etc. They always 

considered it a male relationship, something that is “of men” and “is related with men”.  

 

However, she explains how women’s labor as mother and a wife is very important to 

make the relationships of production work. She underpins how women plays their role in 

the economy by providing not only the future generations of laborers (the children she 

bear), and then take care of them, rear them up, and pass on to them the ideology of 

means of production and relationships of production. Thus, she is the one who plays 
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maximum role in the execution of all kind of relations of production. She argues that 

since paying women’s labor (domestic work, child bearing/rearing) costs a great amount 

that’s why it is not given to women and they are told to do all this stuff without any 

payment/wage considering it a duty. Thus, the moral obligations are passed on to women 

so much that she tend to fulfil husband ‘s sexual needs to enable him for work, feeding 

him, bearing children and doing household chores her moral duty.  In return, husband 

will provide her the maintenance and fulfil her needs if she asks for any. 

 

Self-Assessment Questions 
 
1. Figure out the Marxist feminists’ interest in the theory of Karl Marx. 

2. How does Marxist feminists study Marxism and postulate female issues? 

 

2.5.2.2 Mary o Brien 

 

 
 

(Retrieved from Google images) 

 

Mary o Brien was a Marxist feminist. Her graduate studies were based on political 

philosophy. She was one of the founding members of the Feminist party of Canada. 

   

a) The politics of Reproduction of labour 

Mary O Brien’s work “the politics of reproduction” distinguishes between two forms of 

social labour , productive and reproductive. She questions why the productive labor is 

paid and accounted in the mainstream political thought while the women’s reproductive 

labor remains unrecognized. She contends that when both forms are important for 

continuation of human social life and existence then why former is appreciated and the 

latter is unrecognized. She explains that as Marx talks about relations of production, there 

also exists relations of reproduction in the society. She explains how due to the dialectical 

process of human reproduction, women are segregated from the public sphere, and are 

placed into the private realm to fulfill the demands of the male for perpetuation and 

smooth working of the relations of production. She calls for a theory and practice that 

will transform society in a way that women’s reproductive labor will be recognized. 
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2.5.3 Socialist Feminism 

Socialist feminism rose during 1960s and 70s as an offshoot of new left movement that 

has two-fold theoretical perspectives. It borrows one idea from Marxist feminism that 

questions the very idea of capitalism while on the other hand it questions the social 

grounding of patriarchy.  

 

They are different from Marxist feminism in the sense that they do not perceive 

capitalism the only contributor of women oppression, nor do they consider like radical 

feminism that patriarchy is the sole reason of women’s subjugation. In this sense, they 

challenge the interconnected themes of both capitalism and patriarchy that cause 

women’s discrimination. 

 

They explain how the patriarchy in the social setup at first place works as the “primary 

player of women’s oppression” while the women are taught to be dependent on men. In 

addition to it, this theorization also works for men, when they consider that the women 

have to be dependent on them. On the other hand, when the women come in the work the 

very men do not provide women the same salary and that is why they are discriminated in 

it. So for socialist feminism, the oppression of women in two pronged and both of the 

systems patriarchy and capitalism are interconnected. 

 

Another important theme of the socialist feminist is their work against the theory of 

gender oppression as a category of class oppression. They consider gender and class both 

distinctive categories. They postulates that gender oppression and class oppression are 

two separates and they work in relation to each other.  

 

Self-Assessment Questions 
1. Distinguish between Marxist and Socialist feminism. 
2. Is socialist feminism an extension of Marxist feminism?  
 

2.5.4 Radical Feminism 

Radical feminists locate the root cause of women's oppression in patriarchal gender 

relations, as opposed to legal System (as in liberal feminism or class conflict as per 

Marxism. They disagreed with the liberal feminists’ stance of issue of choice. They 

argued that the patriarchy would never let women to enjoy choice. They posit that, 

because of patriarchy, women have come to be viewed as the "other" to the male norm, 

and as such have been systematically oppressed and marginalized. They further assert 

that men as a class benefit from the oppression of women.  

 

Patriarchal theory is not generally defined as a belief that all men always benefit from the 

oppression of all women. Rather, it maintains that the primary element of patriarchy is a 

relationship of dominance, where one party is dominant and exploits the other for the 

benefit of the former.  

Radical feminists believe that men (as a class) use social systems and other methods of 

control to keep women (and non-dominant men) suppressed. Radical feminists seek to 

abolish patriarchy by challenging existing social norms and institutions, and believe that 
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eliminating patriarchy will liberate everyone from an unjust society. The followers of this 

wave in the start were the same however later on it is divided into two groups. 

 

 
(Image is retrieved from Radical vs. Liberal Feminist Legal Theoryby Maryam) 

 

a. Radicals: who saw female equality as one aspect of broader group against all 

oppression.  

b. Radical Radicals:  who put emphasis on autonomous community or the women 

only societies, call for female solidarity to live separately from social structures 

created by men. 

 

Major feminist thinkers of this era are a) Simon de Beauvoir, b) Betty Friedan and c) 

Shulamith Firestone.  During the second wave working class women found all problems 

in grind in their sexuality and started leaving their houses, seeking divorce, initiated 

businesses, participated in market economy and worked just like men. 

 

2.5.4.1 Betty Friedan: From Liberalists to Radical 

 

 
 

(Retrieved from Google images) 

a) Feminine Mystique  

By the end of 1940s, the Liberal feminism as a separate school wasn’t coined. It was the 

Betty Friedan who has coined this term for the first time. She wrote two books 1) 

Feminine Mystique and 2) Feminist Mystique. The book ‘Feminine Mystique’ in the mid-

50s shows Friedan’s stance against femininity.  
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She said that if woman wants herself to be free she has to fight against the femininity that 

requires women to be soft, cool, calm, petite, overtly caring etc. not only individually but 

also collectively. She must study and educate themselves and should be like men 

‘competitive, aggressive and demanding’. 

 

She calls femininity ‘the problem that has no name’ and explained that how women’s 

roles as supermoms is misused and women are left with nothing. So, she called women to 

be work-oriented, as a result of wider acceptance of her stance, substantives number of 

women remain unmarried, drive themselves in labor force, tried to avoid feminine 

dressing and preferred suit, tie and pinstripe suits. 

 

By the end of 60s, it was observed that a large number of women become career-oriented, 

, avoided to be in the marriage, a few took divorce and some who tried to be super-moms 

by earning public status and also did the household work. 

 

b) The Second Stage  

By the end of 70s, Friedan thought to conduct a research to evaluate how much the idea 

of being professionals and avoiding femininity work. She found out that all the three 

categories; the divorced, unmarried career women, and supermoms had psychic 

problems, and had bad lives as now they are grown older due to being lonely.  

 

All of them were facing the emptiness syndrome’. Thus, in industrial societies the women 

who were tried to be super-moms now their siblings were living far from them due to job 

or after getting married. On the other hand, the divorced and unmarried women have no 

one with them in their lives.  

 

The results showed that the idea went wrong. Therefore, she wrote another book’stating 

that it was wrong to fight with femininity. Instead, we should fight against inequality. So 

as men and women are different so that they should be given the chance to flourish as per 

their difference. She suggested the following: 

 

A law should be made for pre-maternity leave and post fraternity leave so that both mom 

and dad will contribute to child’s care. She also called for affirmative action stating that 

women are already far off men in the race so if you have one position and four 

candidates.  

 

For instance, if there are three men with high qualification and a woman with low. Make 

it obligatory to give women that position. Many women who called themselves Liberal 

feminists took up Betty’s stance. All of them fought for women’s education, legal reform 

and choice making for gender egalitarian society. 
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2.5.4.2 Shulamith Firestone 

 

 
 

(Retrieved from Google images) 

 

Shulamith was co-founder of Redstockings that is a group or platform for the radical 

feminists. Most of its members held to a “materialist” and “anti-psychologistic view”. They 

viewed men's oppression of women as ongoing and deliberate, holding individual men 

responsible for this oppression, viewing institutions and systems (including the family) as 

mere vehicles of conscious male intent, and rejecting “psychologistic explanations of female 

submissiveness” as blaming women for collaboration in their own oppression.  

 

Shulamith Firestone argued in her 1970 book The Dialectic ofSex that the oppression of 

women stems from the biology of their reproductive functions. She argues that in all 

societies, even if in some cases women were valued or worshipped for their uniqueness 

as reproducers, the reproductive process has always oppressed them. She claims that the 

oppression of women and children happens simultaneously, and that “…we will be 

unable to speak of the liberation of women without also discussing the liberation of 

children – and vice versa.” 

 

Shulamith’s main argument was that all problem lies with women’s biology and not 

socially or historically. Shulamith made a point that the sexual division of humanity into 

two distinct biological classes was the origin of all other social divisions. According to 

her, the real base of women’s oppression is their “anatomy”.  The solutions suggested 

coming out or cope with this anatomy mentioned by her include: using technology more, 

increased control over contraception, and gestation outside the womb. Until now, the last 

solution she offered is utopian.  

 

2.5.5 Radical Feminism 

Radical Radical feminists pose their arguments to those reactionary socio-biologists who 

consider that social inequality in our genes as a social being and it cannot be cope up. 

They also argue and suspiciously look at the women who sleep with their enemies “men”. 
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Johnson (1963) mentions that the “sin quo non “of feminist revolution is the only solution 

which means that no political revolution could take place until all women do not become 

lesbians.  From the Radical Radical feminists group a few women separated themselves, 

as they were more of a psychologistic side and consider that all oppression that women 

are facing is due to their curse biology. They said that women have a ‘cursed biology’ so 

if women want to avoid being suppressed, they should not bear children, do not marry 

which means to be obvious, of not having heterosexual relationship. These women after 

being separated made a group that is called ‘the Feminists’. Some of them include 

Adrienne Cecile Rich, Andrea Dworkin and Mary Daly.  

 

Self-Assessment Questions 
1. Compare the distinctive features of radical feminism and the radical radical 

feminism. 

2. Who was Shulamith Firestone? What is her major contribution to radical 

feminism? 

 

2.5.5.1 Adrienne Cecile Rich 

 

 
 

(Retrieved from Google images) 

 

Adrienne Cecile Rich was a poet, a University Professor and a well-known as mom of the 

radical radical Feminists but she later on left the separatist group (the women in communes) 

and spent a married life. She went to splinter but came back later on. She said, “I married in 

part because I knew no better way to disconnect from my first family (the family in 

communes). I wanted what I saw as a full women’s life, whatever was possible”. 

 

She then wrote a book ‘Of Women Born’; The Motherhood as Experience and Institution’ 

based on her personal experience to explain that there is no such curse biology and 

nothing is bad about women’s sexuality. Instead she explained that the patriarchy 

portrays or construct its biology is this way. She posits that the women biology has 

power. This power lies with women’s ability to reproduce which means that without 

women, the human generations cannot be flourished or exist. She opined that the society 

knows about this power that women have and they do not have control over our power so 
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how the patriarchy tried to control our power. They made hospitals and control our power 

through them by changing a process of reproduction into a disease in which she rejected. 

 

2.5.6 Cultural Feminism 

Cultural feminism is a branch of feminism that is sprouted from radical feminism. In fact, 

many of the radical feminists usually call them cultural feminists. This branch of 

feminism does not have its own unique framework (Jaggar&Rothernberg, 1993). Jaggar 

and Rothenberg consider that in fact cultural feminism follows the framework of radical 

feminism. Whereas, another scholar Echols explains a variety of distinctive features 

between the two. Therefore, for Echols (1983) an important and significant difference of 

cultural feminism is that it seeks to vanguard a women’s culture, whereas radical 

feminism does not look forward to establish a women’s culture instead look to transform 

society as a movement. Cultural feminists working to vanguard a women’s culture have 

work to establish rape crisis centers and actively work to cater the social issues. Another 

difference that is evident in cultural feminists’ work is that they consider women 

inherently kinder and gentler than men of the society. This notion lead some of the 

radical feminists to stop working for social change and to become cultural feminists by 

establishing their own culture go for alternatives and avoid society as much as possible.  

 

Self-Assessment Questions 

1. Access the difference between cultural feminism and liberal feminism. 

2. Write about the major contribution of cultural feminism to the feminist 

philosophies. 

 

2.5.7 Feminist Post Humanism 

 

2.5.7.1 Donna J. Haraway 

 

 
 

(Retrieved from Google images) 

 

Haraway is an American Professor Emerita in the History of Consciousness, feminist 

studies department, university of California, Santa Cruz, United States of America. Her 
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field of work is science and technology however, she described herself a feminist in 

1990s when she published her work “a cyborg manifesto: science, technology and 

socialist feminism in the late twentieth century (1985). She deliberately focuses on eco 

feminism, new materialism and post humanism.   

 

a) A Cyborg Feminism 

It was an essay written to denote that the future advancements will be able to create a 

hybrid and fused world between animal, human and machines. She questions the dualism 

deep rooted in our societies like self/other, men/women civilized primitive etc. and states 

that these dualisms result in the domination of one on the other. She says that cyborg will 

end up all these analogical dualisms and dualists models.  Thus, her cyborg is a post 

human of techno-science. She looks for a common language for the cyborg that is 

missing in the contemporary world. 

 

Self-Assessment Questions 

1. Donna J. Haraway talked about a cyborg feminism. What is your understanding of 

it? 

2. Does artificial intelligence has the possibility to realize what Haraway has 

postulated.  

 

2.5.8 Other Forms of Feminism 
Some other forms of feminism include development Feminism, post-development feminism, 

post-colonial feminism, Islamic feminism, cultural feminism, standpoint feminism, lesbian 

feminism, psychoanalytic feminism, multi-ethnic feminism, Men’s feminism, social 

construction feminism, postmodern feminism. Each of them has a contribution to the field of 

gender studies and each philosophy has been appreciated and critiqued for some of the 

reasons. However, in this unit, it is difficult to cover all these strands of feminist philosophies. 

Students are encouraged to study them and compare the differences.  

 

SELF-ASSESSMENT QUESTIONS 

 
Q.1 What is meant by wave of feminism? Differentiate between the four waves of 

feminism in detail. 

Q.2 What is the major criticism posed by radical feminist on liberal feminism? Discuss. 

Why does critics consider radical feminism dangerous for humanity. Discuss. 

Q.3 What is the major contribution of the following to liberal feminism? 

● Mary Wollstonecraft 

● Harriot Tailor  

Q.4 Write a comparison of socialist and Marxist feminism in detail. Also, write notes 

on the contribution of the following Marxist feminists: 

 i. Margaret Benston 

ii. Mary O Brien  

Q.5 Write about the differences found in radical and radical radical feminism.  

Q.6 What is the feminist post humanism? Write about the stance of Donna J. Haraway 

in detail.  
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INTRODUCTION 

This unit discusses broad areas of Feminist Philosophies and some other concepts given 

by feminist philosophers. It will equip students to realize the importance and 

accomplishments of feminist philosophies over years.  

 

OBJECTIVES 
 

After studying this unit, the students will be able to: 

1. understand the various concepts and kinds of Feminist Philosophies 

2. develop understanding about the significance of Feminist Philosophies across eras 

3. realize the motives and accomplishments of the Feminist Philosophies 
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3. Feminist Social and Political Philosophy 
 

Feminist philosophy generally refers to the reinterpretation, re-evaluation and 

reformation of the basic philosophical texts under a feminist approach. Feminist 

philosophy aims to re capture the knowledge produced under the critical analysis of the 

feminist cause and female standpoint. Women have always been subjugated in one way 

or another by the patriarchal systems in the world which have limited the voice of women 

in most of the matters, specifically in the academic world. The need for the point of view 

of women has always been there but has been realized more in the wake of the feminist 

activism.  

 

The major concern of the feminist philosophy is to curtail the injustices for women 

present in the society. Feminist philosophy articulates the concerns of women in the 

methodologies and epistemology to cater for the interests of women as well as 

highlighting the problems encountered by them. The research about sexist notions and 

systems of the society, provision of voice and representation to women and producing 

new studies and academic work highlighting gender-based concerns are the basic area of 

feminist philosophy. We can discuss feminist philosophy under political and social 

domains generally and can understand what technical notions the feminist philosophy 

provides us with.  

 

3.1 Feminist Social Philosophy 
 
3.1.1. Defining Feminist Social Philosophy 

Feminist social philosophy deals with the gendered relationships of power and social 

structure. It discusses the systems prevalent in the societies dictating the terms of 

interaction between genders, oppression of women generally as well as specifically 

concerning race, ethnicity, economic status and nationality.  

 

3.1.2. Background of Emergence 

It generally started in the late 18th century with the infamous writings of Mary 

Wollstonecraft, namely her work Vindication of Rights of Women. The work was a 

critique on the existing patriarchal social norms and traditions, which she did to confirm 

with. Her writings showed a need for change in the perception of the difference between 

men and women and yearned for an intellectual equality in both the basic genders. After a 

time, her writings became relevant again when the first wave of feminism started. The 

feminist social philosophy started as more women started getting education—generally, 

the upper-class women in Europe, who were still more educated than the average woman 

in the society thus providing the much absent intellectual activity.  

 

As the era of modernization started, the society also started to transform its norms and 

traditions, women started working in the industries and some were provided with getting 

some ‘feminine’ education too. Slowly, the women started to voice their concerns over 

the blatant misogyny present in the society and activists and writers started coming 

forward for their rights. The first historical breakthrough in the feminist social philosophy 
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was the first wave of feminism that asked for the right to vote for women. The wave gave 

way to white women from the middle class to get up and ask for their rights. The 

officially authorized inequalities and discriminations between the genders was openly 

protested. The women were legally barred from voting, property rights, employment, 

equal rights, marriage and positions of political power and authority. Women belonging 

to the generally the higher economic classes took to the streets protesting for the rights of 

women and to curtail these prevalent inequalities. The women protesting for these rights 

were called the ‘suffragettes’ as they asked for the right of suffrage—voting in the 

elections to be done by the women too. This caused much upheaval in the society where 

the misogyny reigned and this step of the women blatantly challenged the modes of the 

society for their basic socio-political rights.  

 

They held protests and rallies and tried to voice their issues as much as possible to the 

society. This movement led to the right of suffrage being permitted to woman at many 

places in the years to come. Consequently, further waves of eras of feminism came about 

and put forth multiple issues of women. The waves of feminism are defined by the 

respective feminist ideas, concepts, theories and needs presented in those periods or the 

ones that were made popular in that time according to the situations. These waves of 

feminism gave way to betterment in the human rights in general as well as women rights 

in the society. The major concern of these waves or phases of activism were to challenge 

the rule of patriarchy that limited the women from self-determination and self-

actualization. The representation of women was close to non-existent before these 

movements as these movements provided the much-needed representation to women in 

the society.  

 

These waves were generated in the society under different circumstances, different, 

newer and more advanced mechanisms and practices of the societies in general, and for 

highlighting multiple issues that the women had. Different eras and periods of time bring 

about different issues to the surface as well as the need to address them the issues are 

quite the same in their basic makeup—based upon the inequalities that the women have 

to face living under the patriarchal systems of the societies. Outside the feminist waves, 

other comparatively small protests, demonstrations and declarations also provided for the 

needed voicing of the female concerns. Many scholars and writers took up the 

responsibility for educating the masses on the issues and imparted awareness through 

their work.  

 

3.1.3 Significance 

The social movements of feminism have been proved to be of substantial nature in paving 

way for the decrease in many inequalities that women have faced for centuries. Women 

all over the world now enjoy many rights that they were not allowed to enjoy a couple of 

centuries ago. Although, the condition of women is still not too well in the world as there 

are still many kinds of inequalities and injustices being done to women all over the world, 

these social movements of feminism have helped in the betterment of the status of the 

women globally to a comparatively high extent.  
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Many kinds of rights were granted to women as a result including voting and property 

rights. These rights included banishment of many unfair practices prevalent regarding 

women for instance the ‘sati’, initiation of colleges, co-ed schools and inheritance laws. 

Laws regarding divorce, marital rape, higher education of women, birth control and 

domestic violence were introduced in the legal systems. Many women colleges were 

created for provision of better and higher education to the women. Inclusion of women in 

the formal job markets is also a big step in the patriarchal societies where the women 

generally are not seen fit for working beside men or for any intellectually demanding job. 

Although the problem of the glass ceiling (the difference between male and female 

earning for the same work) still remains as well as other problems in the formal job 

sectors that limit the success of females to a great extent; but things are better as 

compared to the earlier eras now.  

 

Additionally, the media has shown a much advancement and betterment in its use of 

females and their depiction. Again, there exist many problems still in the media that 

support the misogyny but much has changed thanks to the social philosophies under 

feminism.  A widespread usage of the terms, words, phrases and slang that was once 

ruled as derogatory towards women and usually thought of as indecent vocabulary have 

been seen in a different light now thus challenging many taboos. Many scholars, media 

persons and activists challenging the still present cultural and economic constraints on 

women (Snyder, 2008) provided multiple narratives. Women of different classes, races 

and ethnicities are encouraged more in media specifically the electronic media now.   

 

Many female lead TV series, movies and animated pictures started coming into mainstream 

besides the female magazines and blogs. The definitions and concepts surrounding feminism 

were altered, changed and advanced as the inclusiveness of the movement allowed multiple 

narratives to feminism becoming not just one thing but a plethora of many related concepts 

which included not only the female basic rights but also included the rights of different 

sexualities, races, classes and sub cultures. it has been dubbed as less restrictive and less 

judgmental than the previous waves of feminism (Synder, 2008). 

 

The social change gave way too many new laws in favor of women to be initiated 

included the acceptance of women in the military, sexual harassment at work and spousal 

rape made illegal, thousands of shelters for women were initiated, reproductive health 

and planned parenthood was given more importance and many universities were made 

co-ed (Cochrane, 2103). Many issues have been highlighted specifically about sexual 

harassment and misconduct where cases of sexual misconduct in the media and Film 

industry generally have come to limelight under the wave.  

 

The ‘Me Too’ movement has been much popular during the latter quarter of 2017 which 

has revealed many scandals related to murder, rape and sexual harassment to name a few 

including the Delhi gang rape, Bill Cosby allegations and the infamous Harvey Weinstein 

scandal. Similarly, the annual woman march has also seen woman taking to the streets to 

fight for their rights and stopping the maltreatment in workplaces, educational institutions 

and for social justice.  
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3.2 Feminist Political Theory 
 

Feminist philosophy refers to the critique of how the political philosophy is generally 

formed in a society, how it works and how the relationships of power work under those 

philosophies by means of the feminist approach. The feminist political philosophy takes 

the political philosophy, adds their concerns to it and find suitable alternates for the 

existing theories and works under the feminist concern. The feminist political philosophy 

has been around since the 18th century in the mainstream as the movements for the 

political, educational and legal rights of middle-class women were started in that era. 

These movements led to further work for newer movements regarding the rights of 

women, uncovering many different oppression systems and newer identities for the 

feminist cause.  

