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Abstract
Feminism analyzes the various types of resistance the women’s movement has
encountered. These issues include sex role stereotyping, women’s self-image
and public image, the social role of womanhood, and politics of patriarchal
language.  Feminist thought is centered round issues like women role in
reproduction and the role of socialization in a male dominated social culture.
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The history of mankind is a history of repeated injuries and usurpations on the part of

man toward woman having indirect object the establishment of an absolute tyranny over her. 1

The first society for women’s rights was founded in 1866 by a French Women, Maria Desraismas
a well known feminist.  By the turn of the Century many meetings and publication all over Europe
highlighted the issue of women.  The 1848 Seneca Falls Convention formally engaged the fight for
‘women suffrage’.

Feminism is generally thought of as a phenomenon of the 19th and 20th centuries. Most
Anglo-American studies of the women’s movement acknowledge some forerunners in the English
and French Revolution and in individual figures such as Anne Hutchinson.  But only with Seneca
Falls does a continuously developing body of feminist thought seem to emerge.
1. Feminism as a Social Reform Movement

For centuries the lives of women revolved around the holy-trinity husband, home, and
family.  However, when the great Revolution broke out in America in 1774, the women despite their
domestic duties were forced to participate in revolutionary activities. This was a great burden; At
every house women, including children, were making cartridges, running bullets, making wallets,
baking biscuits, and at the same time, crying and bemoaning the fact that their husbands and
sons had to fight for their liberation. They did not know if they see their men again. 2

The 19th Century feminists saw far greater differences between the “male” and “female”
nature than their present counter parts do.  They were convinced that women’s biological
inheritance included many feminine characteristics and that their natural instincts suited them
primarily for home making and childcare.  They argued, however, that these differences do not
justify the unfair treatment brought to them by society. For contemporary feminists, different
processes of socialization account for a larger part of the observed differences in men’s and
women’s behaviors, while biology plays only a minor role.

Feminism analyzes the various types of resistance the women’s movement has
encountered. These issues include sex role stereotyping, women’s self-image and public image,
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the social role of womanhood, and politics of patriarchal language.  Feminist thought is centered
round issues like women role in reproduction and the role of socialization in a male dominated
social culture.

Women started questioning this enforced inactivity and their economic and social
dependency on men.  The transition through industrial organization to capitalism created various
job opportunities to women in the fields of finance and business, but the economic independency
was robbed by man though marriage.

  Women were subjected to all kinds of restrictions, whereas men were enjoying several
rights in society. In general established laws, customs, attitudes, and habits of thinking were slow
to change, especially when they involved the acceptance of new ideas about women and their
place in society.

By the 1830’s and 1840’s increasing efforts were made to awaken women to ask for full
enfranchisement. Paullina Wright Davis, Lucretia Mott, Lucy Stone, Ernestine Rose, Abigail Kelley
Foster, and Angelina and Sarah Crimka spoke out for women’s rights.  Books such as Margaret
Fuller’s Women in the 19th Century (1845) had an influence.

However, the credit for an organized movement for women’s right goes to America,
beginning with the Seneca Falls Declaration of Sentiments and Resolutions.  In June 1848, Elizabeth
Cady Stanton, Lucretia Mott, Martha C. Wright, and Mary Ann Mclintock issued a call for a
convention to discuss the rights of women, meeting in the Wesleyan Chapel at Seneca Falls, New
York, on July 19th and 20th 1848.  The idea sprang up during a social gathering of Lucretia Mott, a
Quaker preacher and veteran social activist, Martha Wright, Mary Ann McClintock, James Hunt,
and Elizabeth Cady Stanton.

