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The second wave of feminism developed in 
the 1960s when other marginalized groups 
were also challenging the status quo (e.g., civil 
rights movement, prisoners’ rights movement).9 
Feminists of this wave argued that to be fully 
liberated, women needed to have equal access to 
economic opportunities and sexual freedoms as 
well as civil liberties. Some women advocated a 
reformist, liberal agenda, whereas others pushed 
for a more revolutionary, radical program of 
change and action.10 The liberal political per-
spective was influenced by the Civil Rights Act 
of 1964, which banned racial discrimination as 
well as sex discrimination. The radical politi-
cal perspective was influenced by both the civil 
rights and student movements of the 1960s.11

Many liberal feminists were joining emerging 
women’s rights groups such as the National 
Organization for Women (NOW), the National 
Women’s Political Caucus, and the Women’s 
Equity Action League. Most radical femini d

They seem to be feminist sponges, willing and able to absorb some aspects of 
all the modes of feminist thought that preceded the third wave’s emergence on 
the scene. Third-wave feminists are particularly eager to understand how gender 
oppression and other kinds of human oppression co-create and co-maintain each 
other . . . [D]ifference is the way things are. Moreover, contradiction, including 
self-contradiction, is expected and even willingly welcomed.15

More than any other group of feminists, the third-wave feminist perspective has provided 
a voice for many women who otherwise did not identify with previous feminist perspec-
tives, especially women of color.

Key Terms of Feminist Perspectives
Before discussing the various feminist perspectives, it is essential for readers to appreciate 
key terms associated with these perspectives. A few of these key terms are sex, gender, 
chivalry, paternalism, and patriarchy.

Differences between women and men have usually been identified as either sex or gender 
differences. Sex differences typically refer to biological characteristics, such as reproduc-
tive organs and hormones. Gender differences usually refer to social definitions of what it 

first wave of 
feminism: started in the 
mid-1800s when women 
demanded the right to 
vote.

second wave of 
feminism: developed 
in the 1960s when other 
marginalized groups 
were also challenging the 
status quo (e.g., civil rights 
movement, prisoners’ 
rights movement). 
Feminists of this wave 
argued that to be fully 
liberated, women needed 
to have equal access to 
economic opportunities 
and sexual freedoms as 
well as civil liberties.

third wave of 
feminism: evolved 
around the late 1980s 
and into the 1990s; 
an extension of as well 
as a response to the 
shortcomings of the 
second wave.

Suffrage supporters 
demonstrating in 
Chicago on October 20, 
1916.

Ev
er

et
t C

ol
le

ct
io

n 
In

c/
A

la
m

y 
S

to
ck

 P
ho

to