 

3.2.1 Background of Emergence 

The feminist political theory had its roots in generally safeguarding the political and 

educational rights of women including the right to vote, to get higher education and 

gaining property rights to name a few. The general political philosophy was challenged 

by the feminist ideas and paved way for the understanding that women were equally 

capable of participating in politics and advanced educational fields as well as taking their 

own decisions. These notions advanced in the 20th century during the second wave 

feminism where the biological concepts of the identity of women were differentiated 

from the socially constructed one (McAfee; Noëlle, 2016). Feminist philosophy also 

developed different courses and interpretations of the identity of woman.  

 

The language of the philosophy has been characterized in ways that are liberal, radical, 

conservative and socialist including Marxist in the beginning. These ideas dictating 

several kinds of feminist philosophies, with sometimes slight and sometimes absolute 

differences between them in characterizing the deviance from the general political 

philosophy. These notions then diverged into many other sub theories and concepts, re-

inventing many philosophies and providing the feminist interpretations.  

 

The feminist political philosophers are of the view that the traditional philosophies are to 

be used as such to oppress women and discriminate against them while providing benefit 

to men in general (Mendus, 1998). 

 

3.2.2. Broad Areas of Feminist Political Theories 

There are many political standpoints in the feminist arena which critique the traditional 

political philosophies. The liberal feminists are of the view that as men and women are 

essentially same in the field of rationality, so they both should have equal political and 

legal rights. It has also called out the distinction of the role of the genders based on the 

so-called natural order which gave way to women subjugation.  The Marxist and socialist 

feminists provide the view that women have been exploited economically under the 

capitalist economies which has favored men and patriarchy.  

 

The economic exploitation of labor has turned women into a subjugated class whose 
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rights and value is to be safeguarded by the Marxist ideas. Radical feminists are of the 

view that the natural biological dichotomy between the genders is the bases for the 

oppression of women. It suggests that the heterosexual relationships give man the 

oppressive power over woman and it was to be left behind for the sake of women 

empowerment. They critique the use of the word politics itself as it is a ‘manmade’ 

domain which neglects many domestic aspects that are crucial in the understanding of the 

female point of view. They heavily criticize the heterosexual relationships and base their 

philosophy on the biology (Mendus, 1998). The difference feminists are of the view that 

there is no such difference between men and woman that can be used to judge their value 

upon. They re-visit the notions of femininity of womanhood and their traditional linkage 

with each other. This view point does not require essentialist philosophy which marks its 

basic ethics of difference with equality. 

 

3.3 Feminist Epistemology 
 

The area of feminist epistemology caters for the knowledge production from the 

standpoint of women. It tries to fill the gaps present in the knowledge creation due to the 

ever-present misogynist epistemology. The major concerns of feminist epistemology are 

based on the issue of the non-existent standpoint of women in the creation of knowledge 

and how the biased knowledge production affects our judgment of truth of inquiry. The 

feminist epistemology tends to curb the issue in knowledge production as the dominant 

knowledge production has excluded women from inquiry, denied them authority for the 

inquiry and research, production of knowledge under the presence that women are 

somehow inferior to men and dismissing the so-called feminine writing and rationale 

(Anderson, 2017). 

 

3.3.1 Major Areas of Feminist Epistemology 

The Feminist Standpoint Theory opts for the representation from a specific point of view 

in the society that may gain epistemological authority or a privilege to the previously 

unprivileged part of the society.  A theory of a certain standpoint must be specified in the 

terms of its social location, the scope of its privilege, its social role and the identity that it 

might produce and its justification. This theory aims to improve the biased positionality 

of knowledge in the favor of the underprivileged portions of the society, mainly the 

feminist standpoint for their inclusion in the knowledge production process. 

 

The post-modernist perspective includes the diversity of approaches and concepts in its 

programme. It deviates from the earlier mentioned objectivity and gives space to 

individual opinions and does not operate under essentialism. The post-modernists are of 

the view that no episteme might be of a superior nature or be taken as absolute authority 

on knowledge, rather the diverse human experiences to be taken valid. Feminist 

empiricism also gives way to a more inclusion as it demands the subjectivity taken in the 

forms of different standpoints to be accepted. It caters to the plethora of ways that gender 

works under different standpoints and plurality in the theories and philosophies present in 

the domain of scientific knowledge mainly (Anderson, 2017). 
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3.3.2 Significance 
The feminist epistemology has been fundamental in providing voice to the women in 

research. Much work has been done in opposition to the earlier done male-oriented works 

which did not take the female stance in consideration. Due to feminist epistemological work, 

many issues of women have been highlighted in the realms of education and scholarship. 

 

3.3.3 Feminist Ethics 

 

3.3.3.1 Defining Feminist Ethics 

The feminist ethics is the approach which believes that the traditional/conventional ethics 

have been derogatory towards women, have under-valued and under-appreciated their 

moral experiences and thus tries to re-construct the ethics in a more holistic and 

inclusionary stance for the feminist approach to be involved. The traditional ethics have 

been criticized for not giving apt importance to women’s interests and issues, assert the 

notion that women are in every way less morally mature than men, gives preference to 

the socially constructed masculine characteristic and values and de-values the feminine 

characteristics. Feminist ethics aims to reproduce these ethics to curtail these 

shortcomings of the traditional ethics for a more feminist approach. 

 

3.3.3.2 Emergence of the Concept 

The thoughts and notions challenging the traditional ethics and ideas of morality are not a 

product of the modern era but have rather been present for quite some time. From the 

18th century onwards, we have many thinkers that have provided with their stance on the 

issue. Mary Wollstonecraft, John Stuart Mill, Elizabeth Stanton are some of the people 

who wrote about the presence of the so-called feminine ethic and morality in the society, 

they questioned if it was a natural thing to have those specific ethics imbedded in one self 

that are called feminine in the society or are, they constructed by the society.  

 

Wollstonecraft argues that the way girls and boys are brought up and educate makes the 

girls’ morality different from the boys. In her opinion, there should be same kind of 

education for both the genders. She claims that boys are taught morals while girls are 

taught manners which makes them acquire certain feminine characteristics which make 

them vane and immature which is to be diminished if women start thinking and being like 

men. Mill takes in account the social construction of the morality in account and states 

that society works on double standards of ethics for the genders.  

 

The feminine morality in his opinion is a systematic social conditioning which tells them 

to live for others and be of service that it does not tells the man. According to John Stuart 

Mill, a unitary morality should be prevalent to produce a morally just society. Stanton on 

the other hand does not discuss how the morals of the genders diverge and are different 

from one another, but takes a different way to see the issue. She considers the male 

morality to be of an inferior value. This inferior kind of morality is taken as a standard in 

the patriarchal societies. She states that the feminine morality and sense of virtue being of 

a superior value and nature should be provided more exposure in the society as leaving 

woman behind is not good for the society. 
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Another thinker Charlotte Perkins Gillman gives the idea of an all-female society in 

which the mothers and their daughters are to practice their superior morality. In this land, 

women are everywhere equally and thus having no motive for being competitive and 

dominant on others and they live in cooperation. This thought although serves well for a 

utopia but not for the real world. She states that if women are economically dependent on 

men they are going to remain in the position of service to men (Tongs & Williams, 2016). 

 

Carol Gillian comments on the traditional thinking regarding the morality of women and 

men. According to her research and ideas, the woman is socially more caring and in the 

modern world where they can also fluently converse in the practicality of rule and law; 

men on the other hand still find it quite hard to find the softer more moral side of theirs. 

Nell Noddings also shares this opinion while she says that men should also be of caring 

nature and be able to provide care. She states that natural caring is necessary for the 

presence of ethical caring in a person. So, everyone naturally capable of caring might 

have the ethics of caring in them too (as sociopaths lack the nature, thus cannot develop 

the ethics too).   

 

Status oriented care ethics see the traditional ethics system under the power relations—

subordination and domination in the society under gendered relationships. They see the 

systematic subordination of woman by men in the society under many approaches. 

Liberal feminists are of the view that the main reason behind the subjugation of women is 

the set of norms and cultures and the systems prevalent in the societies.  

 

They find the social constructs to be responsible for the subordination of women, as they 

are not provided with the same opportunities that men are provided with. Radical 

feminists oppose the liberal feminists as they say that these equality notions would never 

make women get out of the ‘second sex’ category. This faction insists that the women can 

only break free of the shackles of subjugation if they take control of their reproduction 

and sexuality. They go to the extent that they find heterosexual relationships the reason of 

subjugation and state that it gives the men an edge on women, the women are cursed due 

to their maternal nature so they should refrain from such relationships.  

 

The Marxist /Socialist feminists put forward their view in the opposition of capitalistic 

economy. They argue that the class system that arises under capitalism makes the women 

a subjugated class as there is no equal pay. They state that the equality can only be 

achieved through socialist society where both genders are treated equally in the economy. 

Multicultural feminists take the Marxist point of view but add the aspect of race and 

ethnicity in it too. They say that women are not just simply subjugated in the case of 

gender, but under their ethnicity too. This is evident as in US white women are in a better 

position both socially and economically than their Hispanic and black fellows. 

 

The existentialist feminists say that the man takes himself as the self thus dictating 

woman to be the second sex or the other and subjugates women. They believe the women 

should not see themselves in comparison to man and should carve out their own way. 

Psychoanalytic feminists put forth the notion that as boys and girls though dominantly 
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reared by the mother, are brought up with different ideas as girls replicate the mother’s 

behaviors while boys want to form the mother’s values. The patriarchy defines the 

caregiving tasks as less valuable than the man’s world building tasks which provide the 

male superiority idea. Therefore, both the parents should bring up the child allowing 

them to see similar characteristics in both the parents to grow up into equitable beings 

(Tongs & Williams, 2016). 

 

3.3.4 Feminist Phenomenology 

 

3.3.4.1 Defining Feminist Phenomenology 

Phenomenology is the field of philosophy in which we look at the first-person point of 

view, the structures of consciousness appearing from that point of view and experience. 

Feminist phenomenology then refers to as the study of the present conscious reality as 

seen from the point of view of women; specifically, as first-hand experiences and ideas of 

the women all over the world. It caters to the questions regarding gendered experiences 

and sexual difference as its main domain (Simms & Stawarska, 2013).  

 

3.3.4.2 Background of Emergence 

In 1930, Edith Stein wrote a phenomenological text in a feminist point of view 

questioning human types and gender identities. Subsequently many scholars delved into 

the phenomenology, working for topics such as the educational access to women and 

different feminist traditions. The first-hand lived experiences of body, systems and their 

interactions in relation and comparison to scientific theories and relating those 

experiences with other fields of work such as education, psychology etc. are also catered 

by the feminist phenomenology. It sees the cultural practices, ideologies, political 

systems and language, how they come in play with the gendered relationships and shape 

the different identities and experiences in the society. Therefore, we can say that feminist 

phenomenology is a critical phenomenology (Simms; Stawarska, 2013).   

 

The feminist critique the power structures of the society in the academic domains, looks 

for the notions present in females themselves under certain constructed perceptions and 

stereotypes. For instance, the female body’s use and ideas related to it in the society. 

While de Beauvoir states that the woman is not born but constructed, Iris Marion Young 

discusses in his work ‘Throwing like a (1970) that females do not use their bodies 

optimally for any physical task which results in different patterns of physical movements 

in men and women. Women act like this mainly due to their perception of their bodies as 

objects.  

 

Her work on multiple aspects of female embodiment show various experiences and social 

theories that shape how we look at female bodies and its functioning which then shapes 

norms and cultures paving way for prejudice (Lennon, 2014). Similarly, Alcoff (2005) 

has also done much work on the phenomenological aspect of feminism including race 

and ethnicity of the women too while studying the bodily image. How different bodily 

functions of women are seen and what kind of experiences they generate are also studied 

and interrogated such as the real experiences of pregnancy and child birth and the 
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compared notions about the same in the societies, the child custody issues, addicted 

mothers, abortions etc. are studied taking first-hand experiences.  

 

3.3.5 Feminist Aesthetics 

 

3.3.5.1 Defining Feminist Aesthetics 

Feminist aesthetics refer to the study of how the gendered relationships and roles have 

been displayed and manifested in the arts. It looks upon how the general aesthetics show 

the genders in comparison to each other and critique them under the feminist notions. 

Though generally present in arts, philosophy and literature, there still lies a difference in 

the handling and depiction of men and women under the influence of culture, historical 

and social situation and place of origin. The feminist criticism of the aesthetics started in 

1970s majorly concerned with the depiction of genders in the fine arts including 

paintings, literature, music, sculpture and entertainment etc. majorly the emphasis was on 

the fine art where Linda Nochlin put forward the question why there have been no great 

female artists.  

 

3.3.5.2 Background of Emergence 

Historically observing, the fine arts specifically has shown the division in the depiction of 

men and woman in the terms of certain ‘masculinity’ and ‘femininity’. Females generally 

have been subjected to household be it in their personal life or their skills. Most of the 

fine art has been produced by men which in return shows what they want to show and 

how they perceive these notions. Therefore, men have been more public for their art and 

skill while women have dwelled in private for the practice of the same. According to 

these parameters, art has been remained gendered. Art has also been the product of one’s 

genius, which according to many is not a virtue that women contain including Kant, 

Rousseau and Schopenhauer. This skepticism has been avidly seen for the female writers 

in the early 18th, 19th centuries where it was a common notion that females cannot write 

well or are not very creative.  

 

Female bodies have been also used as a visual pleasure; used aesthetically in art and 

literature for mainly visual entertainment. They are shown more inclined towards nature 

and generally the softer things as music and dance and are deemed as the ‘fair sex’ 

according to Hume. The female body is used for aesthetic pleasure in art and literature, 

providing eroticized accounts of women’s anatomy. The similar thing is avidly seen in 

the film and TV that has produced a ‘male gaze’. This male gaze sees and depicts ideas in 

a masculine context, thus sexualizing the female. The different trends of the better 

‘female’ are created dictating which kind of woman (skinny, tan, curvy etc.) is more 

attractive or more socially acceptable.  

 

3.3.5.3 Significance of Feminist Aesthetics 

Feminists have started employing the woman as a subject in their art to challenge the 

social taboos and norms related to females. Using the female self and body in a more 

philosophical sense than it has been used earlier to highlight the many issues faced by 

women. This has also led to the body positivity movements, which emphasize on the fact 
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that body shaming, and putting standards on women to have a certain kind of body is not 

correct under any circumstances. Female body has been used as an object—the object 

thus enacts the performance as we see that most female artists specifically in the Media 

have their bodies as the main priority. Skin show is more popular in females than in 

males, appealing more to the male audience, serving the male audience. The feminist 

aesthetics conclusively does not only critically evaluate the traditional aesthetics and 

produces more female centric works; but also, it aspires to cater the diverse identities that 

women have.  

 

3.3.6 Feminist Metaphysics 

 

3.3.6.1 Defining Feminist Metaphysics 

Metaphysics generally refers to the quest for knowing the mere existence of things; the 

basic structure of reality as identity and kind, what things are and what they are made of. 

Feminist metaphysics refers to the quest for knowing and analyzing the different 

perspectives of how and to what extent do our structures privilege men and masculinity 

and how certain frameworks explain and work for the oppression of women. The theme 

also incorporates the existentialist framework which helps understand and find out the 

base of sexism, gender bias and women oppression.  

 

3.3.6.2 Emergence of the Concept 

Sim one de Beauvoir, a leading name in feminist existentialism states that one is not born 

a woman, rather becomes one. This saying state the construction of the phenomenon of 

woman in a society, what we perceive a woman to be or the femininity—that is the social 

construction of women. This notion believes that the gender roles in society are the bas 

for man and woman; that certain gender roles and characteristics are not ‘natural’ 

although they are said to be naturally present in the genders.  

 

They are socially constructed under certain rules, norms and traditions and provide the 

identities to the genders. Other scholars such as Judith Butler, Alcoff and Wittig etc. have 

also done similar analysis and are of the view that sexuality and gender roles are 

emphasized in the cultures and literatures thus creating the norm for genders in the 

society. Many questions arise when we look at how genders work in the society.  

 

Why certain tasks do are denoted with a certain gender and not with the other? Why some 

social/personal characteristics are attributed to a gender what role those characteristics 

paly in the society? Whose interests are being served by those norms and cultures 

dictating the gender roles? Why is everyone supposed to fall under a binary gender 

system? These questions have long been asked and analyzed under history and present 

norms and cultures. We have seen that generally a woman is seen relative to a man, and 

not seen in a situation where a man can be seen in comparison or relative to a woman—

that is stated by de Beauvoir as woman being the other or the ‘second sex’.  

 

According to Westlund’s analysis (1999), a fairly common practice seen in the field of 

early psychiatry shows most of the mental maladies of women were just classified as 
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ailments due to their deviance from the considered normal behavior of woman; those 

behaviors stating opposition to the manly behaviors. So, a woman was put in an insane 

asylum if she did not take interest in doing house chores, was hysterical or masochistic as 

these are not the prescribed aspects of a ‘normal’ female. That explains the social 

construction of certain aspects that are to be taken as feminine and others to be 

masculine.  

 

Certain facts have been created throughout the histories of the human societies which 

define a wide array of social conditions which result in oppression of a gender in any 

form. These facts generally state that there are some natural tendencies, aspects and 

characteristics of the genders that limit them or provide a privilege to them in certain 

social circumstances. So, a woman might be shunned the right to vote under the pretense 

of her not being ‘naturally’ unsuitable for the thing. Similarly, a man might be kept free 

of any care taking behaviors under the notion that they are not naturally suited for the 

behavior/job. Feminists have studied that these notions of natural differences are majorly 

socially constructed and do not have much ‘naturality’ in them (Mikkola, 2016). So, 

while studying and defining womanhood and femininity we should look at the social 

constructs rather than the anatomy of the person.  

 

Haslanger (2012) states that the genders are constructed hierarchical power relations and 

could be studied as a separate social class. She provides with certain characteristics that 

show the gender of the person falling under those constructs. She describes woman in 

social terms as a person with a specific anatomy and reproductive system for a female’s 

biological role in reproduction, is supposed to work under certain social positions which 

induce her subjugation and those positions/roles with the anatomy provide validation for 

the subjugation. Similarly, a man is someone with certain anatomy and biological 

features providing for the role in male part of reproduction, has certain social positions 

which are esteemed and privileged and these positions with the anatomy pave way for the 

dominance.  

 

The relative presence of genders has also been seen by the feminist scholars. The ‘other’ 

aspect of woman as described by de Beauvoir states this relativeness and duality that falls 

under the gender distinction. The woman is the other gender, she is not-man—i.e., the 

two genders are man and not-man. This otherness of woman as a gender associates being 

not a man with the endless characteristics that a man is not supposed to be. So, under this 

concept the woman is the other, the non-generalizable gender while man is portrayed as 

the perfect, general model for a person. Marylin Frye puts forward that the woman should 

be defined in her own terms rather than in the terms of a man.  

 

3.3.7 Feminist Existentialism 
Existentialism refers to the field of philosophy that deals with the analysis of the 

individual existence in the unlimited space of the universe, its base, the ideas of existence 

and the free will of an individual without the involvement of any knowledge for 

distinguishing the prevalent good or bad. Feminist existentialists study the similar 

concepts under a feminist stance; analyzing how genders exist in the universe, freedom 
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and free will as well as the experience of living as a body. the feminist existentialism sees 

women specifically under the context of existence, the persona of woman and how it is 

developed and the underlying experiences of that existence as a woman. Simone de 

Beauvoir is the main name when it comes to feminist existentialists. Her work ‘The 

Second Sex’ has been a major work regarding feminist existentialism and has been 

interpreted on many levels throughout the time for understanding the initial ideas of 

feminist existentialism. Other writers include Kate Chopin, Margaret Atwood and 

Margaret Drabble that have included the discussed themes in their works.  

 

Simone de Beauvoir states that no one is naturally a woman but rather made into one. 

The mere existence of woman according to de Beauvoir is a social construction, the 

persona for a woman to be a woman is discussed under the social construction by a 

patriarchal society by her. There are two major attributes of the female existence 

according to her as she defines woman as the other of a man in the eyes of the society and 

secondly that the feminine characteristics and the female persona are not anything natural 

rather a mystical creation of the society. De Beauvoir basically takes the notion of 

womanhood in accordance with the mechanisms of oppression that the society implicates 

which allow it to subjugate woman.  

 

De Beauvoir takes in account some dualist notions in her theory seen as authentic/ 

inauthentic, responsibility/ bad faith, subject/object etc. (Le Doeuff, 1980). The man is a 

subject and the woman is treated as an object in the patriarchal society which makes man 

the main gender; the actual normal while the woman is considered the other in contrast to 

him. When she calls the woman ‘second sex’ she refers to this relativeness present in the 

social systems. The woman is not the norm, she is an object defined by her body, used as 

a body and perceived as a body too under some characteristics which are said to be 

feminine. 

 

This takes us to de Beauvoir’s theory of the mythical ideal woman. An ideal woman is 

defined by the society under certain parameters which it finds to be feminine or 

womanly. Women possessing those characteristics are true women; the existence of 

woman or female depends on those pre-defined notions. These notions then give way to 

the subjugation of woman by the men and is sugar coated as her real goal. An ideal 

woman is caring, she completes a man, she must sacrifice herself for the man and the 

family.  

 

Every individual is provided with an identity by the society at birth in a society, we 

generally do things in our life that almost everyone is doing and we think it is the right 

thing to do—takes to the point that our will is not free even if we think so. The constructs 

that we live in define most of our actions and opinions. This is as being applicable to an 

over-all individual’s existence is specifically to be analyzed in a feminist context.  

 

What de Beauvoir puts forward about the existence of the female is the same as seen as a 

social construction. A woman might do certain things such as wearing specific type of 

outfits, indulging in normalized behaviors like taking care of the family, studying specific 
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subjects etc. while thinking that these things are normal and that everyone does them/ 

these are the things to be done. The things one might be doing under the pretense of 

freedom and naturality may be simple constructions of the systems prevalent. So, the 

feminist existentialism calls for the subjectivity of the woman, leaving behind such social 

constructs which reduce the female to an object, an abnormality and deviance from man 

in its being while dictating some terms to be obedient of for an identity. The humanness 

and innate consciousness of a woman is to be emancipated in such a way that it creates its 

own identity while being free of the objectivity that has been slathered on it by the 

patriarchal systems.  

 

SELF-ASSESSMENT QUESTIONS 
 

Q.1 How in your understanding of the unit, how does the feminist political and social 

philosophy work together for changing the patriarchal norms? On what common 

grounds the mechanisms of both philosophies help the feminist cause for gender 

equality. 

Q.2 What is the significance of Feminist Epistemology? How does feminist 

epistemology differ from the general epistemology?  Also, discuss how does the 

feminist epistemology work to build inclusive approach in research globally? 

Q.3 What purpose does feminist phenomenology serve in academia? Can feminist 

phenomenology and the standpoint approach be correlated? Discuss. 

