1. Liberal Feminism.

Unlike the another forms of Feminism noted above, Liberal Feminism has tended not to be overly concerned with the development of a general body of theoretical knowledge about women's lives (and their relationship to men). This branch of Feminism has, on the other hand, tended to be more concerned with day-to-day questions of legal / political / economic and social equality for women. 

As we will see, this has been both one of its great strengths (insofar as raising women's awareness, agitating for social change and so forth) and one of its greatest weaknesses (since, as you should be aware, lasting social change involves something more than changing people's attitudes - an idea we will develop in more detail in a moment).

In this respect, Liberal Feminism has been concerned with such things as issues of overt discrimination against women in all areas of social life (work, education, the mass media and so forth), as well as arguing for various forms of legal protection and social rights for women (anti-discrimination legislation, equal pay, child-care facilities for working women, support for single mothers and the like).

As may be apparent, the main theoretical thrust of Liberal Feminism has been to argue that women - as human beings - are not inferior to men and, on this basis, they should by right enjoy the same political, legal, economic and social rights and responsibilities as men. Much of the political focus, in this respect, has been on the question of "equality of opportunity". That is, the argument that women should be allowed to compete equally with men in all spheres of social life (but especially the workplace and education).

Unlike their Marxist and Radical sisters, Liberal Feminists have not advocated revolutionary changes in either the structure of society and / or male / female relationships. This "practical" approach has achieved some notable successes (in terms of anti-discrimination, equal pay and maternity rights, for example), but it has also attracted a good deal of criticism (not the least from Feminist writers). Such criticism has tended to focus not on the sentiment of "equality" (although Radical Feminists would, as we will see, like to go further than this), but rather around the means to achieve it.

As I've suggested, Liberal Feminists have focused their attention on "equality of opportunity"; what such Feminists want is parity with men in terms of general rights and responsibilities. Since such Feminism doesn't advocate wide-ranging, structural, changes in the organisation of society, it's main weapon in the fight for equality of opportunity has been the legal system. In short, if women are unfairly and unreasonably discriminated against (in employment, for example) then laws are needed to "redress" the power imbalance, as it were.

Liberal Feminism synopsis:

a. Gender prejudice is based around individual ignorance. Education is seen as a valuable tool in the battle against discrimination based around ignorance.

b. It is possible to legislate (pass laws) against sexual discrimination as a way of changing individual attitudes and behaviour. For example, the Sex Discrimination and Equal Pay Acts in the 1970's in Britain.

c. The general position of women in our society has significantly improved in the past 100 years. woman have legal equality with men, although they still do not have status equality with men (that is, males still tend to have generally higher social status than women).

 Liberal Feminism: a critique.
a. Liberal Feminists have focused their attention upon "equality of opportunity" between males and females. They have largely ignored the study of social structural factors that other Feminists see as a basic cause of inequality in Capitalist societies (for example, patriarchy and the inequalities created by Capitalist forms of economic production).

b. Liberal Feminists have been criticised (and variously derided as "bourgeois / middle-class" Feminists) for their failure to understand that in any society that is fundamentally unequal in its economic and social structure "equality of opportunity" is a fairly meaningless concept. In a society divided along class lines and driven by economic exploitation, women - like working class men - are at a fundamental economic disadvantage...