Stanton drafted 11 resolutions for the “Declaration of Sentiments” that guided the Seneca
Falls Convention. With Frederick Douglass arguing eloquently on their behalf, all 11 resolutions
passed, including the most radical demand and right to vote. As such the debates culminated in
the first women’s rights convention,

The convention adopted a Declaration of Principles patterned on the American
Declaration of Independence.  Signed by 68 women and 32 men, the Seneca Falls Declaration
stated: “We hold these truth to be self evident that all men and women are created equal.”  The
convention demanded for women the right of equal education and the right to preach, to teach,
and to earn a livelihood.  It also passed a resolution stating “that it is the sacred duty of the
women of this country to secure to themselves their sacred right to the elective franchise.” 3  Thus
was laid the foundation for the woman suffrage movement in the United States.
The radical demand for suffrage at Seneca Falls carried the social of political revolution for
women’s rights into a new era.  Special support for this historic event came from Elizabeth Cady
Stanton.  After a heated debate, the convention agreed to acknowledge the right of American
women to elective franchise.  A final clause to the resolution was added by Lucretia Mott urging
men and women to work for professional and vocational equality.  It was one of the historic
events to note that one of the signatories of Seneca Falls Declaration, Charlotte Woodward Pierce,
lived to vote until the Presidential election of the United States in 1920.

Though the Declaration never became an official manifesto of the movement, its
philosophic rationale was taken for granted by the later advocates of women’s rights.  Only after
the passing of the Nineteenth Amendment to the American Constitution in 1920, the document
acquired historic value and became an inspiring symbol of the feminist movement.

The Seneca Falls convention was followed by conventions in other states of US in 1850.
The first national convention was held in Worcester, Massachusetts, with delegates from nine
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states present. Another convention held in Syracuse, New York in 1852 was significant because it
marked the first joint venture of Susan B. Anthony and Elizabeth Cady Stanton, who for the next 50
years were in the forefront of the fight for equality for women in the US. The convention idea
continued to spread until women in many States were gathering to launch educational and
legislative programs to change the US constitution’s and gain legal recognition of women’s right
to vote.

Even more basic to women’s future than the pursuit of suffrage was the long struggle for
the elimination of economic and social injustice to which they had been subjected for generations.
Americans have matured during that era affected by three great wars.  Working women advanced
in respect of their better representation in the professions and in the labor force.  Even though
they gained an improved legal status in 1960s, the psychological wound as a result of the grievances
of 1848 continued to cause pain.  There was continuity of themes.4

Women’s suffrage has dominated the international feminism for almost 70 years. At
first, they based their demand for the vote on the Enlightenment Principle of Natural law, regularly
invoking the concept of inalienable rights granted to all Americans by the Declaration of
Independence. Charlotte Perkins Gilman in Women and Economics (1898) insisted that women
would not be liberated until they were freed from the “demotic mythology” of home and family that
kept them dependent on men.5

2. Suffrage Movement in Asia
Ironically, the world which had stepped into a modern phase had ruined the hopes and

aspirations of women.  But women did not remain silent and have been combating these obstacles
to prove that they are in no way inferior to their counterparts.  The right to vote became the basic
demand of feminist movements because the election was considered to be the fundamental act of
political life.  The vote was essential because in the political arena the basic decisions are made
that shape the patterns of society in which women live.

Most of the countries of Asia have granted women the right to vote following the end of
World War I. During the period prior to World War II, the suffrage movement started to develop in
Asia and the Middle East, though the religious tenants dominant in the area put serious obstacles
in its path.  Where girls were married at an early age, and where women were often considered
little more than slaves, suffrage was difficult to achieve.

In 1930 women in Turkey won the vote in municipal elections; and in 1934 all restrictions
were removed in Burma. Some women voted as early as 1922 in Burma, and equal voting rights
were granted in 1935.  In 1932, Thailand become the first Asian country to establish universal
Suffrage, in 1937 the women of the Philippines gained the vote.

Changes occurred in India largely due to the leadership of Vijaya Lakshmi Pandit and the
efforts of All India Women’s Conference. By 1929 women in seven of the nine provinces had
obtained the right to vote in provincial elections; in 1935 the vote was extended to a limited
number of women in national elections.  Ceylon (Sri Lanka) granted women the right to vote in
1931, subject to higher age requirements than men, however equal voting rights were gained in
1934.