Q.4 How can the feminist metaphysics and feminist existentialism relate to each other? 

Also, discuss de Beauvoir’s concept of the female gender? How can her concept be 

used to frame the feminist metaphysics and existentialism? 

Q.5 Feminist Aesthetics re-evaluates the perception of women in the general aesthetics. 

Elaborate.  

Q.6 How does the universal ethics differ from the feminist ethics? Discuss the different 

approaches to feminist ethics and describe how they challenge the pre-existing 

norms in ethics.  
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INTRODUCTION 

This unit is an introduction to the major Western feminist thinkers, their theories and 

major works. It enables students to understand the significance of their work in feminist 

theory. 

OBJECTIVES 

After studying this unit, the students will be able to: 

1. the preliminary western names in feminist thought and philosophy 

2. the significance of important western thinkers in different waves of feminism 

throughout the history of feminist movements 

3. the major works of renowned feminist western thinkers providing for feminist 

theory 
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4. An Overview 
 

There have been many scholars, writers and feminist over many decades from all parts of 

the world who contributed to the feminist theory and philosophy. Studying the life 

histories of each of them and their work needs a great effort and time. It is also not 

possible to delineate over the work of hundreds of women who have actively and 

courageously have been taking part to question the gendered natures of day-to-day life 

matters, routines and behavioral patterns. The following is a brief account of some of the 

renowned, pioneer women from western countries who raised women voice to acquire 

basic women rights. 

 

4.1 Simone De Beauvoir 
 

 
 

(Retrieved from Google images) 

 

Simone de Beauvoir (1908-1986) was a French writer, intellectual, philosopher, political 

activist and social theorist as well as a feminist. Born in a Catholic family, de Beauvoir 

was the eldest daughter and was sent to convent school and considered becoming a nun. 

At the age of fourteen she is said to have ‘lost faith’ and declared herself an atheist, 

leading to her study of existence. She attended the Sorbonne (The University of Paris) in 

1926 where she studied philosophy. She was an excellent student and topped her class 

and remained a high achiever throughout her academic life. She was one of the first 

women to take the Sorbonne test and stood second competing with students from 

prestigious institutions. She met another eminent existentialist philosopher Jean-Paul 

Sartre and remained in a partnership with him until Sartre’s death. Her works closely take 

benefit of Sartre’s philosophies and concepts through their course. 

 

De Beauvoir taught literature and philosophy during the 1930s. She was then banned 

from teaching as her teaching license was cancelled due to allegations of seducing 

minors. The strong allegations were made by the parents of a student after which she 

could not continue with the teaching legally. This led to her career in literature. Her 
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notable works include The Second Sex (1949), She Came to Stay (1943), The Blood of 

Others (1945), The Mandarins (1954) to name a few. 

 

4.1.1 Major Themes 

Simone de Beauvoir was an esteemed writer. She wrote fiction as well as non-fiction 

including novels, diaries and autobiographies. Many of her works are seminal in laying 

the grounds for second- wave feminism. Her works were generally based on existential 

philosophy. Although she did not identify herself as a philosopher mainly; her works 

have been widely attributed to be of this nature. Most of Simone’s work be it fictional or 

non-fictional, dealt with the questions of existence. How men and women existed in the 

society, what roles they played, how was their certain stereotypical characteristics and 

behaviors formed by the social constructs etc. were a main underlying theme. 

 

De Beauvoir’s work is regarded as an initial stock of feminist philosophy specified in the 

wake of the second wave feminism. The concept of a human being’s need for freedom 

was also discussed in her works. According to her, a person’s freedom is not only related 

to themselves rather to other people also. This accounts for working with other people 

while enjoying or working for own freedom as humans have responsibilities towards 

other people while living as a part of any society. Manipulating others and trying to take 

control of other people to increase own freedom is an illogical tactic for de Beauvoir as 

this kind of act limits freedom on both sides.  

 

The individual is defined only by his relationship to the world and to other 

individuals…. His freedom can only be achieved through the freedom of others. 
 

 -Ethics of ambiguity 

 

Her social commentary in the form of fiction as well as non-fiction provided the readers 

with her philosophical narrative of society’s problems. Her work generally posed the 

notion that women were not inferior to men; they were not the other version or a 

downgraded form of man rather complete beings in themselves who could be 

independent members of the society (Steinbauer, 2016).  She states the need of 

overthrowing the patriarchal system of the society completely for the liberation of 

women. How women are subjugated in the society, their existence as second-rate citizens 

and the underlying factors of these notions consisted the majority of de Beauvoir’s more 

feminist work (Bergoffen& Debra, 2015). 

 

4.1.2 Notable Works 

The most notable work of de Beauvoir can be undoubtedly crowned as her book The 

Second Sex published in 1949. The vastly popular and critically acclaimed work of the 

writer has been deemed as a preliminary work for the second wave feminism which was 

drawn upon the notions of sexuality, family and women rights to name a few.  

 

One is not born, but rather becomes, a woman. 

                                                       -The Second Sex 
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The work primarily focuses on the notion prevalent in the patriarchal societies affirming 

women to be the other sex—claiming men to be the first or superior sex. The idea of 

gender and sex distinction was basically articulated by the French writer and philosopher 

in this work of hers. According to her, the status of woman as the other sex is prevalent 

since she is always seen in relation to man; which is generally perceived the sex. She 

talks about the existence of certain stereotypes of women generated by men to have an 

excuse of running a patriarchal system. The mystification of women is also considered an 

idea generated by men which aids their stance of not understanding women.  

 

These ideas gave way to the social construct of feminine attributes of women which 

dictates females to be feminine, acting in certain socially accepted ways from which if 

they defer, they are ridiculed even more and disrespected. Being woman initially is 

looked upon as an abnormality and deviation from the so-called normalcy of manhood 

(Steinbauer, 2016). The work due to its themes and bold discussion of such ideas, the 

book was widely criticized and called a pornographic text as well as being categorized as 

a forbidden text by the Vatican. While this book dealt with the problems faced by women 

in the patriarchal society, de Beauvoir was reluctant to identify herself as a feminist for a 

long time until 1972. 

 

De Beauvoir felt that women were slaves in the society they were made into the slaves of 

men by instilling the notions of service to men and homemaking in their minds. She 

thinks that the basic idea of having children and taking care of them and their husbands 

was taught to women; telling them that their only purpose in life was this. These social 

constructs made women into the slaves of men and thus deemed them as second-rate 

citizens. She states that women should not be given the choice between being 

independent and having a family, kids and a husband because most of them would choose 

the latter option—thus confining themselves in the slavery again 

 

Self Assessment Questions 
 

1. What is the basic theme of de Beauvoir’s feminist philosophy?  

2. Why do you think de Beauvoir’s stance was controversial? 

 

Another notable literary work published by Simone de Beauvoir was titled She Came to 

Stay in 1943 which was a fictionalized account of her and Sartre’s sexual experiences 

with Olga Kosakiewicz and Wanda Kosakiewicz. This novel was her first published work 

of literature. The novel is set before the WWII showing the main characters in a love 

triangle or a ménage à trois. The fictional autobiography is an eloquent tale of Sartre’s 

relationship with the 17-year-old student Olga and then her sister Wanda, depicting the 

two characters in a single complex character. The motif deals with tones of betrayal, 

jealousy, desire, longing and lust to be precise. She describes the longing and feeling of 

loving someone under the notions of self and sexuality. The work sheds light on the 

existence of femininity; a problematic notion while the existence of man stated as more 

fulfilling and satisfying in nature.   

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/M%C3%A9nage_%C3%A0_trois
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At that moment, there were thousands of women all over the world listening 

breathlessly to the beating of their own hearts; each woman to her own heart, each 

woman for herself. How could she believe that she was the centre of the world?  

-She Came to Stay 

 

The Mandarin published in 1954 provides us with a novelized autobiographical account 

of the lives of de Beauvoir and Sartre’s intimate circle which also included the American 

writer Nelson Algren. The book was also dedicated to him. This work openly tells us the 

very intimate details of their sexual experiences which was quite detested by Algren. The 

work was awarded the Prix Goncourt for most imaginative work of prose. This book also 

offered themes of existentialism and feminism as well as personal morality in a post 

WWII era.  

 

Things always turn out to be less important than I thought they’d be. I’ll leave, I’ll 

return; everything comes to an end and nothing ever happens. 

-The Mandarins 

 

I never thought of myself as a man’s female companion; we would be two comrades.  

My education, my culture, and the present state of society all conspired to convince me 

that women belong to an inferior caste. 

     -Memoirs of the Dutiful Daughter    

 

The Mandarins deals with the ideas of existentialism in the backdrop of WWII as the 

intellectuals start to adjust in the post war world. They are confronted with the questions 

of their value in the world, their place in the society now and the worth of their 

contribution and work to the society. The complexity of the characters as well as their 

personal traits show a war in themselves between what they used to be and what they 

have become; a constant conflict in their hearts due to the trauma of the war. Her main 

female protagonist like the one in She Came to Stay is a strong yet complex, not 

understandable at times and obsessive character. Similarly, the second female protagonist 

also takes on similarities with her counterpart in the earlier novel; being more relatable 

and someone who can be sympathized with.  

 

Another very influential work of de Beauvoir is her is her autobiography Memoirs of a 

Dutiful Daughter published in 1958. De Beauvoir discusses her life as a woman starting 

from the earliest accounts of her life. She describes many of the main events in her life 

with detail, providing a profound analysis of her life, her choices and her environment in 

which she was brought up and lived. The presence of gender in her era and family are 

extensively discussed in the work, which give us insight about the general attitude toward 

females in the society. She explains how the patriarchal society makes the woman believe 

that she is an inferior creation, which can only be completed or respected in the company 

of a man. She asks the basic question of the double standards of the society which does 

not allow a female to enjoy certain liberties while not constrain the man with any 

restrictions or limitations.  
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With the mention of the general feminist ideas in the memoirs, the base of all these 

theories is the existentialism. She writes about the questions that her mind bore about her 

existence, its value, the need for her existence as well as her practical usefulness to her 

and the society.  

 

I had to be of service: to what? To whom? I had read, thought, and learnt much; I told 

myself that I was ready; I was rich; but nobody wanted anything from me. Life had 

appeared to me so full; I had sought with fanatical ardour to use my whole self in 

replying to its endless calls: it was empty; not one voice had asked for me. 

  -Memoirs of a Dutiful Daughter 

 

She wrote about the equality of laws for men and women in the society and declined to 

be restricted as a married woman with children. She demanded independence for herself 

and did not want to confine in the socially constructed woman status. De Beauvoir has 

been called a universal humanist who does not believe in the sexual differences and 

gender roles shown by her philosophy and life.  

 

In the 70s, de Beauvoir became the part of women activism for France’s women 

liberation movement and after this movement, abortion was legalized in France in 1974. 

With de Beauvoir’s work on existentialist and feminist philosophy, the notion of social 

construct of woman became prominent and the way for second wave of feminism was 

paved.  

 

4.1.3 Criticism 
De Beauvoir has been much criticized on some of her theories specifically her take on 

women in The Second Sex. Many scholars insist on the misinterpretations of her works 

as an issue. De Beauvoir is stated to be extremely radical in her understanding of the 

notions of marriage, family and motherhood for herself as well as for other women. She 

finds no other way to women independence, empowerment and identity than ceasing to 

exist as a mother and a family-oriented person that has been a highly contested idea in 

many circles. She further explains these concepts under a psychoanalytic theme of 

masculinity and femininity, which also is quite a misogynistic and highly controversial 

approach in the modern world. These aspects of de Beauvoir’s work are also deemed as 

contradictory to many of her statements that create a conflict between the theories 

provided by the writer.  
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4.2 Mary Wollstonecraft 

 

 
 

(Retrieved from Google images) 

 

Mary Wollstonecraft (1759-1797) was an English writer, philosopher and supporter of 

women’s rights. Mary Wollstonecraft wrote much important literature including literature 

for children, history of French revolution, a travel book and novels. Wollstonecraft is 

most popular for her work A Vindication of the Rights of Women (1792). She was born 

in a well-off household that later became a financially unstable one. She was second in 

her seven siblings, had an abusive father, and played a maternal role for her younger 

sisters throughout her life. She started her career at a young age in 1778 as a lady’s 

companion and a while later started writing. She worked as a translator and reviewer for 

Joseph Johnson’s periodical the Analytical review and then started writing other fiction 

and non-fiction literature. 

 

Mary had two important friends that shaped much of her life. A Jane Arden in Beverley 

with whom she read books and attended lectures of Arden’s father; a philosopher and 

scientist. Second being Fanny Frances Blood with whom Wollstonecraft had a very close 

friendship. Mary and her sisters opened a school with Blood that unfortunately failed 

after some time due to the demise of Blood and absence of Wollstonecraft from the 

school. Mary was utterly devastated from the death of her friend that compelled her to 

write her first novel Mary: A Fiction. 

 

She had to ill-fated affairs with Henry Fuseli and Gilbert Imlay and had a daughter Fanny 

from the later affair. She married philosopher William Godwin with whom she had 

another daughter Mary Wollstonecraft Godwin who later became the accomplished writer 

Mary Shelly. Wollstonecraft’s work for the rights of women gained popularity and 

importance after more than a century of its publication in the rise of the Feminist 

movement in the early twentieth century.   

 

4.2.1 Major Themes 

Her works majorly revolves around the need to educate women equally with men. She 

puts much emphasis on the need from a different kind of education to be provided to 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Henry_Fuseli
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gilbert_Imlay
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women to make them educated in different; typical and non-typical kinds of education 

and make them productive m embers of the society. She talks about how women are 

subjugated in the society and what needs to be done in that respect. 

 

4.2.2 Notable Works 

The most important work of Mary Wollstonecraft is her book Vindication of the Rights 

of Women published in 1972, five years before her death. The book is regarded as the 

earliest work on feminist philosophy and a great component in shaping the feminist 

movement. The work is seminal in shaping the way for thought on women rights, social 

segregation and injustice towards women and their stereotyping. The main themes 

disused in the book are women and femininity, masculinity, marriage and education. The 

major case that Wollstonecraft puts forward is the education of women. According to her, 

the worse state of women is not due to them being naturally inferior rather due to the 

hinderance in their getting educated in a patriarchal society. She states that women are 

important for nations and societies as they bring up their children and generations. 

Women can be better mothers and more of a companion to their husbands when 

educated. Her work negated the work of Rousseau titled Émile which put forward the 

notion that women were just for the sake of providing pleasure to men and that they 

should only be educated for the same purpose. 

 

Taught from their infancy that beauty is woman's scepter, the mind shapes itself to the 

body, and, roaming round its gilt cage, only seeks to adorn its prison 

- Vindication of the Rights of Women 

 

Wollstonecraft argues that women have no inborn limitation or deficiency, which makes 

them less intellectual than men, but it is due to denial of education to women. The society 

tells the woman from an early age that her beauty matters and she take care of that. This 

also leads to women not getting education; or in limited cases only certain kinds of 

‘feminine’ education and thus is portrayed as dull or inferior to men in intellect.  

 

Mary Wollstonecraft advocates the equality of morals for both men and women. She 

believes that men are generally superior in physical aspects over women; the superiority 

and strength put in them by the Creator but both males and females. She emphasizes in 

her work on the need for educating men and women equally and not discriminate against 

women.  

 

For Wollstonecraft the difference between the education of men and women was a major 

factor contributing to their intellectual difference. She heavily criticizes the women for 

being irrational thinkers. The reason behind this according to the author is the generally 

present excessive sensibility of women. This extra sensitivity makes them very 

vulnerable and weak which directly affects their thinking and intellectual process.  

 

Wollstonecraft writes that women fall ‘pray to their senses’. This falling prey to their 

senses and emotions results in a harmful factor contributing to their own as well as the 

life of the whole civilizations. Although she does not assert that the emotions and 
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rationale should be totally independent of each other, her focus lies in educating women 

to be ‘rational’ and to not harm themselves by giving power to each moment of sentiment 

that they come across.  

 

She also concludes that the type of education Rousseau demands for women as well as 

what the society generally emphasizes only makes women superficial.  

 

Only that education deserves emphatically to be termed cultivation of the mind which 

teaches young people how to begin to think.  

― Mary Wollstonecraft, A Vindication of the Rights of Woman 

 

Wollstonecraft; the education system and methodology in the society discuss the 

emphasis on education of women in another dimension. She emphasizes on the education 

of both girls and boys on the same basis. She proposes co-educational structures of 

education thus including both genders equally in the education from a primary level of 

life. She states that the children should be sent to a ‘country day school’ and should be 

provided with some education at home. This provides the children an opportunity to get 

formal education as well as domestic love and care. Mary Wollstonecraft calls marriage 

the ‘cement of society’ and suggests that men and women who are to make the society 

and get married should be educated on the same formula. Her propositions for the school 

system although discriminate against the poor as according to her after the age of nine, 

the poor students should be taught in separation with the rich ones except for the 

exceptional ones.  

 

Another eminent work of Wollstonecraft is her book Thoughts on the Education of 

Daughters published in 1787. The work is primarily based on the purpose of addressing 

education with indirect presence of feminism. The book is a conduct manual for the 

training and advice on the education of girls in the emerging middle-class bourgeois. All 

her educational works generally aim at this segment of the society. Wollstonecraft’s ever 

proposed need for morality, ethics and etiquette is evident in the book as she states the 

need for ethics and etiquettes to be a part of life. The books accentuate the need for 

mothers to induce the habits of analytical thinking, honesty and discipline besides 

marketable skills in case they must support themselves. She covers the topics of a better 

upbringing of children specifically daughters in a manner that they are encouraged to 

think rationally from an early age. The book explains conducts to be followed from 

infancy till marriage of the girls teaching them about rational thought, skills, mannerisms, 

morality and religious ethos. She takes her inspiration of her work from eminent 

philosopher John Locke and adds a religious and moral dimension to the philosophy.  

 

This work also inspires her other works specially Vindication of the Rights of Women 

where she takes the notions of education of women, present possibilities and 

opportunities to them and their general upbringing in her society. She criticizes the 

prevalent methods of educating the girls in her society where the women are generally 

brought up to be peculiarly superficial beings. She ascertains that the education provided 

to the women in her society is damaging to them as well as their generations to come as 

https://www.goodreads.com/author/show/1853305.Mary_Wollstonecraft
https://www.goodreads.com/work/quotes/1938850
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the emphasis of that education lies on artificial manners. These manners according to her 

women educated under the light of this education are shallow as people; theatre going, 

card playing and fashion followers who lack intellect and a deeper more genuine 

personality.  

 

For instance, she analyzes on the ‘squandering’ nature present in many women under 

whose influence, they spend extravagantly on clothes and accessories. She concludes that 

if this habit diminishes the extra money could be very well used in philanthropic means. 

This behavior can be changed by proper education and guidance of young women 

according to Wollstonecraft. She also addresses the lack of property rights for women a 

malpractice in the society. As in the times of her presence and even for a long time after 

her, the women were not considered as judicial adults which denied them the right of 

holding property. She writes that women in the society are fashionably educated 

according to their standards and are still left without a fortune. This factor brings her 

proposition of women having marketable skills which imparts value to their being, makes 

them a productive and valuable part of the society and helps them stand on their own feet. 

Wollstonecraft exclaims that when women would be educated on these parameters their 

social and political lives would greatly improve as they are much more than just pleasure 

providing obedient slaves to their husbands and mere social ornaments. 

 

Her more politically charged work is Vindication of the Rights of Men published in 1790 

in response to Burke’s Reflections on Revolution in France. This work criticizes the 

aristocracy present at that time and promotes republicanism. She writes in the support of 

the common man and critiques many prevalent social norms. According to her the 

common people in a society should be able to obtain places at the public offices without 

any monetary contribution. She states that all men are born equal; their equality based on 

their ability to reason and thus should have equal say in the matters of the society as well 

as equal right of suffrage. Wollstonecraft also criticizes the capital punishments given for 

petty crimes and asks for softness as the rich people were pardoned from greater crimes 

while poor common folk were heavily punished even on small crimes.  

 

4.2.3 Criticism 

Mary Wollstonecraft became an important factor in the first wave feminism. While the 

importance of her work cannot be denied, it sure has some limitations which many 

scholars have pointed out. One major critique of Wollstonecraft is that she fails to 

address women as her own kind; as her allies. She heavily critiques women besides the 

society and uses terms as they and them rather us, thus pointing to a more segregated 

presence of herself from her own kind. She generally addresses men in her work as they 

had more political power at that time and finds most of her female counterparts to be in a 

quite sorry state regarding their present intellectual abilities. Secondly, her focus was on 

bringing about change according to the middle class bourgeoisie. She discriminates in her 

work for the poor members of the society. Her theory fails to go beyond the bourgeoisie 

ideology providing stagnancy in her approach for the change of the prevalent social 

norms that she criticizes; neglecting other classes of the society specifically the poor.  
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4.3 Judith Butler 
 

 
 

(Retrieved from Google images) 

 

Judith Butler (1956-) is an American philosopher and gender theorist who has influenced 

the feminist philosophy, culture and queer theory with her theories of performative nature 

of gender and sex. She has taught at the University of California where she now teaches 

as a professor in the departments of Comparative Literature and Program of Critical 

theory. Her work has been very influential for the third wave feminism.  

 

She was born in Cleveland, Ohio in a Jewish family of Hungarian and Russian descent. 

She received her early education in Hebrew School and attended the classes for Jewish 

Ethics besides the formal school as a punishment for being too talkative in class. She 

received her initial training in philosophy in the Ethics school. She attended Bennington 

College and Yale University as a student of philosophy. She also taught at Wesleyan 

University, George Washington University and John Hopkins University before joining 

University of California. She came out as a lesbian at sixteen and has been working for 

the rights of lesbians as well as other LGBTQ+ groups. She lives with her partner Wendy 

Brown and son Isaac. She has been awarded numerous awards for her works including 

the Andrew W. Mellon Foundation’s Distinguished Achievement Award, Fulbright Hays 

Scholarship and Brudner Memorial Prize for Lifetime Achievement for contributions to 

Lesbian and Gay Studies from Yale University. She has been active in politics also for 

the queer communities as well as war-stricken places such as Iraq, Afghanistan and 

Palestine.  

 

4.3.1 Major Themes 

The major themes that we can see in her work are gender, sex and sexuality as a 

performative phenomenon. She talks about the presence of a person’s identity on multiple 

basis rather than the formal gender and sexuality aspects to name some. A person has 
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different aspects and elements that make up their personalities which provide each person 

with a unique persona and individuality. Her notions of inequality are based on the 

homogenous treatment of ‘women’.  

