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Feminism
Edexcel A Level Politics — Paper 2, Non-core Political Ideas
1. Key Terms
	Term
	Definition

	Feminism
	An ideology centred on the belief that women have been systematically disadvantaged relative to men, and that political, social, and economic change is needed to achieve gender equality.

	Sex vs gender
	The distinction between biological sex (physical, anatomical differences) and gender (socially constructed roles, behaviours, and expectations attached to being male or female); central to the feminist claim that women's subordination is not natural but socially produced.

	Patriarchy
	A social system in which men hold predominant power and women are largely excluded from it, seen by most feminists as a root cause of women's oppression, though they disagree on its origin and how deeply it is embedded.

	The personal is political
	A key feminist slogan holding that power relationships within the private sphere (the family, relationships, sexuality) are as much a matter of politics as those in the public sphere (government, the economy, law).

	Public/private divide
	The traditional liberal distinction between a public sphere of political and economic life and a private sphere of home and family; many feminists argue this divide has historically been used to place women's oppression ‘off limits’ to political reform.

	First-wave feminism
	The earliest phase of organised feminism, focused mainly on securing legal and political equality, especially the right to vote (e.g. the Suffragettes and Suffragists).

	Second-wave feminism
	A phase of feminism from the 1960s to 1980s that broadened the focus beyond legal rights to social, economic, and reproductive equality, workplace discrimination, and the politics of private life.

	Third-wave feminism
	A phase of feminism from the 1990s onwards that emphasised diversity among women's experiences, challenged essentialist ideas of a single ‘female identity’, and engaged with issues of race, sexuality, and identity.

	Liberal feminism
	A strand of feminism seeking to achieve gender equality through legal and political reform within the existing liberal democratic system, e.g. equal rights legislation and equal opportunities.

	Radical feminism
	A strand of feminism holding that patriarchy is the most fundamental and deeply rooted form of oppression, requiring the radical transformation of social institutions, including the family and personal relationships, not merely legal reform.

	Socialist / Marxist feminism
	A strand of feminism arguing that women's oppression is closely tied to capitalism and class exploitation, meaning genuine gender equality requires the transformation (or abolition) of the capitalist economic system, not just patriarchy alone.

	Difference feminism
	A strand of feminism that emphasises and values genuine differences between men and women (e.g. distinct moral or relational perspectives) rather than seeking to minimise or erase them.

	Equality feminism
	A strand of feminism focused on securing equal rights, treatment, and opportunities for women and men, generally understating or downplaying claims of fundamental difference between the sexes.

	Intersectionality
	A concept, associated with Kimberlé Crenshaw, describing how overlapping forms of disadvantage (e.g. race, class, sexuality, alongside gender) combine to shape a person's experience of oppression in ways that cannot be understood by looking at gender alone.

	Consciousness-raising
	A technique used especially by second-wave and radical feminists, involving small group discussion to help women recognise shared experiences of oppression as political rather than purely personal.

	Androgyny
	The idea, associated with some liberal and radical feminists, that fixed gender roles and characteristics should be broken down, allowing individuals to express a fuller range of traits regardless of sex.

	Reserve army of labour
	A Marxist feminist concept describing how women's labour has historically been drawn into and pushed out of the workforce according to capitalism's economic needs, keeping wages low and women's position insecure.