After World War II, most of the remaining countries of the world granted the vote to
women.  There was a great change in public sentiment; the heroism and valor of women during the
war years was rewarded by taking women into political partnership.

In the Far East, the women of Japan were enfranchised in 1946, in China in 1941, and in
Korea in 1948.  In the Middle East, however, women suffrage was slow to penetrate.  In Iran limited
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voting privileges in municipal elections were adopted in 1949 and on the national level in 1963.
Women first voted in Lebanon in 1952 if they had a primary education, and gained full suffrage in
1957.  In Syria and Egypt women were granted suffrage in 1949 to 1956, respectively, but subject
to certain restrictions not imposed on men.  Other Middle Eastern Countries followed same in the
1960’s; but women remained disfranchised in Kuwait.

The philosophy underlying the demand for women’s suffrage was the doctrine of natural
rights. The woman suffrage movement itself was generally allied with other social reform
movements, such as the abolition of slavery, temperance, and the extension of education.  Although
the movement was led primarily by women, it enlisted from the beginning the support of many
men.
3. Globalization of Feminism

20th Century European and American feminism eventually reached into Asia, Africa and
Latin America.  As this happened, women in developed countries, especially the intellectuals were
horrified to discover that women in some countries were required to wear veils public or to
endure forced marriage, female infanticide, or widow burning.  Many Western feminists soon
perceived themselves as saviors of the third world women, little realizing that this perceptions
and solutions to social problems were often differ with the real lives and concerns of women in
these regions.

 The conflicts between women in developed and developing nations have played out
most vividly at international conferences. After the 1980 World Conference of The United Nations
Decade for Women: Equality, Development and Peace conducted in Copenhagen, women  from less
developed nations complained that the veil for women and the female genital surgery had been
chosen as conference priorities without consulting them.  It seemed that their counterparts in the
West were not listening to them.

During the 1994 International Conference on Population and Development in Cairo, women
from the Third World Countries protested outside because they believed the agenda had been
hijacked by Europeans and Americans. The protestors had expected to talk about ways that
underdeveloped countries were holding their women in the state of backwardness.  Instead, the
conference organizers chose to focus on contraception and abortion.  Third world women, especially
scholars of Muslim women’s rights noted that they could not very well worry about other matters
of the veil for women and the female genital surgery when their children were dying from thirst,
hunger or war.  The Conference instead centered around reducing the numbers of third world
babies in order to preserve the earth’s resources, despite the fact that the first world really
consumed much of these resources.

Feminism now achieved significant gains for women, with the eradication of female
genital surgery in many African countries, and government efforts to end widow burning in India.
More generally, and especially in the West feminism have influenced every aspect of contemporary
life, communication, and debate, from highlighting the concern of the women and their rise in
academic fields such as Women’s Studies, Eco-Feminism, Sports, laws, and inequality in organized
religion which have all been affecting the women in many parts of the world.

In the earlier phases of feminism, the feminists have focused largely on the reform of
women’s social position, arguing that they should have access to education, work or civil rights.
During the latter half of the 20th Century, however, feminists become increasingly interested in the
variety of social practices including theoretical ones through which our understanding of feminity
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and masculinity are created and maintained.  As a result, the scope of feminist enquiry has
broadened to include, for example, jurisprudence, epistemology, and psychoanalysis.
Conclusion

The present day feminist thought encompasses a moral vision, and emerges as a holistic,
anti-militaristic and life affirming philosophy. Feminism is committed to the struggle for equality
of women, an effort to make women full human beings. However, the struggle for equal rights
historically and politically emphasizes the value of women as they are. Feminism, as a philosophy
of reform, envisages profound changes in traditional social structures, such as, the family, in the
economic role and power of women, and finally in fundamental attitudes and personal
relationships, leading to a just social order.
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