 

4.3.2 Notable Works 

Butler’s most important work has been credited as her book Gender Trouble published in 

1990. She critically discusses many scholars in this piece of work including big names as 

Foucault, Freud, de Beauvoir and Julia Kristeva to name a few. The main theme of the book 

is the argument upon the coherence of the categories of sex, gender and sexuality. She states 

these three things as performative–culturally constructed ideas that work through the 

repetition of stylized acts in time. The natural state of form of any of these three attributes of a 

person allowed in a social setup to be performed or adopted by a person are decided by these 

‘frameworks of intelligibility’ or ‘disciplinary regimes’ according to her. The ‘script’ of 

gender is transferred through generations seamlessly as it is performed in each generation of 

the society; making it an act or a performative phenomenon.  

 

The concepts of masculinity and femininity are constructed in societies through discourses 

present. These discourses dictate actions to be of certain ‘natural’ kind as present innately in a 

person and thus the performance of gender is provided by that person. These created gender 

norms categorize people into the so-called natural distinctions of sex, gender and sexuality. 

Butler takes Freud’s theory as he accuses lesbians to be modelling their behaviors on men; 

denying the theory under her theory of the performative nature of the gender. According to 

her, it is not that lesbian’s model themselves after men as man is not a natural superior gender 

rather a mere social construct based on the repetitive actions allowed by certain discourses 

through generations.  

 

Butler criticizes the presence of a standard feminine identity in the feminist circles. 

According to her thesis, the woman has been turned into a subject; with certain constant 

refined states that she might appear in, giving a stagnancy to the concept of woman. This 

gives way to women being seen in the context of the predetermined feminine qualities or 

properties which steal away the variation of the ‘woman’ and turns her into a concrete 

identity. She claims that this idea of concrete feminine identity used by the feminists is 

dictating and replicating the same social constructs that pave way for the inequality and 

lack of justice for women in the society. This way the women who do not completely or 

even partially fit into those concrete feminine concepts of woman become marginalized. 

This marginalization provides those women with the same injustice that the feminists 

want to get rid of for all the women.  

 

Butler emphasizes on the need for having an identity of women for the representation in 

politics and language but we cannot simply put females in the cast of femininity provided 

already by the society. The feminists should embrace the complexity and diversity 

present in women; as strict binary association is not only going to fail in providing an 

identity to women as well as side-line many of parts of the fem ale fraternity. She asks 

questions on how can the social constructs of gender, sex and sexuality be altered under 

the discourses present in the society governed by certain power dynamics and what kind 
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of interventions in the ritualistic repetition (of these constructs) is possible.  

 

In 1993, Butler published her article Bodies that Matter clarifying her stance of gender 

being of a performative nature. She adds to her theory of the performative nature of 

gender and adds that gender is also culturally based and sex having a physiological basis; 

sexual difference is also culturally constructed. According to her, although sex is based 

on the physiology and has a material basis, sexuality on the other hand cannot be defined 

in material terms.  

 

The misapprehension about gender performativity is this: that gender is a choice, or 

that gender is a role, or that gender is a construction that one puts on, as one puts on 

clothes in the morning, that there is a 'one' who is prior to this gender, a one who goes 

to the wardrobe of gender and decides with deliberation which gender it will be today. 

–Bodies That Matter 

 

Taking a Foucauldian perspectives, she states that sex works in two ways in a society. It 

generally functions as a norm and secondly it functions as a ‘regulatory process that 

produces the bodies it governs’.  She also uses the notion of Aristotle and calls the body 

‘matter’ and the gender ‘form’; the view that soul and matter are inseparable and matter 

is form’s actualization: what it does rather what it is—providing Butler’s stance of 

performative nature of gender a philosophical validation of sort. But she states under 

these notions that there is a distinction between from and matter so gender or being 

feminine is not a part of the body. This is later explained by her that as both gender and 

body are not inseparable; both genders are a part of form and it gives life to the body 

rather than being the body. 

 

Imitation and Gender Insubordination was published in 1990. The work explores Butler’s 

ideas of the identity of genders as in her opinion they are constructed as regulators of 

oppression. As she talks in Gender Trouble and her other works about social and cultural 

construction of gender under power dynamics, similar is the case with this work. She 

resists homophobia as it is also constructed for oppression and rethinks the phenomenon 

of gender and sexuality. She again uses her idea of performative nature of gender and 

sexuality and maintains that sexuality and gender are complex subjects. She uses the 

example of ‘drag’. Drag being a mode of expression where a person dresses in a hyper-

feminized attire, exaggerating the femininity by overdone makeup and dressing. This 

according to Butler is an example that gender is acted or is performed and is separate 

from sex. Similarly, being heterosexual is not always the reason for acting heterosexual; 

rather the repetition of the heterosexual behaviors is what makes it appear as such. 

Heterosexuality then is an imitation of heterosexuality–imitation of itself.  

 

She also discusses the fact that the phenomenon of ‘coming out;’ does not help people in 

the society this rather than liberating them turns out to be a more confining construct as 

the society does not accept the deviation from the norm. In return, the society puts 

different kinds of new constraints on the people who come out of the closet which 

doesn’t make much difference from not embracing their sexuality in the first place.  
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Hence, being "out" must produce the closet again and again in order to maintain itself 

as “out”. 

–Imitation and Gender Insubordination 

 

Undoing Gender published in 2004 also takes many themes from Butler’s earlier work 

Gender Trouble. As gender is an act that is a doing in the later mentioned work, it is 

discussed as an undoing in the earlier mentioned one. She states that a person is always 

working under a social context and never outside it. The work provides insight into how 

these socio-cultural contexts of gendered life might be undone.  It is based on the matter 

of undoing the gender based on survival resistance towards the social constraints of 

ideology present for people.  

 

She also touches upon the subject of intersex, gay and lesbian marriage and family 

system. According to her the homosexual marriages have to imitate the heterosexual 

marriage and family system so as to validate the kinship. She states that what is more 

important is what gender wants. She takes the example of David Reimer, who was 

reassigned the female gender in infancy after a botched circumcision. After living as a 

girl (which he didn’t really like ever) for quite some time started living as a male and 

fathered three children. He did not adjust to the reassigned gender and even after living 

according to the standard male gender which he was born with, committed suicide. 

 

4.3.3 Criticism 

Butler’s work has been a phenomenal addition to gender study in the post-modern era. 

But like any other scholar her work also faces some criticism and shortcomings according 

to many scholars. Firstly, her work for the queer community and herself being a part of it 

has been controversial for many specifically the religious spheres. This has resulted in 

much bashing of her work but it hasn’t lost its importance  

 

Secondly, in a more academic way, Judith Butler has been accused of being difficult: her 

writing has been observed to be highly complicated and is not easy to read. Her work 

demands an in-depth reading for understanding her concepts and arguments.  Her idea of 

gender being performative in nature has also been criticized. It has been noted that this 

notion of gender as act is ‘too pure to account for identity’. She is also said to reduce the 

phenomenon of gender to discourse as she discusses it under language often.   

 

SELF-ASSESSMENT QUESTIONS 
 

Q.1 In your understanding of the unit, what are the major stances that the three writers 

have put forth? 

Q.2 What are the major academic contentions regarding Judith Butler’s feminist theory? 

Q.3 Elaborate how Mary Wollstonecraft’s work has proved to be significant in shaping 

feminism. 

Q.4 What are the major contentions of scholars about Simone de Beauvoir’s feminist 

stance? 
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INTRODUCTION 
This unit gives details about some of the critics of feminist philosophies to give this 

understanding that each theory or philosophy is not always welcomed but there remain 

some points to reconsider especially as far as social theories are concerned. This chapter 

introduces some of the critics who criticized a few points found in very known feminist 

philosophies. It aims to develop students’ skills to critically study various philosophies 

laid by feminists. 

 

OBJECTIVES 
 

After studying this unit, the students will be able to: 

1. introduce some of the known critics of feminist philosophies 

2. highlight some issues found in various feminist philosophies 

3. develop students’ skills to study various feminist philosophies with a critical lens.  
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5. Introducing Critics of Feminist Philosophy 
 

Feminist philosophies have received immense criticism by many scholars who have 

presented their argument for why they find some of the theories within feminism as 

problematic. Following passages read some of the scholars who have questioned theories 

of feminism and criticized them. 

 

5.1 Susan Haack 
 

 
 

(Retrieved from google images) 

 

Susan Haack is a British Philosopher who is a professor of Philosophy and Law at 

University of Miami. In her work, she has criticized the feminist epistemology that stands 

upon the standpoint of feminism. Her work “Manifesto of a Passionate Moderate (2000)” 

is an effort to question the very ideas of feminist epistemology and postmodern feminism.  

 

5.1.1 Haack’s Criticism of Feminist Epistemology 

She has criticized feminist epistemology laid by Anderson for being putting up the idea that 

“feminist values should determine what theories are accepted (2000, p.12). She called such an 

idea as a “politicized ideology” that can only lead to producing “sham reasoners”. For her, 

sham reasoners are those who only seek to make a case for some foregone conclusions 

(21000, p.15). She considers that feminist epistemology also limits or create issues for an 

honest inquiry (2000, p.16). According to her honest inquiry is a motive but if it is not done, 

all research is useless. In her view, the characteristic of an honest inquiry is that it is not 

inspired by or informed by any political idea at all'' (ibid, p.16) 

 

Another argument which Haack present against feminist epistemological thought is their 

approach is considering women homogenous. Homogeneous means considering all 

women alike. She thinks that due to this approach feminist epistemology seems to give a 

gesture of tribalism. By “tribalism” Haack means the group of women or feminists who 

“ought to think alike in conformity with sexist notions and stereotypes about feminine 

cognition”.  She argues that how such an approach helps women achieve any status 

which confirms stereotypes of feminine selves and considers those feminine ways can 
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help people to be better scientists or help them to advance the interests of the oppressed.  

 

She also claims that feminist epistemologists behave cynically because they think that the 

pursuit of truth is impossible. Haack considers that the feminist epistemologists’ 

consideration of those who try to pursue truth as sham researchers reflects their bias. She 

thinks that the indetermination argument and postmodernist argument both show feminist 

epistemologists’ cynicism.  

 

5.1.1.1 Challenging Under-Determination Arguments 

Feminist epistemology considers that “logical gaps in scientific reasons need to be filled 

with no cognitive and sociopolitical explanations”. Therefore, this kind of under 

determination to pose “scientific inquiry as immoral” by the feminist epistemologists is 

criticized by Haack in her work. Similarly, feminists’ stance to do science work with a 

feminist approach is ridiculous.  

 

5.1.1.2 Haack’s Criticism of Feminist Postmodern Thought 

Haack also criticizes postmodern feminism for being too much concerned about the 

debates of powerful and powerless. She also considers that postmodern feminism 

considers that science is a knowledge production system, which serves the interests of the 

powerful and control the less powerful.  

 

Similarly, feminists do not argue that the content of science is permanently tainted with 

ideological biases of the powerful. They argue for the possibility and legitimacy of doing 

science as a feminist. That is, they defend the pursuit of empirical inquiry, in a way that 

rigorously adheres to the highest standards of evidential warrant, with the aim of 

discovering knowledge that is useful to women in liberating them from sexism. This is 

not cynicism or science-bashing; it is a positive affirmation of the potential of science to 

generate knowledge that serves the interests of the less powerful. In defending feminist 

science, feminists are demanding a seat at the science table, not trying to destroy it. 

Haack accuses them of a series of fallacies, based on a confusion of the features of what 

passes for truth with truth itself (2000, p, 240)  

 

5.2 Paul R. Gross and Norman Levitt 
 

 
 

(Retrieved from Google images) 



69 

 

Gross and Levitt both have published a book “Higher Superstition which criticizes the 

postmodern thought and the feminists’ criticism on science. 

 

5.2.1 Higher Superstition 

A few lines of their books start with the words,  

 

“Science has brought us penicillin, the polio vaccine, the green revolution in agriculture, 

men on the moon, and Tang. But according to an assortment of radical feminists, Afro 

centrists, deconstructionists, deep ecologists, and cultural constructivists, it has also 

brought us white, male, Eurocentric oppression and a despoiled earth”.  

 

They find a few very well-known points of postmodern feminism which condemns science 

by being legacy and authority of white male, Eurocentric and capitalist economies. In their 

work, they question how feminists can call them scientists. They surprise how social studies 

are being considered sciences because of the large following of people. Feminists have taken 

advantage of it and started questioning the realms in which they were not apt at all.  

 

In addition, they also write against those who are not from west and consider that the 

sciences are Eurocentric and western and thus fulfill western agenda to rule the world. 

They consider that most of the critics of sciences who call it Eurocentric and western are 

those western intellectuals whose sense of their own heritage has become an intolerable 

moral burden”. 

 

Gross and Levitt also argue that radical feminism, especially the work which poses 

science as an enemy is done due to the “envy” of the fields. They say that both social 

science and humanities were going to lose prestige because they create a distinction 

between facts and values. Due to this, these two disciplines were on the brink of losing 

prestige. At this point in time, they have employed a tool known as “deconstruction” to 

undercut natural sciences and to demonstrate their superiority. 

 

5.3 Esther Vilar 

 

 
    

(Retrieved from Google images) 
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Esther Vilar is an Argentinian-German writer who was earlier working as a medical 

doctor. Her most famous work is “The Manipulated Man (1971)”.  

 

5.3.1 The Manipulated Man (1971) 

In this work, Vilar rejects the feminists’ notions of women’s exploitation in the 

capitalized economies, and women rights’ rhetoric. She talks about how women have 

exploited men through a well-established system of manipulating men. 

 

In this book, she also explains a few strategies employed by women to control men. She said 

that women rather control men and not are controlled in a relationship that is to their 

advantage. Men are mostly not aware of the strategies and advantages, which women gain. 

 

She considers that  

1. Women’s bodily and physical relationship with men is a strategy to control them 

2. Men’s “judicious use of praise “, emotional blackmailing when they get attached 

with the women. 

3. Hiding real intentions behind romanticism. 

 

5.4 Camille Paglia 

 

 
 

(Retrieved from Google images) 

 

Camile Anna Paglia is an American feminist academic. She is known for her social 

criticism mostly on American feminism and post structuralism. She has been Professor of 

Arts in University of Philadelphia since 1984, yet in recent years due to her provocative 

language and antifeminism stance, she has been even charged as dangerous for the 

academy by a few students.  

 

She is known as anti-feminist feminist who daringly writes against very thoughts and 

theories of feminism. She herself calls her “leader of the dissident of feminism meaning 

that she leads a wing which opposes the official policies of feminism. 
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5.4.1 Free Women, Free Men, Sex, Gender, Feminism (1990) 

In her work, she completely writes against the ideology thrown by feminists over time 

that patriarchy is the root cause of every problem. She presents her argument that men 

behave like this because they are not free in actual sense. She said that if women want 

them to be free, they must free men. She also gives the message that “stop blaming men”. 

In an interview, she discussed her work and said that what she feels is uncomfortable “the 

commandments which people have absorbed, whether as feminist who are atheists or as a 

believer who follow a religion”. In this way, she considers that no room remains there to 

discuss or write against feminism or to talk about it. 

 

She also considers that women must not wear dresses that present them as sexual beings 

in professional spaces. She criticizes women’s wearing short skirts and coming with bare 

legs at official places and consider that it shows that your sexuality is part of your power. 

She says that she is not against such clothing but is against offering yourself as an 

ornament.  

 

She also discusses sexual assaults where a woman at first goes with a man willingly to his 

fraternity party after being drunk but when he assaults her, she voices for her rights. She 

says in such cases men cannot be blamed. Women must know their limits. Due to her 

work against young women’s sexual assaults, many academic people around U.S does 

not consider her a true feminist.  

 

SELF-ASSESSMENT QUESTIONS 
 

Q.1 Define Under determination argument. Write about Haack’s criticism on feminist 

epistemology in detail. Why did Haack find postmodernist thought problematic? 

Discuss 

Q.2 Why did Haack find postmodernist thought problematic? Discuss  

Q.3 What is the stance of Gross and Levitt on feminism and science? How did Gross 

and Levitt challenged the work of standpoint feminism? Explain 

Q.4 What is the main argument presented in the Manipulated Man by Vilar to challenge 

the second wave feminists. Elaborate 

Q.5 Pagila considers that women will be free, if the men will be kept free, discuss her 

viewpoint with regards to women sexualized clothing at the workplace.  

Q.6 Why Paglia is known as anti-feminist feminist. What is the core idea laid by Paglia 

in Free Women, Freemen? 
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INTRODUCTION 
 

This unit is primarily concerned to highlight the philosophical work and contribution of a 

few renowned feminists who worked to draw attention towards a new strand in feminist 

philosophy “Islamic feminism”.  Primarily, this unit intends to familiarize students with 

the key issues, questions and debates raised by these feminists. Thus, it provides an 

analytical understanding of some major Islamic feminist philosophies by drawing out 

dominant themes. 

 

OBJECTIVES 
 

After studying this unit, the students will be able to: 

1. familiarize the contribution of the major Islamic feminist thinkers who have 

furthered feminist consciousness. 

2. analyze the key role played by them within feminist scholarship 

3. develop analytical skills to evaluate their various strands relating to Islamic Fiqh 

and Sharia laws 
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6. An Overview 
 

For centuries, women have been strong adherents to their religions; as firm believers and 

the followers. Women’s status and her roles were being debated and questioned since 

long but on the threshold of the 21st century, strong debates and slogans to free Muslim 

women from the oppressors, surely the men: i.e., the fathers, husbands, brothers, and 

even the Islamic scholars, were witnessed. Thus, the “Oppression of Muslim women” has 

been reprehended and denounced by not only the Muslim women advocates and activists 

but the spectrum of such approaches has been vast. Many non-Muslims religious experts, 

religious-secular experts, non-religious intellectuals and human rights activities also 

opened up a whole cosmos of progressive Muslim thinking for providing a new impetus 

for the global women’s movement.  

 

Some of them (Wadud, Barlas, Bakhtiar, Hassan, Mernissi, Salim), consider that the 

reinterpretation of Quranic Verses is needed because the Islamic sources through which 

Quranic verses are interpreted in “essence” are responsible for the oppression of women. 

Nahed Salim a radical Islamic feminist in her book “De vrouwen van de profeet” (2007) 

issues a plea to protect and strengthen women and to move away from trying to defend the 

Koran. “We must protect women against physical violence which is legitimized through a 

certain interpretation of the Koran because when we promote women, we strengthen Islam”.  

 

On the other hand, many other feminists and activist draw attention to the patriarchal and 

tribal cultures and the biased interpretations of Muslim male scholars on theological 

ontological, sociological, and eschatological foundations, which often contribute to the 

dismaying situation of women and not to blame religion as done by Omaima Abou-Bakr 

and Hosseini. 

 

Omaima describes how Islamic feminists must avoid “essentializing” Muslim women as 

oppressed and helpless victims while simultaneously blaming and degrading Islam and 

MENA cultures. 

 

With every passing day of the 21st century, the debates on Muslim women’s oppression 

are increasing. It is a common observation now days that people focus to Muslim women 

worldwide as being oppressed, more specifically the Muslim Women of Asian Countries 

and Middle East. Many feminists around the globe start coupling ‘Muslim women’ and 

‘oppression considering Islam as an Oppressive religion on the part of women while raise 

question whether Islam or women need more empowerment and promotion.  

 

An Egyptian writer Nahed Salim, a radical Islamic feminist writes in her book “Take the 

Koran Away from the Men!” that although women are often very religious, still the 

religion is not very kind to them. She bemoans the fact that the patriarchal interpretation 

of the message of the Quranic texts has held sway down to the present day and it can be 

seen that they still do not have the same inheritance rights as men. Most of the women 

(the feminists) around the globe (have forwarded five points that they find oppressive and 

which has made women’s status ordinary and substandard; 
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1. Legitimization of Violence against women: They argue that Violence against 

women VAW is done by the Quranic verses in Sura 4:34 where men’s task is to be 

the bread-earner and thus by virtue of this they are viewed as the head of the 

family, resulting in an obligation on the part of women to obey. 

2. Subordinate role of women and control over their sexuality is propagated by means 

of asking them to stay at home and to wear veil or purdah.  

3. Additional disadvantages in economic and legal areas are the fate of Muslim 

women as they only inherit half of what men are entitled to. 

4. Two female witnesses have the same status in giving testimony as one male witness. 

5. There is equality at the spiritual level because it is written that man and woman 

were created from the same soul. In the afterlife as well, women and men are equal 

because every person is judged by God on the basis of their deeds. Yet, this 

equality does not work in actual as Islamic theoretical sources do not allow women 

to do so because life has not only a spiritual, but also economic, physical, sexual 

and emotional elements.  

 

Thus, feminist talks collectively to raise advocacy on the above-mentioned areas most of the 

time. The difference among the statements of different feminists or activists is that some asks 

for reinterpretation of Quran, whereas others ask to challenge the religious scholars as being 

the real “autocrat and insolent” for keeping women dependent and subordinated.  

 

Some demand to consider religion as “a separate entity” and others think it’s impossible 

but need improvement. In short, the highlighted topics have been the same but due to 

their cultural groundings and personal thinking a little variation is found.  

 

Self-Assessment Questions 

1. What are the main areas of concern for Islamic feminists? 
2. Do we really need Islamic feminist debates in the contemporary time? Justify 

your argument. 
 

6.1 Leila Ahmed (Egyptian) 
 

 
 

(Retrieved from Google images) 
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Leila Ahmed is an Egyptian-American who was born in 1950s to a middle-class family. 

Her father was an engineer whereas mother was from aristocracy. She has written a lot on 

Islam and gender while advocating Islamic feminism. She is the fist who started teaching 

as women Studies Professor at Harvard Divinity School. Due to her analysis on veiling of 

Muslim women in United States, she received an award from University of Louisville 

Grawemever. Her Famous work related to Islamic feminism include the following 

 

1. Women and Gender in Islam (1992) 

2. A Quiet Revolution: The veil Resurgence, from the Middle east to America (2011) 

 

6.1.1 Women and Gender in Islam 
In this work (1992; 41-102)Ahmed’s main concern lies with the “oppressive” practices to 

which Middle Eastern women are subjected to as a result of patriarchal interpretations of 

Islam. For her, patriarchal interpretation caused women subjugation not Islam itself.  

 

Her stance is that Prophet Muhammed, the prophet of Islam (PBUH) came up with two 

“divergent voices”, one advocate’s moral and spiritual equality of all human beings and 

the other distinct the human beings into gender relations of male/female relations leading 

towards gender based or a sexual hierarchy. In this way, in her point of view Prophet has 

given two structures the first is ethical structure and the other hierarchical structure 

respectively.  She furthers her point explaining how these structures were made and 

developed as androcentric, male centric and misogynist during Abbasid regimes and rule 

which started 750 and lasted 1258. During this regime, the following circumstances 

befallen on women 

⁻  Institutional gendered hierarchy 

⁻  Male political dominance 

⁻  No equity and extreme injustice 

⁻  Islam as a discourse of political elite 

 

As per Ahmed, these changes and circumstances did not face a serious challenge. 