2. Core Knowledge
Core feminist ideas
· Sex and gender: feminists generally distinguish between biological sex and socially constructed gender roles, arguing that most inequalities between men and women stem from gender expectations rather than biological necessity.
· Patriarchy: most feminists identify patriarchy — a social system of male dominance — as a central cause of women's oppression, though they disagree over how deep-rooted, universal, and central it is compared to other causes such as capitalism.
· The personal is political: a foundational feminist idea holding that power imbalances within personal life (marriage, the family, sexuality, domestic labour) are legitimate political concerns, not purely private matters beyond the reach of political change.
· Critique of the public/private divide: feminists argue that the traditional liberal separation of public and private spheres has historically confined women to the home and shielded male authority within the family from political scrutiny and reform.
The waves of feminism
· First-wave feminism: focused primarily on securing legal and political equality, most notably the right to vote; associated with the Suffragists (NUWSS, constitutional methods) and Suffragettes (WSPU, direct action) in the UK.
· Second-wave feminism: from the 1960s to 1980s, broadened feminist concern to workplace discrimination, reproductive rights, domestic violence, and the politics of private and family life, popularising ideas like consciousness-raising.
· Third-wave feminism: from the 1990s, challenged the idea of a single, universal ‘women's experience’, drawing attention to differences of race, class, and sexuality among women and engaging more with cultural and identity politics.
· Fourth-wave / contemporary feminism: often associated with digital activism and campaigns such as #MeToo, using social media to highlight sexual harassment and assault and to organise more rapidly across borders.
Liberal feminism
· Core approach: seeks equality through reform within the existing liberal democratic and capitalist system — equal legal rights, equal pay legislation, equal access to education and employment — rather than revolutionary change.
· Key thinkers: Mary Wollstonecraft argued in the eighteenth century that women were as rational as men and equally entitled to rights; Betty Friedan's The Feminine Mystique (1963) highlighted the dissatisfaction of women confined to domestic roles and helped launch second-wave liberal feminism.
· Debate: critics from radical and socialist traditions argue liberal feminism addresses formal legal equality but leaves deeper structural and cultural causes of women's oppression largely unchallenged.
Radical feminism
· Core approach: holds that patriarchy is the most fundamental form of oppression in society, predating and cutting across class and other divisions, and that it is embedded in personal relationships, the family, and sexuality, not just laws and institutions.
· Key ideas: some radical feminists (e.g. Shulamith Firestone) argue that even biological reproduction has been used as a tool of women's oppression; the movement popularised ‘the personal is political’ and consciousness-raising as tools for change.
· Strategies: radical feminists argue that legal reform alone is insufficient — genuine change requires transforming personal relationships, challenging traditional family structures, and in some strands, women organising separately from men (separatism).
Socialist / Marxist feminism
· Core approach: argues that women's oppression is closely tied to capitalism, with women's unpaid domestic labour and use as a ‘reserve army of labour’ serving capitalist economic interests; genuine equality therefore requires challenging capitalism as well as patriarchy.
· Key thinkers: Friedrich Engels' The Origin of the Family, Private Property and the State linked the historical rise of women's subordination to the emergence of private property and class society.
· Debate: radical feminists often criticise socialist feminism for subordinating gender to class as the primary axis of oppression, while socialist feminists argue that ignoring capitalism leaves a key structural cause of women's oppression unaddressed.
Difference, equality, and intersectionality
· Equality feminism: argues that men and women are fundamentally alike in their capacities and should be treated identically, minimising claims of essential difference between the sexes.
· Difference feminism: argues that women's distinct experiences, perspectives, and (for some) biological differences should be recognised and valued rather than minimised, sometimes associated with an ‘ethic of care’ (Carol Gilligan).
· Intersectionality: developed by Kimberlé Crenshaw, this concept argues that gender cannot be understood in isolation from other overlapping forms of disadvantage such as race, class, and sexuality, challenging earlier feminist tendencies to generalise from the experience of white, middle-class women.
3. Stretch and Challenge Tasks
· Compare and evaluate: research the differing accounts of patriarchy offered by liberal, radical, and socialist feminists, and evaluate which offers the most convincing explanation of women's oppression.
· Data challenge: find current UK data on the gender pay gap and representation of women in senior political and business roles. Which feminist tradition's analysis best explains the patterns you find?
· Debate prep: prepare arguments for and against the motion ‘This House believes legal equality has achieved most of what feminism set out to achieve.’
· Synoptic thinking: explain how the feminist critique of the public/private divide connects to the liberal concept of negative freedom covered in Liberalism.
· Extended essay practice: write a full 24-mark essay plan (introduction, three balanced paragraphs, conclusion with a clear judgement) on: ‘To what extent do feminists agree on the causes of women's oppression?’
· Comparative extension: research how intersectionality has reshaped debates within contemporary feminism, and evaluate whether it strengthens or fragments feminism as a unified political movement.
· Primary source analysis: read a short extract from Mary Wollstonecraft's A Vindication of the Rights of Woman and identify how her argument compares with a later radical or socialist feminist critique of women's position in society.
4. Example Assessment Question
To what extent do feminists agree on the causes of women's oppression? (24 marks)
Guidance for a strong answer:
· Identify shared feminist commitment to identifying and challenging women's oppression before addressing disagreement over its causes.
· Contrast liberal (legal/institutional barriers), radical (patriarchy embedded in personal life), and socialist (capitalism and class) explanations, using named thinkers as evidence.
· Bring in intersectionality as a further complication of any single, unified account of the causes of oppression.
· Reach a clear, substantiated final judgement on the overall extent of agreement, rather than sitting on the fence.
5. Further Reading and Listening
Books
· A Vindication of the Rights of Woman — Mary Wollstonecraft (primary source)
· The Feminine Mystique — Betty Friedan
· Political Ideologies: An Introduction (feminism chapter) — Andrew Heywood
Podcasts
· Talking Politics (David Runciman) — episodes on the history and current state of feminist thought
· In Our Time (BBC Radio 4) — episodes on Wollstonecraft, suffrage, and the history of feminism
· The Guilty Feminist — a contemporary, accessible discussion of feminist debates and tensions
Websites and organisations
· Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (plato.stanford.edu) — rigorous entries on feminism, patriarchy, and intersectionality
· The Fawcett Society (fawcettsociety.org.uk) — UK campaigning organisation with data and analysis on gender equality
· UK Parliament's history pages on the Suffragettes and Suffragists (parliament.uk) — primary source material on first-wave feminism

