Some Recent Feminist Studies

Natasha Walter: The New Feminism 1998

Natasha Walter agrees that women have made progress: females are out-performing males in education; female employment opportunities are improving even in major professions such as medicine and law; modern females can make choices not available to their mothers and grandmothers: to marry or not; to have children or not; to follow a career or not; and they also have more leisure opportunities. However modern young women are not persuaded by radical feminist arguments that to be interested in personal appearance, fashion and relationships with men is an indication of failure to understand the role of men in causing female exploitation and oppression. In this respect Natasha Walter believes that radical feminists have undermined the cause of feminism as a whole.

However she argues that despite progress women on average still face similar difficulties: there gender differences in pay; males still have better career prospects; it is difficult for women to combine career progress with family responsibilities; women feel obliged to take disproportionate responsibilities for childcare and housework even when they are also in full-time paid employment; childcare facilities are inadequate; women are more likely than men to experience poverty; they are also more likely to suffer domestic violence and/or sexual violence.
Therefore Natasha Walters supports the arguments of second wave liberal and socialist feminists that women should continue to seek political influence through mainstream political institutions for the introduction of more legislation to address the problems which many women continue to face. She distances herself from difference feminism to some extent by arguing that although different women face different circumstances many women face similar problems and she distances herself from radical feminism by arguing that most women reject radical feminist views of male-female personal relationships; they wish to manage their personal relationships in their own way. 
Germaine Greer: The Whole Woman 2000
In The Whole Woman [2000] Germaine Greer launches a powerful attack on the post-feminist ideas that the main objectives of feminism have now been achieved and that young women nowadays have ample opportunities to exercise their individual liberty. She recognises that Natasha Walter has emphasised the continued existence of a range of gender inequalities but also criticises her for her dismissal of radical feminist ideas which Greer believes are still important. For Greer patriarchy is still entrenched in modern society and in particular in personal relationships between men and women.

In this respect she argues that men have far more sexual freedom than women; that women are still obliged to accept male definitions of what is and what is not sexually enjoyable; that men are still expected to be obsessively concerned with their physical appearance, spending vast amounts of time and money on make –up, botox injections, face lifts and various other types of cosmetic surgery; that domestic and other violence against women is widespread and that such crimes are inadequately investigated and leniently punished.

She is especially dismissive of the idea that the “girl power “portrayed in sections of the entertainment industry and the mass media suggests that young women have become truly liberated. Thus in a characteristic piece of invective she argues that the 2liberation portrayed in magazines such as Bliss, Minx, Miss and More encourages little more than “ episodes of chaotic drinking, casual sex, venereal infection and unwanted pregnancy”. Furthermore with regard to “new” feminists who celebrate increased lifestyle choices for women she says, “A new feminism that celebrates the right to be pretty in an array of floating dresses and little suits put together for starvation wages by adolescent girls in Asian sweatshops is no feminism at all.”

Germaine Greer has returned to her own version of the radical feminist agenda by arguing that women should have the freedom to be themselves, the chance for career success without adopting aggressive, competitive male attitudes, the freedom to act and dress as they please not as men want them to do and the freedom not to be forced to pander to male sexual fantasies.

Some Conclusions
We may conclude that post-feminist claims that gender equality has largely been achieved are incorrect. Women’s situations have indeed changed in the last 20 years or so and 3rd wave feminists have raised interesting question sin relation to these changes. However the continued existence of gender inequalities suggests that further improvements for women remain a priority and perhaps such improvements are most likely if the feminist movement can combine the new insights of Third Wave feminism with recognition of the continued relevance of most, if not all, of the insights of Second Wave feminism.
You might like to read the final pages of Andrew Heywood’s Feminism Chapter for comparative purposes.