However, a few Sufis and Qarmatians Groups, philosophers like IbneArbi and the liberal 

powerful Muslim families raised voices in favor of their women’s right to education, 

marriage, and imposition of monogamy clause.  

 

These voices were not a serious challenge and were dealt effectively that is why Muslim 

women other than elite women faced injustice, patriarchal discrimination until 19th 

century when after colonial rule talked women’s emancipation. Women’s emancipation is 

used as an argument to facilitate and legitimate colonial rule which in actually was a way 

to launch colonial remit of gaining economic benefits under the guise of “provision of 

women’s economic right”. 

 

Ahmed also questions the very nature of colonial feminism and finds it a way helpful to 

the colonial dominance and existence. She argues how the colonial feminists have found 

an intrinsic connection between “women status” and “native culture” while advocating 

that women status could only be uplifted if they would abandon their native culture. As, 
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this feminist agenda did not suit to the political Islamists groups that’s’ why initially it 

was rejected while confirming that a lot of literature is available on this issue (which was 

developed during Abbasids period). This stance reaffirmed  

- indigenous culture relating to women 

- the laws and customs prevalent in past-Islamic societies 

 

On this stance of Islamist groups, Muslim women put question mark while arguing how 

an Abbasid era can be considered as universal to Islam. They asserted that Abbasid era 

belong to particular people, culture, community, and geographic local “mainly Iraq”. The 

earlier activists or feminists to whom Ahmed call “the first feminists” highlighted to 

separate Islamic texts from the influence of the particular culture “patriarchal culture” 

and to “reappraise it” in terms of merit “listening to the voice of equality and justice” 

(ibid 196-188).  

 

She emphasizes in the conclusion that the Muslim and western feminists must fulfill this 

gap and. She calls for a need to replace “deploring and denouncing” (ibid, 247) 

techniques with some other technique of analytical analysis to make things clearer and 

more comprehendible.  

 

She also quotes from Fox-Genovese that feminism has to be very causation to not be 

caught by the traps of capitalism. Her words, “feminism itself in its uncritical adoption of 

individualistic ideals may come one day to be seen as having done the dirty work of 

capitalism”. Therefore, Ahmed also signifies the importance of older communities who 

have been “eroded” by the “bourgeois” institutions. For Fox-Genovese as Ahmed says, 

“these older communities are the blockage which blocks the way to a sinister new 

despotism” (ibid; 248) 

 

Thus, in this work, her main argument is to illustrate how the two divergent voices raised 

by Prophet Mohammed (PBUH), one voice is picked up by Muslims as a ruling principle 

where men and women are bound in gender roles and where the question of spiritual 

equality diminishes. 

 

Self-Assessment Questions 
1. Who was Leila Ahmed? What was her contribution to feminist scholarship? 

2. What was the argument presented by Leila Ahmad in her work “women, Gender & 

Islam”? 

3. What is the relevance of Leila Ahmad’s work “A quiet Revolution” in the 

contemporary times? 

 

6.1.2 A Quiet Revolution: The veil Resurgence, from the Middle East to America (2011) 

This work by Leila Ahmed extends her previous work as in this book, she continues the 

same argument of divergent voice and explain her unease that something which always 

frustrates secular feminists “the veiling” how it resurged in the Egypt and even in the so 

called modernized and developed state “United States of America”. In her work, she 

explicitly mentions that she was expecting the complete disappear of veiling as in the 
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modern type secular perspectives are adopted sooner than the traditional ones.  

 

In the first part of this book, she devotes much of her effort in referring to the history of 

veiling and unveiling, not only in Egypt but also in other parts especially the west. Later 

on, she extends her work by explaining how unveiling has been perceived differently at 

different times. For instance, she refers to the time of 1920-1960s when unveiling wasn’t 

considered as a secular thing or a modern thing. However, in the early 20th century it has 

become so.  

 

In the early 20th century, unveiling was characterized as a sign of modernity and a 

symbol of secularism that was due to the western influence and impact of colonialism and 

post colonialism. So, during this era there came up two strands one which favors 

unveilings and other who tried to get all Muslim together for the ties of brotherhood “to 

revive Islamic values” for refuting western agenda “the western imperialism”.  

 

It can also be noted that Ahmad tried to portray the Muslims’ group that joined to protect and 

revive Islamic values as people who came to save their values. In this way, she tries to 

represent Muslim groups as rational beings and not the terrorists. Additionally, her work 

assert that the brotherhood call was to favor women and to be a “misogynistic agenda”.  

 

Self-Assessment Questions 

Why Asma Barlas does not like to be called out as “Islamic Feminist”? Explain 

her stance on this.  

 

6.2 Asma Barlas (Pakistani) 
 

 
 

(Retrieved from Google images) 

 

Asma Barlas is a Pakistani-American academic whose special areas include Islam & 

Quran & Quranic hermeneutics, women studies and comparative & international politics. 

She was among a few women who have been appointed into foreign office. However, Zia 
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dismissed her orders. She had to take asylum in US (1983) because she was assistant 

editor to “The Muslim” newspaper that wrote a lot against Zia’s cruel regime. During 

1991, she joined Ithaca College and she has been working there until now on various 

designations.  

 

Asma Barlas focuses on the following points that she has shared in an interview.  

1. The anti-patriarchal episteme God word is in no way gendered 

2.  there is no need to secularize the Quran as feminists usually demand instead Quran 

allows and gives liberty to human beings to ponder upon so keeping this in mind 

that it’s sacred and untouchable applying Quranic hermeneutics to sustain women 

struggle for achieving equality can be done and should be done, “the reading of 

Scriptures can be interpreted on behalf of sexual equality”.  

3. She furthers this idea “the Quran needs to be read on behalf of sexual equality and 

not to degrade and oppress women “. 

4. Scriptures have more meanings and horizons of ethical possibilities which every 

generation of Muslims need to apply in their own time. 

5. Both men and women act as vice-regents of God on earth and have mutual 

obligations to enjoy the right and forbid the wrong 

6. A few verses with favors men, and are mentioned in Quran one must consider this 

point that the first audience was the one where patriarchy ruled and to that 

patriarchal society that were okay however there is no need to stick to interpret 

those verses with the same manner in contemporary world. 

7. For Asma, the issue that we see around the world where sexual inequality is visible 

is not the religious issue but rather a political issue due to despotic rules and 

regimes. 

 

Following is the description and discussion of her two significant contributions 

1. Believing Women in Islam  

2. Quran and Women: Rereading the sacred text from a woman’s perspective 

 

Self-Assessment Questions 
1. Which of the main topics Asma Barlas covered in her work? 

2. What was her stance in her work “Believing women in Islam”? 

 

6.2.1 Believing Women in Islam 
In “Believing women”, her emphasis was to explore how the women’s role in the society 

“the Muslim society” are determined by how the interpreters have interpreted Qur’anic 

texts. The argument which she establishes is that Quranic texts clearly establish equality 

for men and women and between them as well. As a proof, she lays two questions. The 

first deals with the question of inequality& oppression on (Walles, 2003) and the second 

questions which she lays is about does Qur’anic text allows and encourage liberation for 

women (ibid 2003; Asma p.1). 

 

For doing so, she uses four translations by different translators including Pikhtall 

Arberry, Muhammad Asad and Abdullah Yusuf Ali. She clearly demonstrates how 
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various discrepancies exist between the translations that are because cultures influence 

the communication of Quranic message and its transmission. She illustrates with 

examples by quoting for instance verses on divorce (verse 228, chapter 2) from Quran 

and highlights how the word darjah is translated differently were one translates as 

“degree over women”, the other translates “kindness over women” (ibid 195-196). She 

mentions in the preface that this work is for both Conservative, liberal Muslims and the 

feminist intellectuals. Therefore, there is a chance that the former may label her as “a 

Western Feminist” whereas the later consider her “Muslim apologist” due to the 

language she uses and arguments she makes.  

 

She explains that there is a need to not counterpoising Islam and West as Islam is a way 

of life and not an “imagined geography”. Her following words clearly explains her 

intentions: 

 

“I wish to convey rather than to suggest that the west is absolute, monolithic, or always 

exclusive of Islam” 

 

“to show not only that the Quran ‘s epistemology I inherently ant patriarchal but that it 

also allows us to theorize the radical equality of the sexes” 

 

In the first part of her book, the analysis deems to focus the “text and textualities” the 

primary texts “Quran Tafsir and Ahadith” and then the secondary sources “Sunnah, 

Sharia and the state” to which she calls “intertextualities and extra textual context” 

(2002:2-63).  She explains how “the misreading of the sacred text” (ibid. xi) by the 

patriarchies “the first audience” caused Islam to be considered as oppressive. She furthers 

this idea that how crucial is that a reinterpretation and rereading should be done again 

because she finds it “as abusing Islam and the abuse of women in the name of Islam” 

 

She says that the clergy cannot monopolize it say by not allowing anyone else to do 

rereading. However, she also realizes that rereading Quran is not that easy task to do 

especially when we have received it by the hands of those experts who have been part of 

the patriarchy.  

 

Self-Assessment Questions 
Why Amina Wadud is referred to “a radical Islamic feminist”?  
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6.3 Amina Wadud 

 

 
 

Amina Wadud is an African-American Muslim woman who have progressive thoughts 

and worked mainly on exegesis and interpretation of Quran. She focuses on Qur’anic 

interpretation from women’s perspective in order to read Quran and to interpret it. Her 

following two works are really popular in the field of gender and women studies and 

feminists usually draw from her work for gaining a Muslim women perspective;  

1. Quran and Women rereading the sacred text from a woman’s perspective 

2. Inside the Gender Jihad: women ‘s reform in Islam 

 

6.3.1 Quran and Women: Rereading the Sacred Text from a Woman’s Perspective 
Her work “Quran and Women” is a work that opened up a new avenue for feminists to 

ponder into Islamic and Quranic text from a woman’s perspective. Although, due to her 

act “leading the Juma Prayer in a Church in America “and put a question being very 

bold “If Allah was really a male?” 

 

She was very much criticized yet the women activists and feminists really find her to be a 

source of unique analysis on the part of women. Nimat Hafez (1994) in her book review 

mentions how Wadud has mentioned Quran as a “catalyst for change”. It brings about 

change not only political atmosphere of the “immediate” communities of Arabian 

Peninsula but also have changed the social, spiritual atmosphere as well.  

 

For her analysis, Wadud relies only on the main source “Quran” and not on the second 

source “Hadith and sharia” considering the others as somewhat in “disconnection with 

the original texts” (1992:5).  Wadud wanta reading of Quran in time and space and 

interpreting it in the same way.  

 

Self-Assessment Questions 

How does Amina postulate “the being of God/Allah”? What is her main argument 

in “Quran and women”? 
 

In this work she relies on three points that are quite interlinked as well and are very 
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important for a woman’s perspective 

1. The role of the human creation & the hereafter 

2. The key female figures mentioned in Quran and their influence 

3. The women rights “the feminine voice” who was interpreted by male not by them 

 

6.4 Ziba Mir Hosseini (Iranian) 
 

 
 

(Retrieved from Google images) 

 

Ziba Mir Hosseini is an anthropologist whose specialization is in Islamic law, gender & 

development. Her PhD was from Cambridge University. She authored various books that 

concern mainly, Islam, gender & the family laws. She also has been director of two films 

Runaway and Divorce Iranian style. Following are the two works that are most studied in 

academia and have significant relevance with regard to Islamic feminism. 

 

1. Islam and Gender: the religious debates in the contemporary Iran (1999). 

2. Men in Charge 

 

Islam and Gender: The Religious Debates in the Contemporary Iran (1999). 
Ziba has challenged many of the concepts that discriminate one gender “the women” 

which are found in the Islamic legal tradition. She is the only feminist who has been in 

direct conversation with the Islamic religious scholars and clergy and had various 

interviews for her research that was published as a book “Islam and Gender: the religious 

debates in the contemporary Iran (1999). 

 

Self-Assessment Questions 

1. What makes Ziba Mir Hosseini different from other feminists? How would 

you review her work “Men in Charge”? 

2. What is her critique on Muslim tradition & family laws? 
 

 



84 

 

6.4.1 Men in Charge 

Her edited book “Men in Charge” opens up with a bold sentence “Muslim legal tradition does 

not treat men and women equally”. She focuses on intersectionality of feminist movements 

up to third wave feminist movement. She establishes a relationship between the feminist 

beliefs and the beliefs of organized religions and scrutinized them deeply. Her main topics 

which he covers all through this volume are the two; “qiwamah and wilayah”. She explains 

how these two beliefs have been originated through patriarchal belief systems. She also 

highlights how these two have been many times misrepresented in western media and in a 

way maintains a gap between Islam and the others “the feminists” beliefs. 

 

She also has tried well to put her case in such a way that a person who consider Islam as a 

misogynist religion will start questioning himself “was he really true in judging Islam 

like that”. She through various sections maintains this idea that the verses which are 

usually lay basis for family laws in Islamic countries 4:34 of the Quran are neither 

misogynist nor sexist. The point well-made is that qiwamah as referred usually as male 

authority isn’t mentioned in Quran, and wilayah doesn’t refer to male authority over 

women but it actually wherever is present in Quran, it refers to God’s authority over men 

or of the prophet or the rulers.  

 

According to Isabel Lopez Ruiz  

“Men in Charge? goes on to test commonly held assumptions even further. From challenging 

ideas of seemingly homogenous legal systems across all Muslim countries, to recording real-

life experiences of Muslim women from over 10 countries worldwide, it offers an egalitarian 

vision of Muslim juristic tradition based on Sufi thought. The different chapters in this book 

reveal the nuanced, often contradictory, but always compelling reality of modern Muslim 

family law. Whilst some sections focus primarily on qiwamah and wilayah as religious and 

legal postulates, others discuss the practical applications of said concepts in real life, coming 

together to build an exciting piece of scholarship”. 

 

6.5 Fatema Mernissi (Moroccan/French) 

 

 
 

(Retrieved from Google images) 
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Mernissi was an Islamic feminist who has been remain concerned mainly about women’s 

role in Islam. She analyzed the historical development of Islamic thought and its modern 

manifestations by investigating the nature of the succession to Prophet Mohammed 

(PBUH) and cast doubt on some of the hadith (the saying and traditions that are related 

with Prophet of Islam) which states something contrary to the verses of Quran. She 

highlighted the life within harems, gender and the public private sphere within Islam (as 

in Quran) or as after prophet of Islam. Her most renowned work include; 

 

● Beyond the veil which is a monograph (1975) 

● The veil and the male elite: a feminist interpretation of Islam (1987) 

 

6.5.1 Beyond the Veil (A Monograph, 1975) 

This book as Mernissi opens up in the introduction of the first edition (1975)  

“Demonstrate that there is a fundamental contradiction between Islam as interpreted in 

official policy and equality between the sexes. Sexual equality violates Islam’s premises, 

actualized in its laws, that heterosexual love is dangerous to Allah’s order. Muslim marriage 

is based on male dominance. The desegregation of the sexes violates Islam’s ideology on 

women’s position in the social order: that woman should be under the authority of fathers, 

brothers, or husbands. Since women are considered by Allah to be a destructive element, they 

are to be spatially confined and excluded from matters other than those of the family. Female 

access to non-domestic space is put under the control of makes”.  

She furthers saying  

“Paradoxically, and contrary to what is commonly assumed, Islam does not advance the 

thesis of women’s inherent inferiority. Quite the contrary, it affirms the potential equality 

between the sexes. The existing inequality does not rest on an ideological or biological 

theory of women’s inferiority, but is the outcome of specific social institutions designed 

to restrain their power; namely, segregation and legal subordination in the family 

structure”. 

 

Therefore, she makes this clear that gender inequality is not ingrained in Islamic 

teachings as per Qur’anic verses, but they have been included through the anti-equality 

interpretations over period of time. 

 

6.5.2 The Veil and The Male Elite: A Feminist Interpretation of Islam (1987) 

In this book, Mernissi tries to answer back all the questions that have been aroused by the 

time from the modern feminist and the scholars on the veil. Mernissi makes her point 

clear by explaining that nor does Quran, Prophet of Islam or Muslim tradition have 

caused the conflict between the verses and the actual manifestations but it’s due to the 

male elite who have manipulated the interpretation as per their desire. The male elite 

manipulated the sacred text in order to “fabricate false traditions” (1987, .8-10). 

 

As Mernissi questions many renowned personalities and the traditions which are known 

as theirs, her book was banned for reading in many countries including Iran and various 

Arab countries as well.  
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Self-Assessment Questions 
1. Enlist some of the points Mernissi discussed in ‘The Veil and the Male Elite’. How 

do they are relevant to the contemporary world. 

2. What is Mernissi’s major criticism on veil? Discuss. 

 

SELF ASSESSMENT QUESTIONS 
 

Q.1 Write notes on the following 

 – Amina Wadud 

 – Fatima Mernissi 

Q.2 Write about the major contribution of the Muslim feminist Thinkers. How does the       

Muslim feminist thinkers’ work impact on the lives of Muslim women? Devise a 

conceptual framework based on the works of Asma Barlas and Ziba Mir Hosseni. 

Q.3 Why does Asma Barlas not like to be called out as feminist? What is her argument? 

Q.4 Write about the three core themes, which Ziba Mir Hosseini highlighted in her 

work. 

Q.5 Write in detail about the Laila Ahmed’s main concerns on oppressive practices and 

their impact. 

Q.6 Write a comparison on Mernissi both works “Beyond the veil and “Veil and the 

male elite”. What distinguished Mernissi’s work from other feminists? What is the 

contribution of her work concerning veil practice? 
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INTRODUCTION 
 

The units extend information regarding religious perspective of feminism and how 

religion and feminist philosophy mingles especially with regards too Islamic feminism. It 

highlights the concepts of gender equality and patriarchy dealt by religious philosophies 

of feminism. 

 

OBJECTIVES 
 

After studying this unit, the students will be able to: 

1. understand the stance of religious scholars on feminist philosophy 

2. study the debates of feminism under religion 

3. understand the underlying perspectives of feminist philosophy, its similarities and 

differences with the non-religious feminist philosophies 

4. study the criticism on religious feminism.  
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7.1 Criticism on Western Feminist’s Philosophies 
 

There are a wide range of feminist philosophies that can be put under the umbrella of the 

Western feminist philosophies. As the name suggests, these feminist philosophies have 

originated and applied initially in the West or what we can generally say are pre-

dominantly from the White feminists coming from the ‘civilized world’. There has been 

much criticism on the western feminisms in general as well as specifically on each of 

those philosophies regarding their limitations and mechanisms of using and interpreting 

the feminist cause. These criticisms have come from all academia regarding the ideas of 

feminism, politics, anthropology and gender studies etc. as well as religion. These 

criticisms are present within the western scholarship, different feminist philosophies 

analyzing other feminist philosophies and the critique from the non-western scholarship 

including both socio-cultural and religious critiques of the philosophies.  

 

First and the foremost critique on majority of the feminist philosophies in the west is 

regarding their origins and the people that they serve. There have been four waves of 

feminism starting from the 19th century up till now in the recent past and have given way 

too many kinds of feminisms and multiple feminist schools of thought. The working-

class white women of the middle and upper-middle economic status initiated the feminist 

philosophies under the first wave of feminism. The subsequent waves and the feminist 

philosophies generated aiding those movements were also pre-dominantly initiated, run 

and propagated by women coming from the same economic backgrounds. 

 

The inclusion of other classes, societies, races, ethnicities and sexualities was very low 

even in the latest movements. Although, much has been done to provide inclusion to the 

issues and problems faced by the women of color, different religions and socio-cultural 

backgrounds and economic classes but still the major concepts of those philosophies are 

under the hegemony of White women from some specific economic and educational 

backgrounds. The idea that most of these philosophies are the work and thought of the 

more privileged white women of the west has been a major flaw from the scholar around 

the globe when it comes to the practice and relevance of the Western feminist 

philosophies. This gives the different feminist philosophies of the west a certain 

standpoint by which they gauge the inequality and the issues of the women.  

 

Most of the feminist philosophies were produced keeping in mind the struggles and 

issues of the working-class white women who has at least some privilege in the society 

by which they could produce scholarship, take part in the social and political movements 

for the feminist cause by utilizing own resources most of the times. In such frames of 

reference, even the women that were white but belonged to lower economic classes, who 

had lower power in their hands and were not at the liberty of being even a partially active 

member of the society were left out; their problems and issues were left out to a great 

extent.  

 

What most of these philosophies state is the need for equality among the genders but take 

different courses towards the same equality. This is another big limitation or problem that 
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the Western feminist philosophies face. Although, the main concept is the same but the 

way it has been approached by the various scholars and feminists is quite different 

remaining within the feminist frameworks.  

 

For instance, the Radical feminist philosophy calls for extreme measure to be taken and 

the women to completely stay away from men while the Eco-feminism calls for the 

inclusion of women in the environmental issue solving as they are nearer to the 

environment in their work and daily life, so their opinions and rights should be 

considered. Now, these two philosophies although come under the same concept that 

women have been subjugated throughout human history and that they should be provided 

with their proper rights, but work for that concept by using totally unrelated sub-

concepts. Similarly, the concepts of the Marxist feminist philosophy are based on the 

economic inequality among the genders on a universal scale as the gender inequality is 

seen in the Marxist paradigm of class subjugation.  

 

On the other hand, if we see Psychoanalytic feminism, it takes the feminism under the 

psychoanalytic school of thought by Sigmund Freud which states that human psyche has 

the domination of man and the subjugation of woman in its core which produces 

oppressive patriarchal notions in the society, they can be cured or managed by taking a 

more gender-neutral structuring of the society. These clear differences in approach of the 

multiple feminist philosophies shows the space for exclusion of many kinds of women 

and concepts. This exclusion results in the problem of not reflecting the issues of women 

universally but rather in a more specific and reduced frame of reference.    

 

The third and most discussed critical point of the Western feminist theories is their 

orientalist lenses. The term used by Edward Said describes the superiority complex of the 

Westerners; White Europeans by which they consider the East as inferior, exotic, 

uncivilized and backward and in a need of saving by the Europeans. The same concept 

has been very clearly seen in the application and usage of the many kinds of Western 

feminist philosophies as they try to ‘save’ the women of The Orient or the East from their 

patriarchal systems in their societies.  The western feminists have an idea that the eastern 

women and specifically the western women are extremely oppressed by the misogynistic 

practices in their societies, cultures and religions that they must save them and liberate 

them from those unhuman practices. This stance has been much detested in the academia 

as well as socio-culturally for it being a demeaning concept which blatantly proves the 

west as superior like a hero who has the responsibility of rescuing the damsels in distress 

of the east.  

 

Firstly, this notion that the East is uncultured and uncivilized is an extremely patronizing 

one in nature. They often give off the idea of what a woman is under the concepts that 

they like, what they think a woman should be. The hegemonic outlook of the Western 

feminisms has been an issue thus bringing about oppression while it tries to erase it. 

While considering the East as uncivilized and a place and society of less knowledge, the 

western feminists and their respective feminisms look down at the eastern society and 

cultures, their norms and roots for controlling their thinking and socio-cultural paradigms 
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according to the western understanding and likeness (Mohanty, 1984). The western 

feminism if taken as a wide umbrella term; tries to save the ‘Third World Women’ from 

their men but becomes the oppressor in turn that is it merely shifts the control of those 

women from their men to the Western ideas. For example, the much argued upon issue of 

the purdah in the Muslim societies has been taken as a tool of patriarchal oppression. 

Western feminism thinks that men control the freedom, liberty of choice and movement 

and their sexuality by the veiling and emphasize on liberating those women by taking 

away the veil.  

 

The hatred for the covering up is so clear in the Western feminism as it being an 

oppressive part of the Muslim societies that it calls for bans and the non-feminism of it 

which leads to the Western concepts producing oppression on the women who observe 

the purdah by their own choice. Similarly, in other differences of the Western and the 

eastern woman the Western feminisms generally take the route of defining how women 

should be according to their understanding, socio-cultural and political perspectives due 

to their perceived superiority.  

 

The superiority complex of the Western philosophies also turns them blind in technical 

and academic perspectives specially those pertaining to sociology and anthropology. 

While the western thinkers are most of the times taking their educational and technical/ 

scientific advancement as superiority over other parts of the world, they forget many 

lessons of anthropology and sociology and forget to see the so-called ‘Third World 

Women’ in their specific contexts and go for the application of a limited concept of 

woman. Turning away from the specific socio-cultural, political and religious 

backgrounds of the Third World Women, the Western feminist philosophies tend to 

present themselves as a threat to them and are thus negated even if they are really 

liberating them.  

 

Similarly, the Western feminist philosophies have constructed a stereotypical definition 

of the Third World women as an entity of powerless and oppressed females. This 

ignorance leads to the putting a totalization on the third world women to be all same and 

turns away from their specific backgrounds besides the fact that all of them are not utterly 

powerless and oppressed (Mohanty, 1984; Al-Sarrani & Alghamdi, 2014).  

 

Self-Assessment Questions  
1. Why does Western feminism is hard to be adopted by Islamic societies?  

2. How can the Western feminist theories be analyzed under their colonial traditions? 

 

7.2 Criticism on Islamic Feminist Philosophy 
 

Islamic feminist philosophy has its fair share of criticism in the feminist spheres 

specifically as well as generally present in the academia regarding its limitations. Any 

religious philosophy is bound to have many critiques in the post-modern era where 

religion is taken quite lightly. Naturally, enough, every religion or lifestyle has its 

limitations when it comes to certain things that are normally criticized by people looking 
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at it from the outside or people who have been negatively affected by those limitations. 

Islam as a religion has been heavily criticized by the West due to it being in opposition of 

majority of the Western ethics. Western scholars and public in general finds many of the 

Islamic ideas to be oppressive or difficult as they oppose the general and basic western 

life style at large.  

 

One main critique on Islamic feminist philosophy is that many critics find Islam to be 

biased towards men in many of its issues. This biasness according to them cannot be 

efficient in providing the base for any kind of feminism as feminism advocates the 

equality of the genders.  

 

The patriarchal interpretations of the Quran throughout the history has shown many 

concepts of the holy book to be lopsided in the favor of men thus generating a general 

inequality between the two genders. Islamic feminists insist on looking at feminism in an 

Islamic paradigm; sticking to the more neutral or feminist interpretations of the holy book 

primarily. Islamic feminism unlike the many kinds of feminisms being advocated in the 

West is centered on Islam and the Muslim society. Moghissi is of the view that we do not 

see any kind of specific feminism with respect to a religion except for the Islamic 

feminism and that too is a totalizing concept (2011). 

 

The term Islamic feminism is for the women living in Islamic societies or Muslim 

societies whether they themselves are practicing Muslims or not. This trend omits the 

inclusion of the understanding that secular and liberal women and feminists in the Islamic 

countries/societies are also the part of the criticism besides the practicing as well the 

orthodox Islamic feminists. The Iranian born feminist also criticizes this view as it brings 

about a specific image of the ‘Muslim Woman’ that is again designed in the context of 

the fundamentalist paradigm of being a Muslim woman. The people are stuck in the 

patriarchal and a certain standardized image of Islam related notion even in the Islamic 

societies that a neutral viewpoint cannot be held or promulgated.  

 

Another facet of Islamic feminism criticized in the west is that Islamic feminists do not 

have much agency as they must remain in the contexts, rules and laws of Islam that they 

already find oppressive and limiting for women. The problem with the concept of agency 

is the reason why comparison of both things is negative. 

 

Agency if taken as a more general concept states the power of one to think and act for 

themselves. This very generalizable concept when taken in account in terms of Islam 

overall or Islamic feminism, or for that matter any religion—it is negated by them. Any 

religion tells its followers to live their lives in its paradigm where they must follow some 

rules and regulations. This takes away their agency as now they must think and act in 

accordance with the predetermined regulations of the religion. Many criticize Islam for 

generally taking away the agency of the people and specially the women in this context. 

A large issue in terms of stolen agency is the issue of the veil or the modesty required by 

the religion in a stricter way in case of the women.  
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Women are supposed to cover themselves and that too for protection from men and their 

harassment. This firstly takes away their agency as they cannot act according to their 

feeling and will, according to what they like or prefer or even if they want to do it or not. 

They are doing it as they are told to do it that contrasts the notions of agency including 

resistance, power but also in terms of having the capacity of action (Mahmood, 2005). 

According to Mahmood, the concept of piety related with the veiling has although 

provided with a certain sort of agency by which they have aligned their behaviors internal 

as well as external to live within the realms of the certain concepts of piety and haya in 

Islam taking their own actions in the Middle-East (Sehlikoglu, 2017). 

 

Many of the Muslim feminists are in support of the veiling and have also hailed it as a 

device for liberation rather than subjugation. This notion of the liberator face of the hijab 

or the veiling practice for the Muslim women as been avidly criticized. Firstly, the 

agency issue poses a controversial position of hijab as in some cases it is taken as 

providing the agency for instance as Mahmood has described, and most of the times as a 

tool of oppression.  

 

This idea of both liberation and oppression give way to the concern of the paradoxical 

nature of the modesty mechanism besides the feminists who hail it in both ways. It has 

been called a more political phenomenon in these days as the earlier mentioned piety 

concept of the covering comes in place. It gives the notion of the religiousness of the 

women in the society thus proving as a socio-political tool of acceptance. Secondly, these 

socio-political and cultural aspects of the religious concept pave way for the easier 

movement of women in their respective societies and provides them with more 

opportunities of work and education (Cooke, 2000).  

 

We come to the initial point of not having agency and veiling as an oppressive 

mechanism as the reason many wear a hijab is to be accepted thus the oppression in effect 

that makes them bound to do a certain thing even if they do not want to for the sake of 

social acceptance as good women. Similarly, the idea contradicts itself when this 

oppressive tool is practiced which in turn liberates the Muslim women in many cases 

giving off two opposite faces of the same concept. Coming to the point of agency again, 

the women who choose to wear the garment or observe the purdah are doing so in the 

name of the religion and by being dictated by the religion, so the agency or the freedom 

of choice is again compromised in this scenario.  

 

The Islamic feminist philosophy being the retelling of the patriarchal story that the 

religion had become, it still is branded as oppressive and misogynistic in nature. As the 

earlier mentioned agency issue states, it still being oppressive in nature even after the 

more female friendly interpretations, many other portions of the philosophy still amount 

for the patriarchal notions which do not help in equating the genders in terms of rights. 

The major contention here is that Islam is a mode of life that aids the present patriarchal 

and gender biased concepts to be promulgated in the society which choses to adhere to it. 

In addition, that when taken in account, it has been said numerous times that you can 

either be pro-Islam or be a feminist.  
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Even though the Islamic feminists reinforce that they are re-telling the religion sans its 

historical misogynistic interpretations, see the holy text that the Quran and Hadith put 

forward in a general and neutral way to omit the imposed patriarchy in the practice of the 

teachings of the religion; the critics do not see it as a sufficient thing. They still call the 

Islamic feminist philosophy to b e a contradiction. The Islamic feminist theory has been 

criticized on being mute for most of its course on many laws of the religion that still 

provide the place for male supremacy. The male supremacy has been seen in the roles of 

men and women that Islam has provided the people with, showing that the man is the 

superior or the better and more powerful who can be the guardian of the lesser and 

subordinate woman. The woman cannot lead the prayer according to Islam. If Islam 

really is a neutral religion that gives women equal rights as it gives to the men, then why 

does it not give the right of leading the prayer is what many scholars have asked. Most 

Islamic feminists do not have any stance on this matter, or we can say that they do not 

criticize this aspect of the rights provided to the people in a gendered way.  

 

Self-Assessment Questions 

1. Why do you think the concept of hijab is so problematic for the Western feminists? 

 

The Islamic feminism as the name suggests is based on the re interpretation of the Islamic 

principles in a modern and non-patriarchal fashion to suit it into the realms of the 

feminist philosophy for the rightful liberation of the Muslim women. Suppose that we 

ignore the rest of the contentions for a while and do not indulge in the other critiques of 

the philosophy mentioned earlier, we come to a point that is not related to its critique 

under the umbrella of misogyny. The Islamic feminism is not generalizable, not universal 

and not for everyone.  

 

This has been hailed as a great issue when trying to implement the notions of this 

feminism as it cannot be effectively seen in other contexts—contexts other than Muslim 

society and the Muslim women. This is a rather simple critique of the philosophy and is 

presented on a more technical level when it comes to the validity of the notion. The ideas 

presented in the philosophy are well suited to the Muslim women; a person who is a part 

of a certain standard Muslim or Islamic country or society, who generally practices their 

life according to the main teachings of the religions or take part in its rituals as a life style 

generally. While a person or as more suited here, a woman of another society and country 

who lives under different socio-cultural, political and specifically a different religious 

background is not going to find the concepts of the Islamic feminist philosophy to be 

utterly or even remotely applicable to her life.   

 

The Islamic feminism is strictly subjected towards the followers that is to say that the 

notions presented by the theory are the interpretations of the Islamic teachings which are 

to be followed or simply accepted by the people who belong to that faction and that 

specific faith. The lack of universality of the concepts leave a wide range of hindrances in 

the acceptance, understanding, practice and its positioning in the academia (Cooke, 

2000).  
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The problem of the West specifically with Islamic feminism is that both the theories; 

West and Islam are opposite in the very basic concepts that they follow. The whole 

lifestyle difference in the west from that of the general Muslim countries and societies 

makes the majority of the Western theorists uncomfortable with the teachings of Islam. 

The daily routine things such as what can be eaten, what can be done for a living, what 

can be worn for clothing keeping in mind the modesty ethics, socio-political matters such 

as governance, economics of the society and its rules and regulations, punishments and 

crimes to family-based matters such as family systems, inheritance and marriage etc. are 

entirely different most of the times in both the contexts.  

 

This leaves the Islamic philosophy of feminism to be more context specific and less 

generalizable. For instance, the Islamic feminism in most of its work takes hijab as a tool 

of liberation and agency rather than oppression. But a woman who is used to wear a 

bikini on the beach and is comfortable with it, is comfortable in her society with the attire 

is not going to root for wearing full clothes in a hot summer in the name of religious 

teachings and rules. Rather, she is going to find it oppressive and subjugating. If we see 

vice versa, a woman pertaining to a Muslim household or a Muslim society where certain 

rules of modesty are followed as predetermined by the religion who also practices them, 

she is not going to think of the bikini as a liberation rather as the breech of her privacy, 

oppression and as an opposition to the teachings of her life style.  

 

Many of the Western feminist philosophies are widely acceptable in most of the 

backgrounds. For instance, if we take the Marxist feminism, it states that the women are 

and have been a subjugated economic class and that the economic gap between the 

genders is based on the patriarchal mindsets of the society which should be changed. The 

women should be provided with equal wages, economic opportunities and economic 

freedoms in the society as that of provided to the men in the society. 

 

This theory can be applied in the Muslim context as we have seen that in majority of the 

economic and social setups of the world women are materially oppressed or are an 

oppressed economic class. The Muslim women also come under this context in most of 

the scenarios and the Marxist philosophy can be used in their context. On the contrary, 

Islamic feminism lacks this applicability as it needs a specific context and background, a 

specific religious and socio-cultural foundation for its application.  

 

This non-universality gives way to further issues within the women circles of feminism 

or on a more general, population wise scope. Cooke states that this also leads to the mis-

trust between the secular and the Islamic feminists. On a wider spread angle, the women 

belonging to a certain Islamic culture will not trust the notions of secular feminists or 

women from the US to solve their issues. That is, to say that the universality can be 

reversed in this context too. The women who are declining the gender-biased 

interpretations of Islam will also not fall for the hegemony of the Western ideas too. 

Rather, keeping their context in mind they will be seeking the solutions for their issues. 

 

The Islamic feminist philosophy as mentioned before many times is the re-interpretation 
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of the Islamic teachings in a more woman-friendly way and paving way for the equality 

of rights for both genders remaining in the constructs of Islam. While the feminists are re-

interpreting the Sharia and the teachings of the religions, the use of ijtihad is currently 

present in the Shiite faction of the Muslims (Ahmad, 2015). Ijtihad is the mechanism of 

advancement of the existing jurisprudence to suit the current times and situations.  

 

The use of ijtihad is prominent in the Islamic feminist theory and that too is more 

acceptable in the Shia group more than the rest of the Muslim blocs. An intra-faith 

difference is also created by this issue and accounts for the many kinds of feminist sub-

philosophies present under the Islamic feminism.  

 

7.3 Pros and Cons of Islamic Feminist Philosophy 
 

There are some pros and cons of Islamic feminist philosophies, which are discussed in 

the existing scholarship. Some of the important considerations are laid down which are as 

under: 

 

7.3.1 Affirmative/Positive Side of the Islamic Feminist Philosophy 

The Islamic feminist philosophy’s existence is majorly a pro of itself if seen in the 

context of the general patriarchal rulings interpreted by the patriarchal religious elite over 

the years of the advent of Islam. What good Islamic feminist philosophy brings is firstly 

to challenge the patriarchal interpretations of the religion itself which have made the 

religion too biased in the favor of men. The hermeneutics have been challenged to 

provide space for the neutral interpretations or the so-called female-friendly 

interpretations of the religion by many scholars and now many female scholars have 

found themselves in the process of re-interpretation of the religious text.  

 

The Islamic feminist philosophy takes on the re-interpretation and re-understanding of 

the Islamic sacred texts and is generally done by many Muslim female scholars; it 

provides a way for the inclusion of the female intellect in process of religious 

interpretation. It defied the patriarchal norm of men taking control of everything and 

allows the women to take part in the scholarly debates regarding the life style they choose 

to follow in terms of their religion. The female voice has been clearly represented by the 

help of the Islamic feminist philosophy and has initiated in denying the rulings of the 

male elite that has misrepresented the religion at many levels and in many forms 

throughout the history.  

 

Another positive aspect of the Islamic feminist philosophy is that it has provided the 

Muslim women with a representation in the religious scholarship and has started looking 

at the religion with more gender neutral and open approach to include the queries and 

issues that the Muslim women have been facing. In addition to this, the major role that 

the Islamic feminist philosophy has played is that it provides the much-needed inner 

solutions to the male supremacy in the Muslim societies. The Islamic feminism is mainly 

for the aid of the Muslim women or the women living in the Muslim societies.  
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Rather than having outsiders oppress them with their foreign and alien views of what a 

woman should be; they have their own set of concepts now under the teachings of their 

own religion with which they can identify with ease. The Islamic feminism provides them 

with the better and friendlier interpretation of their own religion while not imposing any 

sort of foreign concepts on them and helps them understand their worth better. It has 

given the Muslim women their space and importance both historically and currently and 

has initiated in the provision of religious space.  

 

7.3.2 Dissenting/Negative Side of the Islamic Feminist Philosophy 

One major negative prospect of the Islamic feminist theory is as discussed earlier also, its 

non-universality. The subject of Islamic feminist philosophy is directly the Muslim 

women or the Muslim societies and people of the faith. Although it does provide a 

different outlook of feminism and women or human rights for many societies, its major 

concerns and concepts are there for the Muslims generally.  Islam is the foundation of 

this feminist philosophy that would obviously not include any other religion in it or any 

other concept that defies the teachings of Islam (Ahmad, 2015). Consequently, its 

reconciliation with the secular and liberal feminist theories will not be much of a success 

due to its religious limitations.  

 

Although the Islamic feminism has been a huge step toward the gender equality within 

Islam and aiding the female scholarship to take a major part in that reform, it goes against 

the patriarchy which is never well received by the men. The present-day orthodox 

concepts that give way to the gender biasness in the Islamic societies has been a part of 

the religious concepts due to the taking over of the hermeneutics by the male religious 

elite. Revolutions and reforms have been put forward for the justice provision to the 

women, but these notions have been most of the harshly challenged by the traditional 

practices of Islam.   

 

7.4 Debates on the Concepts of Islamic Feminism 
 

The criticism and the answers of the criticisms on the Islamic feminist theory have been 

continuous since the conception of the idea. There are still many ongoing debates about 

the basic idea of the Islamic feminism under the contentions of many secular and liberal 

feminist theorists and scholars. Islamic feminism takes the Islamic jurisprudence and 

reinterprets it and the religious texts to provide a female friendly version and decreasing 

the amount of the patriarchal interpretations that have been wrongfully added to the 

religion during time.  

 

The issue arises that the Islamic feminists or the scholars working for this philosophy use 

ijtihad as discussed earlier which is generally only done in the Shia sect of Islam. 

Otherwise, the ijtihad has been not in use by the other sects and they prohibit it. 

Secondly, the feminist interpretations have been denied being authentic and of value by 

the traditionalists and the fundamentalist male religious elite as well as the people who 

follow the fundamentalist patriarchal regimes of the religion. This provides a practical 

debate of how much the Islamic feminist theory can be successful in providing the 
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women with more freedom and liberation than before. Secondly, the tussle between the 

Islamic concepts and secular feminist concepts has paved a concrete way for the debate 

of Islamic feminism as an oxymoron. 

 

Characterizing the religion solely on the base of some fragments out of their context as 

still patriarchal in nature and to be limiting for women is ongoing and makes the 

foundation for secular theorists calling Islamic feminism a contradictory term. Another 

debate that follows the Islamic feminist concepts comes under its proponents, that 

whether it is the scholars or the activists or the religious females who are taking the 

concept of Islamic feminism towards the reforms in the religious practices. The 

universality of the concepts of the Islamic feminist theory are also a big challenge as 

secular and typically the Western feminist philosophies and their advocates deem the 

religious feminism as limiting and not a true feminism (Latte Abdallah, 2010). 

 

7.5 An Argument of Islam versus Feminism 
 

Feminism and Islam have long been argued to have opposite stances or to be in a 

contradictory position. The terms like that of inheritance, modesty, governance and 

bread-earning etc. are criticized to be patriarchal in nature thus limiting the women’s 

rights and imposing men on them. The critics are of a harsh view pertaining to the 

teachings of the religion calling them patriarchal in nature and giving way to the 

oppression of women in many forms. Feminism deals with the liberation of women from 

the shackles of male domination and prejudice, calls for allowing women to be free in 

making their own decisions and shaping their own lives having the similar opportunities 

and rights as anyone in the society for a decent living. Much of the argument of Islam vs 

Feminism is based upon these notions of feminism which are somehow compromised in 

the religion. 

 

Every religion and mode of life has some set of beliefs and conditions on which it 

operates. These beliefs and conditions guide in the formation of the rules and laws under 

that religion which are specific to their background and context and cannot always be 

seen or understood in their true meaning outside of their context. Similarly, Islam has its 

own set of beliefs, conditions, foundations and limitations through which it works in a 

society and its components cannot always be segregated from its core and background 

and criticized independently. Due to this attempt at studying or looking at different parts 

of the religion out of their contexts, many issues and critiques of the religion as being 

non-feminist in nature rise. Many concepts of Islam are apparently criticized for being 

pro-men such as the modesty regulations for women, family system and bread earning/ 

dominance in family, inheritance, leading prayer, employment etc.  

 

One major concern of the critics is the veil or the specific dress code that women are 

supposed to follow under Islamic terms of modest dressing. According to them it is a 

patriarchal tool of sexist oppression (Murray, 2013). It is used by the religion and men to 

limit the women in their houses, in their clothes, helps them to control the women, and 

takes away their liberty in terms of personal choice and sexuality. Many critics of the 
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Islamic feminist philosophy have always harshly refused the notion put forward by many 

Muslim scholars and feminists that the veil or hijab is liberating for women rather than 

oppressive.  

 

The very use and concept of the covering up of the female body has been criticized on 

many levels including the above-mentioned ones. Firstly, it has been cited as a mode and 

tool of oppression against the women in Muslim societies. It bounds them in their homes 

and conceals their sexuality as well as taking away their freedom. Many critics call the 

hijab an issue and that hijab contrasts the very concept of feminism and gender equality. 

The notions of protection from harassment and molestation also oppresses the women as 

it makes them comply to a rule in practice while the men do not have to follow any such 

rule. It imprisons a woman but also liberates her due to the socio-cultural and religious 

concept of piety and protection which is clearly contradictory (Cooke, 2000). It dictates 

the choice of dressing for women under the pretense of their protection and identification 

in the society whereas no similar kind of modesty requirements are needed for men as 

they are not dictated the dress code.  

 

This factor is characterized as suppressing women, their mobility, their freedom and 

sexuality. According to this point of view we give in to the concept of blaming the victim 

for any molestation and harassment as when uncovered or not covered properly, a woman 

will be unprotected from men. This is how many scholars criticize the modesty 

limitations provided by Islam. The bashing of the hijab in the west is primarily due to its 

perceived oppressive and misogynistic undertones (Terry, 2013; Chow, 2016). Most of 

the critics state that being pro-hijab automatically makes you go the opposite way of 

feminism. That is, hijab equates oppression and inequality whereas feminism aims for 

achieving equality of men and women. But it has been evidently seen in many of the 

Muslim societies that the hijab has led to the provision of more social, financial and 

political opportunities for women in a more respectable manner in their respective 

societies. One huge example of that is the Islamic Revolution of Iran which proved to be 

more emancipating for the Iranian women than the previous more secular constructs of 

Iranian society (Darvishpour, 2003) 

 

Self-Assessment Question  
What is the major issue to be resolved for decreasing the gap between Islam and 

Feminism? 

 

Second big critique on the Islamic being anti-feminist is about the inheritance laws which 

are characterized as blatantly patriarchal. According to many critics, these laws put the 

control in the hands of men and provide them with more shares as compared to the 

women which makes them financially/economically stronger and amounts for inequality 

between the genders on the basis of rights. The inheritance law states that the daughter 

will get the half of the son’s share, or that the share of one son equals the share of two 

daughters.  

 

This became the major bone of contention between the Islamic feminists and the critics as 
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they disapprove this inequality in the rights of both the genders and call it an opposing 

concept of feminism. According to the critics, how can be there such a blatant inequality 

and yet the Islamic feminists advocate Islam’s equality of genders. Although there is 

debate and logical answers presented by the Islamic scholars to this critique, but this 

issue remains in the highlight. Secondly, the criticizers also point out the fact that the 

inheritance laws under the answers of the provided answers are only justifiable for 

married women and not for those who remain unmarried. According to them, the married 

women gets one part while her husband would have gotten double as he has all the 

responsibility of house and the bread winning.  

 

This leads to the husband’s or the man’s greater share in inheritance so that he can 

provide for his family but what about the women who do not get married as they still get 

half of what their brother gets. This amounts for a big loophole in the equality claim of 

the Islamic feminism. But Islam provides many relaxations to women in this area as they 

do not have to provide for their family and have no compulsion of sharing their assets 

with anyone.  

 

Then comes the issue of leading the prayer. The prayer is led by a man, women and men 

pray behind the Imam which can be a male adult or even a child (one who knows how to 

lead the prayer). This practice is called out for being misogynistic in nature as it clarifies 

the superiority of man over woman. It can be observed that the concept of male-lead 

prayer proves that women are inferior to men and they must stand behind them; they 

cannot even pray standing in the same row as the men and are pushed back in the prayers 

thus subjugating them to the higher status of the men. The women can only lead a prayer 

if its only for women. Here we can see that it is clear for the critics to call this notion as a 

patriarchal practice, giving the control of the prayer o men although the prayer of both the 

genders is the same and is to be similarly seen by God; still the religion poses these 

conditions when it comes to the collective prayers.  

 

The issue of employment of women is also a problem and fans the flames of the Islam vs 

Feminism debate characterizing Islam of patriarchy. The male dominance comes in the 

employment scenario regarding the family system which poses the responsibility of the 

provision of all the necessities of life to the family to the man. The men in the family 

must provide for their respective dependents. Secondly, it is advised to women to stay in 

their veils besides also staying in their homes.  

 

The Quran tells the women to better stay at their homes more than going out. This notion 

of staying at home has been interpreted in many ways most of which are pretty limiting 

for the Muslim women. The practice of making women remain in their house has been 

interpreted in a more limiting way for the women that makes it a hard pill to swallow for 

the feminists. Firstly, the veil and then this idea that the noble women remain silently at 

their houses and only leave their residences in time of utter need give way to more 

control of men in social spheres on the women. while Islam does not limit a woman from 

earning her own income, getting education, being employed or having a business this 

notion puts confusion in the place and the orthodox and fundamentalist interpretations go 
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for the limiting interpretation rather than the more neutral and real interpretation.  

 

The focus of the verse is to ask women to keep themselves modest and not be 

unnecessarily outgoing in a manner unlike the old-Arab way they showed off themselves 

and their bodily/ material embellishments in public.  

 

Coming back to the point initially mentioned in this section, religion is a holistic concept 

and by segregating many of its components from the core we cannot truly understand the 

ideas put forth by it. The components like inheritance and employment are suited to the 

total makeup of the family system given by the religion; by looking at them out of their 

context they will always pose to be misogynistic to the viewer from the outside. Similar 

is the case with other components which also fall under the same criterion. The debate 

can also go in the favor of the critics of Islam if the religion is seen through the eyes of 

the patriarchal interpretations of it that is why many scholars are working for the real or a 

more neutral interpretation of the religion rather than the lopsided, man-friendly 

interpretation. Secondly, the Western thinkers who do not accept religion generally or are 

mainly ethnocentric in their approaches while studying other cultures and religions 

mostly generate the debate.  

 

SELF-ASSESSMENT QUESTIONS 
 
Q.1 What are the major contentions of Western feminists with the Islamic feminist 

philosophy? What can be the major reasons for these contentions according to your 

understanding of the unit? 

Q.2 Islamic feminist philosophy is an oxymoron. Comment. 

Q.3 According to your understanding of the unit, elaborate why the concept of hijab is 

such a controversial idea within the feminist theories? In your opinion, how can 

this controversy be mitigated by the Islamic feminist theory? 

Q.4 What is the importance of Islamic feminism? Discuss its importance in both 

Islamic and universal paradigms. 

Q.5 What are the shortcomings of the Western feminist theories? Can western 

feminisms reconcile with Islamic feminism? 

Q.6 Can the shortcomings of Islamic feminist theory be overcome? What are the 

practical hindrances in making Islamic feminism a universally acceptable form of 

feminism like many of the Western feminist philosophies? 
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INTRODUCTION 
 

This unit intends to enable student to identify the contemporary global feminist debates 

and agenda to deal with the social issues that needs to be talked about, discussed and put 

forth to bring a positive change in women’s as well as in children, and other vulnerable 

groups of the society. 

 

OBJECTIVES 
 

After studying this unit, the students will be able to: 

1. explore the global feminist debates and the new feminist agenda 

2. identify how various debates highlight multiple issues 

3. examine the new feminist agenda that questions the explicit and implicit gendered     

differences. 
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8. Global Feminist Debates and the New Feminist Agenda 
 

All over the world, the feminist philosophical debates are challenging and rejecting the 

harassment, oppression, objectification, and exploitation in all its forms, in all various 

spheres of human life (Staggenborg & Taylor, 2005). The philosophical debates by 

feminists work to delineate and highlight the very challenges, issues, and problems that 

are faced by women in everyday life. Fatimah (2019, p.181) mentions from Lorber (2000, 

p 29-30) that “gender is a “society-wide institution that is built in all major organizations 

of the society. It functions as an institution that's why all kinds of power, privilege and 

distribution of resources is determined on its basis”. 

 

For instance, Escobar and Ferguson in their work mention how a simple machine 

influences the work patterns of an individuals’ life. Even development of a single road 

impacts the whole working conditions, mobility and life of laborers, workers, suppliers of 

food etc. Therefore, the development of whatever is its type does impact lives since it's 

not a factor but a knowledge production system that contributes both positively and 

negatively to the politicization of the body. Gender does the same. 

 

Therefore, to talk about how gender is enriched in all kinds of power, privileges and 

distribution of resources, feminists have adopted various means to put forth their agendas 

that work at two levels. Firstly, it explains and identifies the very deep-rooted patriarchal 

ways that in very subtle as well as individual ways ignore or reject the gender issues. 

Contemporary feminists’ debates challenge the existing power structures and norms. 

 

Nevertheless, it needs to be understood that no feminist philosophies do necessarily 

against men. Patriarchy does not mean to challenge men, it means to challenge a negative 

approach which supports men’s rule, where all other genders, especially the women are 

ignored, considered subordinated, inferior and weak on all levels; Psycho-social, cultural, 

economic, as well as religious level. Various feminist philosophies are already discussed 

in previous units that explains how scholars have used “wave’s metaphor” to explain 

various feminist debates that came forth at various points in human history. 

 

These waves, the feminist philosophical social movements, mobilization and/or activism 

have “produced partial or uneven effects on gender practices in the public and private 

spheres” (England, 2010; Swant & Fahs, 2017). These movements have been a source to 

usher some of the major changes in legislation, socio-cultural patterns of living, as well 

as perception about gender norms, roles and behavior (McCammon et al., 2011; Swant & 

Fahs, 2017, p.1). It is interesting to note that feminists’ mobilization, discourse has been 

changing over time and it does not stick to specific ideology or thought. 

 

In recent times, feminists around the world talk about some topics in general and become 

the part of various campaigns together by utilizing digital sites, and social media 

networks. During the ebbs and flows of the protest cycles, feminists have identified more 

ways to work together and to sustain their work. Fatimah (2019) discusses in her thesis 

“Personal is Political, Demystifying Gender & Development Discourse in Contemporary 
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Pakistan” that feminists’ activism enables them to create new discourses that reject the 

prevalent notions of patriarchy, objectification, subjugation etc. 

 

For example, Haraway (1988, p.580) suggests that discourses under the banner of 

modernization, and/or development need to transform people whereas; sometimes they 

transfer individual perception, cultural and social values by ignoring the indigenous 

realities. She suggests that instead of denying processes, one must resolve issues through 

critical thinking by collective social movements. 

 

It is suggested because many times, the social structure, familial influence, school and 

university education, and cultural patterns hinder individuals to go with the new and/or 

emerging discourses created under the umbrella of feminist movements (Crawford & 

Popp, 2004; Fatimah, 2019). 

 

However, it can be seen evidently that new feminist agendas to crush the unequal life 

standards among all races of human beings are accepted by the mainstream development 

practitioners. The scholars have identified that it’s not feminist discourse which influence 

mainstream development (Fatimah, 2019), but it’s the mainstream development, and the 

power structures which push feminists to talk about those issues which matters to the 

power structures (Escobar, 2011). On the other hand, are those feminists who call to 

redefine feminism and questions that “can we mobilize under the banner of feminists for 

our families?” 

 

8.1 Feminist Debates on Neoliberalism 
 

The contemporary feminists’ agendas entail questions that address neoliberalism. There 

are two groups of feminists that address issues relating to neoliberalism. At one 

continuum are those who work to promote neoliberalist notions; while on the other side 

of the continuum are those who are against the neoliberalist notions of economy. Before 

going into details about the two, there is a need to understand what neoliberalism is and 

why is it important to talk about. 

 

Neoliberalism consists of two words neo “new” and “liberalism”. It is called 

neoliberalism because it is the revival of the theory laid by Adam Smith (1776). The main 

features of neoliberalism are; the rule of the market, cutting public expenditure for social 

services, privatization, deregulation, elimination of the concept of public good 

(Martines& Garcia, 1997). However, it is not just an economic system, rather “is itself a 

modality of governmentality in the Foucauldian sense” (Brown, 2005; Rottenberg, 2014, 

p.420) which regulates the “conduct of conduct” (Foucault et al.1991; Brown, 2005; 

Rottenberg, 2014, p.420 

 

Oksla (2017) Feminist thinkers such as Hester Eisenstein and Sylvia Walby have argued 

that feminism must now return its focus to socialist politics and foreground economic 

questions of redistribution in order to combat the hegemony of neoliberalism.  Some have 

further identified post-structuralism and its dominance in feminist scholarship as being 
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responsible for the debilitating move away from socialist or Marxist paradigms. 

 

8.1.1 Neoliberalism as Empowering Approach and Strategy 

According to the neoliberal feminists, neoliberalism is empowering. According to Nancy 

Fraser (2012), these are the feminists (liberals) who by promoting neoliberalist notions, 

“served to legitimize a structural formation of a capitalist society.  Neoliberalist notions 

promoted by feminists include; idea of agency, free choice, free decision making, free 

patriarchal restraints, self-sufficiency of an individual while undermining all those 

institutions which make self-sufficiency possible (i.e., family). 

 

The feminists who reside with the neoliberalist notions consider that “neoliberal 

feminism promises freedom”. In her work “Lean In”, Sandberg (2013) writes that the 

new form of feminism that is neoliberalist in its approach encourages women to focus on 

themselves, their aspirations, capabilities and skills. Such feminism helps the market by 

dovetailing the ideals of capitalism and neoliberalism. It is exclusionary because it 

addresses white middle and upper middle class and avoids addressing issues of the 

masses that need social justice. It seems empowering because it highlights the role of the 

class system, discusses women’s personal value and female empowerment. According to 

neoliberal feminists, women must take part in the capitalist economies, work hard and 

look for their happiness and satisfaction. 

 

8.1.2 Neoliberalism as Gendered Approach and Strategy 

As discussed earlier there are two groups among feminists. One, which supports 

neoliberalism and another, does not. The feminist scholars critical of the neoliberalism 

argue that neoliberalism has only caused more “economic inequality, de-democratization, 

and environmental crisis” (Walby, 2011) that has put great impact on women’s welfare, 

and effective engagement in the public sphere for innovative gender policies (Oksala, 

2017, p. 35). 

 

Similarly, Eisenstein argues that neoliberalism has caused “disastrous effect on women’s 

lives”. She argues that although many women have “succeeded to climb the corporate 

ladder” by being highly educated and experienced, the other women with less education, 

and responsibilities of childcare are “pushed back to part time jobs that usually comprise 

low-income jobs. 

 

Similarly, the interest of more women to join the workforce serves neoliberalist 

economies since the capitalists take advantage and pay little for many jobs. Thus, “the 

massive number of women traditionally serve the interest of the capital in holding wages 

down”, says Eisenstein (2015). She says that women are usually hired in McJobs that 

refers to those jobs that are “suck, lubricious, ill paid, provisional, untrained, and devoid 

of any kind of benefits. These are also the jobs. 

 

For Walby (2011), the effects of the neoliberalist economies and approach both are 

gendered in two ways. First is that women disproportionately bear more negative effects 

of it and secondly, the political context is hostile to women like trade unions and other 
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allies with which feminists can create coalitions have lost their status, funding 

opportunities and access (Oksala, 2017). 

 

According to Wallby, the only remedy of this situation is to revive the welfare state 

which undertakes to protect, health, and well-being of its citizens especially those who 

are in financial need or social need. Whereas, Eisenstein (2015) considers that feminism 

needs to wait its individualistic approach and return to collectivism and solidarity to 

better deal with these issues. 

 

In addition, another criticism and negativity involved with the neoliberalist notion is that 

it undercuts “collective struggles” and also encourages individuals to do all whatever is 

required to make them acceptable for the job market i.e., cosmetic surgery, specific 

clothing type etc. 

 

Self-Assessment Questions 
1. Figure out the reasons on which neoliberalism is appreciated by mainstream 

feminists. 

2. List out the main concerns and debates on neoliberalist policies. 

 

8.2 Feminist Concerns on Sexuality Rights 
 

The last few decades have seen a lot of work by feminists on sexuality rights. Inspired by 

the radical feminists’ notions of sexuality, lesbian feminism and queer theory (Butler, 

1990), many individuals call for their rights. The differences in sexual orientations are 

debated openly and many countries have legalized the rights of individuals having 

different sexual orientations. The talks on gays during 60s and 70s failed so the lesbian 

rights movement is introduced under rubric of lesbian feminism. 

 

Later on, gay, bisexual and other sexual orientations are also discussed. Recently, 

feminists speak about LGBTQ which is an acronym stands for lesbian, gay, bisexual, 

transgender and queer. This acronym entails five different terms which stands for a 

specific sexual orientation of an individual. Recently, in many parts of the world, 

feminists have talked about the rights of all five types of individuals who have any of the 

above-mentioned sexual orientations. The feminists biggest concern is that when women 

use to have a heterosexual relationship they are bound in a patriarchal relationship. 

 

However, the critics of this interrelationship of feminism with LGBTQ rights consider 

that the liaison between feminism and queer theory is dangerous as it distracts feminists 

from women’s real-world problems notably harassment, rape or equal pay” (Nussbaum, 

2003). 

 

Self-Assessment Questions 
1. Figure out the topics and concerns of feminists regarding LGBTQ. 

2. What is the major criticism of LGBTQ rights? 
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8.3 Feminism Diversity, Difference and Anti-Racism 
 

In recent times, feminism is very much concerned about the issues related to racism, 

color and ethnic and/or to some extent religious differences. It is interesting to note that 

the early feminist movements did not discuss or highlighted the issues of women of color. 

The first black woman who spoke to the podium about the concerns, problems and issues 

of a black woman was Sojourner Truth. She was the very first woman who questioned 

“Aint I am woman?” at Women Convention Ohio, 1851. It was quite surprising as well as 

shocking for many white women who were in majority to listen to a black woman, and 

the concerns of a black woman. It was the first time that feminism could be thought of to 

include issues of the women who are not white and are not working at all.  

 

She presaged asking what actually a woman is. In addition, what could be and was the 

definition of a woman. She made people realize that many women of color do the same 

tasks, work and strenuous jobs that are usually perceived to be men’s jobs. In urban areas, 

the men perceived that women needed help from the men in many affairs of life; 

however, Truth’s life experiences were completely different. She borne thirteen children 

and all were sold off to slavery. Why? Was she not a woman, she asked? Therefore, 

women of color and other identities and differences are not given the same status that is 

enjoyed by the elite or working middle class white women. 

 

Betty Freidan has talked about how white middle class women are asked to adopt certain 

feminine traits and to not adopt masculine traits. She elaborates both issues in her two 

works “The feminist mystique (1963)” and “The Problem that has no name (1993)” 

respectively. The first discusses how the liberal feminism pushed women into the labor 

force and asked them to adopt masculine traits to reach their destination. As a result, the 

familial lives of many were disrupted and disturbed. She missed the fact that not all 

women face the same issue, because not all liberated themselves from domesticity “the 

housewife syndrome”. It was concerned about the women who entered the workforce. 

Elizabeth Spelman (1988, p.15) states, “it was the real problem that the condition of one 

group of women is confused with all women”.  

 

Bell Hooks also discusses that women suffered a lot because of this idea that women are 

same and not different. The idea put forth by Friedan needs to be evaluated and discussed 

because there is no “unity among women’s experiences”. Hooks challenges the very idea 

of “gender solidarity on the assumption of sameness of all women”. She highlights that 

this ideal was corrupt and false that there exists a common oppression of women by the 

hands of the patriarch. She considers it false because the nature of each woman's 

experience differs with the other. While the sameness ideals do not allow to demystify 

the true nature of women varied and complex social reality (1984, p.44). 

 

The third wave feminists put this argument further and include not only the issues of 

women of color, but also the poor, immigrants, and the women who are divided as 

western and the third world. They highlighted that discounting women’s varying issues; 

their diverse experiences are not favorable. They discuss that dealing with women's 
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issues with the same strategy, policy and practice cannot solve their issues. In recent 

times, women activists and feminists do not include only the white elite women, but there 

is a majority of women of color, from all regions who are at the forefront in challenging 

how their respective societies discriminate against them, and how the Eurocentric 

approach limits themselves. Chandra Talpade Mohanty and Uma Narayan both discuss 

the issues caused by the Eurocentric approach and histories of colonialism respectively. 

Mohanty encourages western feminist scholarship to situate itself within the current 

western hegemony over the production, publication, distribution and consumption of 

information. It is required to understand how the texts produced by the Eurocentric 

approach negatively represent third world women (1991, pp.55-77). 

 

Uma Naryan, on the other hand, highlights how the term westernization limits third world 

feminists’ critiques. She explains how the western, educated men in the third world 

countries accuse third world feminists for being disrespectful about their culture and 

customs. She adds that the third world women ‘s feminists' consciousness is raised 

through the work of western feminists but their struggles are organic to their own 

countries and nations.  

 

At present, many women from the third world countries and the women of color and of 

diverse backgrounds come together and discuss how they negotiate with various and 

overlapping forms of oppression. Their experiences highlight the diversity and 

differences found in the lives of the women. Nowadays, feminists and activists have 

moved away from monolithic perception about women’s experiences and include 

context-specific positioning of women into theory and practice. However, a few still 

argue that if women’s unity will be lost, their power will be lost. Following Emma 

Goldman’s vision (1972, p.509) to recognize and respect individual differences, while at 

the same time working together to challenge institutional inequalities can work as a way 

forward.  

 

Self-Assessment Questions 
1. Figure out the stance laid by Mohanty. 

2. Are women’s issue diverse in nature? Why? 

 

8.4 Feminism Gender Injustices and Human Rights 
 

Gender justice is one of the topics that are discussed debated and put forth on every 

platform by the feminists around the world. The main reason for doing so is that gender 

equality can only be reflected if gender justice is provided to all. According to various 

dictionaries, gender justice is defined as a human right that is entitled to every women 

and girl to live in dignity and freedom, without any fear.  

 

In Millennium Development Goals and Sustainable Development Goals, gender equality 

and gender justice are considered as indispensable factors for the development of a 

country, prosperity of individuals and especially for women. Again, regarding 

achievement of gender justice, there are two groups among the civil society platforms. 
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The one who work with state officials or under state organizations, they consider that by 

making policies gender justice is possible. While on the other hand, the activists and 

human rights practitioner feminists argue that although gender justice is mentioned as an 

important agenda in policy documents but the reality is different. The social reality 

explains that within power structures there lies a resistance to many of those strategical 

steps that could help in achievement of gender justice (Rao & Kelleher, 2005, p.64). 

 

Another group of activists also assume that there are various top-level individuals 

working in Non-governmental organizations, which apparently work for women issues, 

however they themselves, place women not at the right place and take for granted the 

assumptions about women’s right place in organizations and societies as well. These 

assumptions according to Rao and Kelleher are the once which are ignored, thus are not 

challenged and ultimately frame the priorities and actions of various social movements, 

and policies as well. As a result, gender injustice is existing in all societies and after more 

than 30 years of struggle, gender justice is not realized.  

 

8.5 New Feminist Agenda 
 

There is to understand that as the struggles, movements, philosophies of feminism are 

multifarious, similarly are the agendas. There is not a unitary concept of agenda by the 

feminists around the globe. It is to understand, however, that all agendas of feminists put 

forth the significance of gender equality and each set or subset within feminist chains 

discusses and highlights or suggests the possibilities for how to achieve gender equality.  

 

Madeleine Kunin (2012, p.197) discusses that to get the job done, feminist need a 

“coalition”. This coalition needs to involve, women, men, elderly, the disables, the 

religious groups and minorities, the unions, and the unaffiliated. She says this coalition 

can take us to the half way, which women only movements have missed earlier. She 

considers that women revolution only cannot take us to the desired target, instead, the 

coalition who is consisting of individuals who understand that women cannot only be 

moms, or cannot be workers alone and those who are not moms at all; instead, they have 

fluid lives where they cannot keep working on the same task for the whole life. In this 

way, if the coalition would take up women’s issues as theirs, there are chances that 

differences caste aside and women will be able to speak about their rights. She considers 

that in this way not only the women will be strengthen but their families as well. 

Feminism must not compromise families for the sake of women’s successes because a 

fulfilled woman is the only who has strengthened family and a potential coalition to 

support her. (2012, pp. 242-245).  

 

Self-Assessment Questions 
1. List out the feminists agendas that are discussed in the unit above.  

2. Kunin outlines an agenda for feminism, what is it?  

 

 

  



114 

 

SELF-ASSESSMENT QUESTIONS 
 

Q.1 Write notes on the following 

● Neoliberalism as Empowering Approach and Strategy 

● Neoliberalism as Gendered Approach and Strategy 

Q.2 What are the sexuality rights? Write about the feminists’ concerns regarding 

sexuality rights.  

Q.3 What are the feminist debates on Gender justice? Elaborate, what are the 

hindrances to realize the dream of gender justice? 

Q.4 What are problems of women of color highlighted by feminists? Discuss.  

Q.5 Feminism involves multiple strands; do you think feminism can highlight a unitary 

feminist agenda to work out. Give your opinion by giving various examples.  
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INTRODUCTION 
 

This unit explains feminists’ experience in Pakistan illuminating how since independence 

women have worked to achieve gender equality at all levels; i.e., socio-economic, 

political, cultural and religious. It intends to highlight the role of significant contributing 

organizations who have gone through various challenges for Pakistani women’s 

movements. It also highlights the challenges faced by them and their key achievements as 

well. Key achievements include those institutionalizing changes within the state as well 

as institutionalizing societal changes in practices and attitudes. 

 

OBJECTIVES 
 

After studying this unit, the students will be able to: 

1. elaborate feminists’ experience in Pakistan since independence 

2. identify the role of various organizations who play their part in activism  

3. analyze the key issues, challenges and achievements of the women’s movements in 

Pakistan.  
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9. Feminists’ Experience in Pakistan 

Before studying feminist experience in Pakistan, there is a need to understand that what 

kind of feminism has happened in Pakistan. It is also very important to investigate and 

differentiate between feminism and activism, because in Pakistani society there are many 

women who work for women’s rights, however, do not appreciate to be called out as 

feminist. In this way, there found divide among women right’s advocates; one who are 

fine to be called out feminist, while the other, who find okay to be called out as women’s 

rights activists not feminist.  

 

This divide has certain geographical, socio-cultural, political and religious reasons. Since, 

Pakistan was in a region which remained under colonial rule for centuries. Therefore, the 

people see any of such label or term coming from west as “western” considering it 

dangerous for them (Katrak, 2005; Mohanty, 1991).  

 

Thus, in a country like Pakistan with complex population, enriched with multiple 

cultural, social and religious norms, practices and way of living life. The women’s issues 

of this complex population due to ethnicity, race, color, language, and/or religious 

perspectives are also complex and diverse in nature and thus each region and each 

province has different needs, and challenges of women. Therefore, catering the issues of 

the women with a feminist slogan sometimes bring activists and workers in awkward 

position where individuals see them as outsiders who have again came in guise to 

colonize minds of the younger generations. 

 

Additionally, Pakistan is a country that came into being with an Islamic slogan “Pakistan 

ka Matlab kya? La Ilahaillalah” which mean what does Pakistan mean? There is no God, 

except Allah. This slogan was taken from a couplet read by Asghar Sodai in 1944 and 

used as a political slogan and a battle cry by all; the masses and the political leaders as 

well. This also depicts the political and religious identity of Pakistan.  

 

Since, Islam is considered as country’s religion that’s why majority of Muslim men and 

women find it problematic to employ those terminologies that contest Islamic ideology in 

any possible way. Therefore, it is observed that many enlightened Muslim women who 

are working for women’s rights avoid using word feminist like Asma Barlas, and many 

others. They wanted to be called as practicing Muslim women who are advocating rights 

of Muslim women.  

 

In addition to it, there is another reason laid by the educated, enlightened women of 

Pakistan for not employing the term feminism as such because they consider that when 

they talk about feminism, the universal feminism, chartered by powerful structures create 

hindrances, and limit the indigenous issues of the women. In this way, the indigenous 

issue of the women is sidelined and the mainstream western feminism (theory and 

practice both) marginalizes the traditional or cultural ways of doing activism or feminist 

activity.  
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According to Deniz Kandiyoti (1995) there exist a disjuncture between universal 

feminism theorizing and activism and the activism happening in other Muslim counties at 

local level. She asserts that by product of this disjuncture is the general distrust among 

masses and the practitioners as well, who have found out that all development models 

could not prove as fruitful as were promised and thus, the human rights advocacy under 

the umbrella of feminism can also be a tool of western imperialism.  

 

In the light of the above discussion laid by Kandiyoti (1995), it is easy to realize that 

Muslim feminists, advocates and activists in Pakistan are going through a dilemma being 

positioned in a complicated network of cultural, colonial and imperial histories and 

gender relations. Although, each set of these women differs with others, yet support 

others in some way or the other. Following is the detailed account of various phases in 

which Pakistani women have worked for the rights of women. 

 

9.1 Post- Independence Activism in Pakistan 
 

After gaining independence, women of Pakistan who participated fully in the 

independence movement thought to work to handle the crisis of refugee women. This was 

the first step taken by the women in the leadership of Begum Rana Liaqat Ali Khan and 

Zubeida Habib  

 

9.1.1 All Pakistan Women’s Association (APWA) 

All Pakistan Women’s association (APWA) is a voluntary, nonprofit, and nonpolitical 

organization, founded by Begum Rana Liaqat Ali Khan in 1949 who was a renowned 

women’s rights activists. Initially it was formed to deal with the post partition issues of 

Pakistani women specially to handle the crisis of migrant women, coming from various 

cities of Hindustan (India). 

 

This organization has 56 branches across Pakistan, and working on various projects, 

funded by national and international donors. Since the elite women belong to political 

figures that is why it is labeled as led APWA “bourgeois” group of women. Saigol’s 

report (2016 mention that the role of APWA with the state was of “cooperation and 

accommodation”, and was not “overtly political” since it did not contest dictatorship as 

Fatimah Jinnah did. therefore, it received funding by the government as well as its 

patronage. When Fatimah Jinnah was APWA’s major work was on women’s education, 

development skills and income generation (Saigol, 2016).This kind of cooperation and 

collaboration with state continued until Zulfiqar Ali Bhutto’s rule 1977. 

 

The major role played by APWA was during 1960s, when it has come forward as a face 

of Muslim women’s rights. Some passages of Muslim family ordinance are pushed by 

APWA include women’s right of custody and maintenance, while limiting men’s right of 

divorce. Although, it was a very small initiative by APWA, yet the small initiative stirred 

public controversy with clerics clamoring for the reversal of the ordinance. Ulema from 

Majlis e Ahrar (a political Muslim party) were so agitated at the role of these women who 

played their part in MFLO that at the assembly floor, these women are called “prostitutes. 
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Also looked upon them with disapproval, despite having opposed the very formation of 

Pakistan” (ibid, 2016). In addition, Ulemas also spoke against it on pulpits in mosques 

and condemned it, calling it “tampering with Quran”. As a reaction, women led a march 

in front of Punjab assembly Lahore and burned an effigy (statue) of Maulana Abbas Ali 

Khan who were a virulent opponent of the MFLO’s special passages about women. The 

following recommendations by the women were approved and became part of the MFLO 

1960. 

 

9.1.1.1 Marriage Registration 

Section 5 of the MFLO reads: 5. Registration of marriages.  

● Every marriage solemnized under Muslim Law shall be registered in accordance 

with the provisions of this Ordinance. For the purpose of registration of marriages 

under this Ordinance, the Union Council shall grant licenses to one or more 

persons, to be called Nikah Registrars, but in no case shall more than one Nikah 

Registrar be licensed for any one ward. 

● Every marriage not solemnized by the Nikah Registrar shall, for the purpose of 

registration under this Ordinance, be reported to him by the person who has 

solemnized such marriage.  

● Whoever contravenes the provisions of subsection (3) shall be punishable with 

simple imprisonment for a term which may extend to three months, or with fine 

which may extend to one thousand rupees, or with both.  

 

9.1.1.2 The form of Nikahnama 

● The registers to be maintained by Nikah Registrars, the records to preserved by 

Union Councils, the manner in which marriages shall be registered and copies of 

nikahnama shall be supplied to the parties, and the fees to be charged therefor, shall 

be such as may be prescribed. Any person may, on payment of the prescribed fee, 

in any, inspect at the office the Union Council the record preserved under 

subsection (5), or obtain a copy of any entry therein. 

 

9.1.1.4 The Ordinance's treatment of Polygamy 

Polygamy is addressed in section 6 of the MFLO:  

● No man, during the subsistence of an existing marriage, shall, except with the 

previous permission in writing of the Arbitration Council, contract another 

marriage, nor shall any such marriage contracted without such permission be 

registered under this Ordinance. 

● An application for permission under subsection (1) shall be submitted to the 

Chairman in the prescribed manner, together with the prescribed fee, and shall state 

the reasons for the proposed marriage, and whether the consent of the existing wife 

or wives has been obtained thereto.  

● On receipt of the application under subsection (2), the Chairman shall ask the 

applicant and his existing wife or wives each to nominate a representative, and the 

Arbitration Council so constituted may, if satisfied that the proposed marriage is 

necessary and just, grant, subject to such conditions, if any, as may be deemed fit, 

the permission applied for.  
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● In deciding the application, the Arbitration Council shall record its reasons for the 

decision and any party may, in the prescribed manner, within the prescribed period, 

and on payment of the prescribed fee, prefer an application for revision, in the case 

of West Pakistan, to the Collector and, in the case of East Pakistan to the Sub-

Divisional Officer concerned and his decision shall be final and shall not be called 

in question in any Court.  

● Any man who contracts another marriage without the permission of the Arbitration 

Council shall:  

 

(a) pay immediately the entire amount of the dower, whether prompt or deferred, due 

to the existing wife or wives, which amount, if not so paid, shall be recoverable as 

arrears of land revenue; and 

(b)  on conviction upon complaint be punishable with simple imprisonment which may 

extend to one year of with fine which may extend to five thousand rupees, or with 

both.74 While the procedural requirements impose penalties and provide the 

existing wife with the right to dissolve her marriage,  

 

d.  Loophole in the Polygamy Law 

The law does not make a second marriage null and void. This is the section's biggest 

loophole. "  

● [I]f restrictions on polygamy are to be effective, the law should go further and lay 

down, that if another marriage is contracted during the subsistence of a marriage, 

without the prior permission from the relevant judicial authority, such polygamous 

marriage shall be illegal and void... Thus, the MFLO limited polygamy in an 

attempt to discourage it, but did not prohibit it altogether. In order to have more 

than one wife, the legislation required a man to obtain the first wife's consent and 

to present his request, giving reasons, to an arbitration council that would consist of 

a representative from each party (the husband and the first wife) and the local 

council's chairman. 

 

9.1.1.5 The Ordinance’s Treatment of Talaq 

Section 7 of the MFLO outlines the procedure the state requires the husband to follow 

once he pronounces talaq. The MFLO's section 7 reads:  

● Talaq Any man who wished to divorce his wife shall, as soon as may be after the 

pronouncement of talaq in any form whatsoever, give the Chairman notice in 

writing of his having done so, and shall supply a copy thereof to the wife.  

● Whoever contravenes the provisions of subsection (1) shall be punishable with 

simple imprisonment for a term which may extend to one year of with fine which 

may extend to five thousand rupees or with both.  

● Save as provided in subsection (5), a talaq unless revoked earlier, expressly or 

otherwise, shall not be effective until the expiration of ninety days from the day a 

notice under subsection (1) is delivered to the Chairman. Within thirty days of the 

receipt of notice under subsection (1), the Chairman shall constitute an Arbitration 

Council for the purpose of bringing about a reconciliation between the parties, and 

the Arbitration Council shall take all steps necessary to bring about such 
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reconciliation.  

● If the wife be pregnant at the time talaq is pronounced talaq shall not be effective 

until the period mentioned in subsection (2) or the pregnancy, whichever be later, 

ends.  

● Nothing shall debar a wife whose remarriage has been terminated by talaq effective 

under this section from re-marrying the same husband, without an intervening 

marriage with a third person, unless such termination is for the third time so 

effective.  

o "It is obligatory for the husband to give notice of the pronouncement of talaq 

to the Chairman, and a copy thereof to the wife, and the talaq does not 

become effective before the expiry of ninety days from the day notice of 

pronouncement 

● The waiting period serves two purposes: to allow time to determine if the wife is 

pregnant, and to allow an Arbitration Council to be set up and bring about a 

reconciliation. If the couple reconciles, the husband must revoke the notice. 

 

9.1.1.6 MFLO Talaq Provision Versus Hanafi Islamic Law 

After the MFLO’s provision of Talaq, a debate started regarding two provisions which 

are as follows; 

 

According to the classical Hanafi school of Muslim thought, mere pronouncement of 

Talaq is effective to make the divorce happen, whereas, MFLO’s provision does not 

make it effective, until the Council chairman is not notified.  A research by Fatimah 

(2020, p.) confirms that the Hanafi Muslim male scholars find this provision problematic. 

They consider that it is against Shariah and also cause issues on women’s part especially 

when women are not willing to stay with their husband.  

 

MFLO provides room for reconciliation  

 

9.1.1.7 Criticism on MFLO 

Some scholars still consider that Muslim family Law ordinance has presented reforms, 

yet those are weak in nature because  

● The provisions are watered down from the Marriage commission Report’s 

recommendations 

● The reforms are prescriptions rather than clear prohibitions of certain acts. 

● The MFLO has charged the debates between modernists and traditionalists 

concerning family laws. 

● MFLO reflects compromises between traditionalists and modernists. Therefore, 

resulting in the effectiveness of the reforms being made. 

● Since 1960, it has been realized by the activists, social scientists, and law 

practitioners that a few columns relating to women’s rights were not filled 

properly. The form of nikahnama was also realized having certain issues pertaining 

to women’s rights  
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Self-Assessment Question 
Why does contemporary feminists criticize some of the policies adopted by APWA? 

Discuss. 

 

9.1.2 Women Action Forum (WAF) 

Women action Forum (WAF) is an organization established to respond to the 

implementation of Hudood Ordinance (1979) which has violated Pakistani Muslim 

women’s rights and caused women to suffer due to certain provisions mentioned in the 

ordinance. It was founded by the women in Karachi.  

 

However, later on, women from Lahore, Rawalpindi/Islamabad has joined it and many 

women engaged themselves to fight against the discriminatory laws promulgated by 

General Zia ul Huq regime. The Women action Forum has adopted a different stance to 

not cooperate or collaborate the state concerning women’s rights, as was done earlier by 

the members of APWA.  

 

The urban women activists of WAF spearheaded their organization to challenge the 

discriminatory laws and any of the policy that violate or discriminate women’s rights. 

The movement started by WAF members is considered as a first feminist movement in 

Pakistan because they have an overtly political stance, not only challenging the 

discriminatory laws, but also the power structure of Zia ul Huq Regime, and his 

Islamization stance.  

 

The movement against the Hudood Ordinances started soon after their introduction in 

1979, when it became apparent that these laws were blatantly discriminatory against 

women and minorities; and that they were also becoming an instrument of oppression and 

injustice against them. Women's Action Forum (WAF) was formed and it led the struggle 

against these laws. On 12 February, 1983, Punjab Women's Lawyers Forum and WAF 

took out a rally in Lahore against the Law of Evidence. Participants of the rally were 

severely baton-charged, tear-gassed and sent to lock-up (12 February is now 

commemorated as the National Women's Day in Pakistan).  

 

Meanwhile, thousands of women were booked, tried, humiliated and convicted as a gross 

miscarriage of justice by these laws, particularly the Zina Ordinance. Civil society 

organizations, particularly Aurat Foundation, HRCP, ShirkatGah, AGHS and SAP-PK 

among others, made consistent and determined efforts for nearly two decades through 

nation-wide advocacy campaigns, rallies and demonstrations, research and information 

development and dissemination. They held the view that these laws were in conflict with 

the equality provisions of the Constitution, particularly Article 25 and Article 34; and 

they had grossly misinterpreted Islamic Injunctions and were clearly discriminatory 

towards women and minorities.  

 

In 1997, the Commission of Inquiry for Women, an official body chaired by a sit-ting 

judge of the Supreme Court, recommended the immediate repeal of the Hudood 

Ordinances; in 2003, the National Commission on the Status of Women, a statutory body 
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chaired by a retired judge of the High Court, also recommended the repeal of these laws; 

leading jurists of the country and members of intelligentsia, including eminent 

intellectuals, journalists and academicians also joined the movement for the repeal of 

these laws. A number of comprehensive studies by prominent Islamic scholars held the 

view that these laws were un-Islamic and unjust and must be repealed; at least three 

mainstream political parties - PPPP, MQM and ANP - stood for their repeal, in addition 

to a number of regional and smaller parties; several leading members of the PML-Q also 

favored its repeal. However, during Musharraf regime in 2006 this act was repealed.  

 

Self -Assessment Question 
What kind of policy WAF has to cater women issue? Discuss. 

 

9.1.3 Thappa Brigade 

Thappa Brigade is a peasant women’s movement in Punjab that became visible when 

women used their wooden stick used to wash and thresh harvest known as thappa to 

confront authorities in 2001. The catalyst for the movement was an announcement of the 

government considering to grant peasants the ownership rights over their homes. 

Marlkiyat ya maut “ownership or death” became the widespread slogan of this movement 

reiterate to demand land rights ad ownership. The peasants denied to share their produce 

with the far management or the state. They demanded that they might be given the 

ownership and/or entitled to the ownership of the lands on which they were tilling from 

generations because there were no legal grounds on which they were made liable to share 

their crops.  

 

In the absence of any legal grounds, the state found it unable to stop peasant movement 

that’s why used strong arm tactics; condoning off the entire village, cutting off water and 

other supplies, blocking sale of the produce, preventing access to basic necessities and 

facilities even the medical help. During this, a few men were arrested; shot dead and 

women were injured. Upon hearing about the killing of two children, women could not 

stop for coming out, picking whatever they could pick up, including thappas. They 

damaged police vehicles, and attacked policeman. As a result, policemen ran away. This 

initial success encouraged women to use this tactic as their systematic activism.  

 

This movement was different from other movements because men and women peasants 

were jointly fighting to acquire their rights. As a result, women have formed “thappa 

brigade in many villages in Okara district. Various women rights groups, activists and the 

organizations came to facilitate the peasants irrespective of men and women. However, 

Asma Jahangir a well-known activist jokingly asked women to use their thappas to settle 

in issues happening in homes. The peasants did not appreciate this joke at that time 

because men and women were jointly working and struggling to achieve their rights.  

 

This movement ended up by the cessation of police action but no significant rights were 

provided to the peasants. The reason was that the NGOs working with peasants have lost 

interest and stopped contacting them. However, this experience of peasant women has 

altered their lives to a greater level because it has not only changed women’s perceptions 
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of themselves as “confident” (Mumtaz and Mumtaz, 2009). It was also found out that in 

those areas where the movement and confrontation was of intense nature, women 

reported a reduction in domestic violence. It was also due to the fact that sharecropping 

was stopped and peasant were far better off.  

 

Self -Assessment Question 
Was Thappa Brigade truly a peasant women’s movement? How? Elaborate. 

 

9.1.4 Sindhi Women’s Movement (Sindhiani Tehreek) 

It was launched in 1980 by rural women of Sindh province of Pakistan to fight the 

discriminatory laws against women promulgated by Zia regime. Sindhiani Tahreek’s 

rural, grass roots basis enables its membership to consists of peasant women, students, 

school teachers, educated housewives and professional women. Allied with Awami 

Tahreek in Sindh, Sindhiani Tahreeken deavored to make women aware of larger 

provincial issues such as question of using Sindhi language in schools and political 

institutions in the province, accelerating practice of auctioning land to Non-Sindhi 

people, and the growing Sindhi nationalism. Umrao Samoon is the contemporary 

president of Sindhiani Tahreek Another women activist are Hajiani Lanjo, Nazeer 

Qureshi. 

 

Sindhiani Tehreek in rural Sindh is significant for its overtly political stance. As this 

movement were formed in the context of a hyper nationalist absolute dictatorship that 

relied on a particular version of religion for legitimacy, it consistently challenged both the 

military rule and the incursion of religion in politics. 

 

9.1.5 Aurat March 2015 Onwards 

The new wave of feminism includes people from all classes, genders, religions, cultures 

and sects without any discrimination or prejudice. The young feminists are diverse, yet 

inclusive, multiple yet one. There are no leaders or followers — they are all leaders and 

followers. The collective non-hierarchical manner of working and the refusal to take any 

funding is similar to the functioning practiced by WAF and represents continuity with the 

past. However, the entire framing of the narrative around the body, sexuality, personal 

choices and rights is new. The young groups of women say openly what their 

grandmothers could not dare to think and their mothers could not dare to speak. 

 

This is where the new feminists break from the older generation and mark a powerful 

shift in the feminist landscape. Even as new feminism retains many of the older critiques 

of the state, fundamentalism and militarism and reflects the desire for equality and 

democracy, it reaffirms the personal and injects it right into the heart of the political. ‘My 

body, my will’, it tells patriarchy to its crestfallen face. ‘Warm your own food’, ‘I don’t 

have to warm your bed’, ‘don’t send me dick pics’ – in curt one-liners, the new young 

feminists reclaim their bodies, denounce sexual harassment, stake a claim to public space 

and challenge the gender division of labor on which rests the entire edifice of patriarchy. 

 

The backlash has been swift, fierce and expected. Patriarchy began to shake in its boots 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sindh
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https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hajiani_Lanjo
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and masculine anxiety reached a peak as women hit it where it hurt. The self-appointed 

guardians of morality, who in the past never touched the issues of violence and 

inequality, have been quick to condemn the marching women in their television chatter 

shows, puny little newspaper columns and silly tweets. The blowback from little people 

is not new for feminists. 

 

Self-Assessment Questions (SAQs) 
1. What kind of language is employed by the participants of Aurat March. List out 

some of the slogans and discuss what kind of impact they create on Pakistani 

society. 

2. In your opinion, what kind of contestations are there regarding Aurat March from 

2015 onwards. Discuss in detail. 

 

The critics certainly cannot stop the marchers. Will money hinder their path? There are 

questions about the sustainability of the feminist movement given that the young 

feminists do not take any funding from corporate, government or foreign donors. The 

tremendous energy and passion generated by the march, however, are enough to ensure 

that these activists will continue marching into unknown but exciting futures. 

Reactions to Aurat March, held on the International Women’s Day on March 8, 2019, 

ranged from supportive to condemnatory and everything in between. The national 

conversation that followed raised some important questions not only about the role and 

status of women in the Pakistani society but also the significance of the issues highlighted 

by the marchers. 

 

SELF-ASSESSMENT QUESTIONS 
 

Q.1 What is meant by elitist’s women’s struggle? Explain with reference to women’s 

movements in Pakistan. 

Q.2 What are the main motives of thappa brigade? What are the reasons of its failure? 

Explain. 

Q.3 What is the contribution of All Pakistan women’s association (APWA) for 

legislation of Muslim Family Law Ordinance? Discuss in detail. 

Q.4 What is the major criticism faced by the members of All Pakistan Women 

Association (APWA). Why does contemporary feminist criticize some of the 

policies adopted by APWA. Discuss. 

Q.5 What kind of activism has been witnessed from 2015 onwards? Explain the main 

features of the contemporary activism in Pakistan. 

Q.6 What is Aurat March? Discuss the role of Aurat March in Pakistan women’s 

activism history. 

Q.7 Elaborate, do we need feminism in Pakistan? Justify your argument by giving valid 

instances. 

Q.8 In your opinion, what kind of contestations are there regarding Aurat March from 

2015 on-words? Discuss in detail. 
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