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Liberal  feminist criticism           
 

Introduction 
 

Liberal feminism is also known as ‘equity feminism’ or ‘egalitarian’ 

feminism.  It is considered to be earliest and most moderate branch of 

feminism.  Liberal feminism can be understood both as an offshoot as 

well as a critical response to the ideas of the Liberalism that was 

propounded by 17
th

 and 18
th

 century Liberalist philosophers such as John 

Locke and Thomas Hobbes.  Though there are many variations of 

Liberalism, mainstream Liberalism is founded in the 17
th

 and 18
th

 

century Enlightenment beliefs of rationality, science, education and 

political and civic rights to all citizens as a means of bringing progress in 
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society.  Liberalism propounds that human beings are rational and 

autonomous individuals; and that an essential component of acting 

rationally is the freedom to determine and pursue what one perceives to 

be the good life in the absence of any form of coercion in society. 

 

Accordingly, the main premise of Liberal feminism is that freedom is 

the fundamental right of all individuals and that a just state ensures this 

fundamental right to everyone irrespective of their sex.  Therefore, 

Liberal feminism advocates equal individual rights and opportunities for 

women and men and does not emphasize much on sexual differences.  

They focus on the similarities between the sexes and attributes 

dissimilarities between men and women to social constructions of 

gender and sex roles.  Since Liberal feminism adopts a moderate stance, 

it is the most popular form of feminist social and political philosophy.   

Liberal feminists advocate a social framework characterized by 

neutrality and privacy, within which individuals have the liberty to 

pursue the choices that are most suitable to them.  Unlike Marxist 

feminism, Liberal feminism does not challenge capitalism, nor does it 

identify patriarchy as the root cause of women’s oppression like radical 

feminism.  Liberal feminism identifies lack of legal rights and 

opportunities as the main source of oppression for women.  They 

therefore focus on extending the full range of freedom in a liberal 

democratic society to women and critique laws and practices that deny 

equal protection and participation to women.  Believing that society does 

not need to be completely restructured for the creation of equitable roles 

for women, Liberal feminists focus instead on the amendment of society 

so that can it provide autonomous choices and equal opportunities to all 

its citizens.   

 

1.1 Tenets of Liberal feminism 

 

1.2.1 Moral personhood and autonomy of women 
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Mainstream Liberalism considers that an individual, by whom they 

mean an adult citizen, is a ‘descendent of the Enlightenment concept of 

an autonomous rational being’ (Gunew, 1990:17; O’Neill, 1999).  One 

of the basic precepts of the Enlightenment was the notion that everyone 

who has the capacity to reason is capable of independent thought and 

action and this qualifies them to participate in society.  This means that 

those who are deemed as less capable of thinking rationally are excluded 

from participation in society.  Drawing from this Enlightenment legacy,  

Liberalists define a moral person is one who is endowed with the 

capacity to make rational decisions and to act on them.  As Scholz says 

(2010), the status of moral personhood is especially pertinent in political 

and legal context, since only individuals who are capable of autonomous 

judgment between right and wrong and to act on them independently are 

usually perceived to be worthy to have a say in the creation of political 

society.  A moral person is therefore a ‘normative category’ (Scholz, 

2010: 41) to which the responsibilities, rights and privileges usually 

associated with a citizen are attributed.  Liberalists believe that the 

uniqueness of human beings lies in their capacity for rationality.  The 

capacity for rationality in turn has been generally defined by the 

Liberalists either in terms of its moral aspects or its prudential aspects 

(Tong, 2009: 11).  The moral aspects of human being’s capacity for 

rationality perceive reason as the ability to understand the rational 

principles of morality and stresses on the importance of individual 

autonomy.  Autonomy means the capacity of self-legislation, or in 

simple words, the capacity to independently decide what one wants to do 

and act accordingly.  The prudential aspects of the capacity for 

rationality perceive reason as the ability to determine the best possible 

means to achieve a desired end, and stresses on the importance of self-

fulfillment.  All liberals however agree that a just society should allow 

individuals to fulfill themselves and to exercise their autonomy.  

 

Furthermore, Liberals also believe that rights have priority over ‘good’ 

or ‘ideal’.  They hold that individuals should have the autonomy to 

choose what they perceive to be good for them, without depriving others 
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the right to do the same.  As Tong (2009) puts it, the priority that 

Liberals accord to rights over good or ideal would lead them to uphold 

the notion of religious freedom, for instance, not on the basis that it will 

lead to general welfare; nor on the basis that a godly life is ideal for 

society, but rather on the liberalist rationale that everyone should have 

the right to choose their beliefs. 

 

Liberal feminist begin by asserting moral personhood for women.  

Liberal feminists argue that the Enlightenment and Liberalism’s 

definition of rational individuals have systematically excluded women.   

They address a long history of intellectual tradition entrenched 

particularly in Western philosophy that argued against the moral 

personhood of women in order to refute them.  This intellectual tradition 

includes all moral and political philosophers who have excluded women 

from their notions of society such as Aristotle and Aquinas who believed 

that the male is the more perfect of the human species, or Plato who 

claimed in Timaeus that women are created from the souls of wicked 

men.  Liberal feminists like Mary Wollstonecraft argued for the rational 

humanity of women before she advocated for civil and economic rights 

of women.  She asserted that though women were as rational as men, 

they were dissuaded from developing their rational capacity due to their 

inferior education.  She therefore advocated for equal education as a 

means to facilitate equal rational and moral development of women.  

The twentieth century author Virginia Woolf also reiterated 

Wollstonecraft’s argument in favour of equal education for women in 

her famous A Room of One’s Own (1989).  Wollstonecraft and Woolf 

illustrated how restrictive social and economic strictures and laws hinder 

women from acting autonomously and emphasized on the need to 

change the social system so as to enable equal participation of women in 

society. 

 

1.2.2 Social and political rights of women 
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Closely aligned to the notion of moral personhood is the political notion 

of citizenship and the responsibilities, rights and privileges of 

citizenship.  The Enlightenment and Liberalist percepts laid down 

rationality and moral personhood as the criteria of a citizen.  For 

Liberals, equality and liberty are the exclusive rights of moral people, 

i.e. those who are capable of reason.  Those who are considered to be 

devoid of the faculty of reasoning are not considered to belong to the 

category of human beings, and therefore not deemed fit for citizenship.  

As Beasley phrases it, those who are deemed outside reason are the 

inferior ‘others’.  The category of the ‘others’ usually included women 

and men from colonized countries, who need to be controlled by those 

who possess the superior faculty of reason (Beasley, 2005: 30). 

 

Since the 18
th

 century, when some of the first articulations of Liberal 

feminism began to be heard, Liberal feminists have pointed out that 

women have been denied full social and political participation in the 

community and state.  They have critiqued mainstream Liberalism’s 

exclusion of women from the ambit of Liberalist principles of equality 

and liberty as biased and male centered.  A key Liberal feminist agenda 

has therefore been to press on to assert for equal social and political 

rights and liberty embodied in citizenship for women after claiming the 

status of moral personhood for them.  This Liberalist concern defined 

the first wave of feminist movement to a great extent.  Citizenship refers 

to membership in a political community.  When one is recognized as a 

citizen, one is being hailed as an individual worthy of the protection of 

the community and as someone who has the caliber to contribute 

significantly towards the sustenance and development of the political 

community.  A citizen also enjoys certain rights and privileges as long as 

they do not infringe on the rights of others.  Liberal feminists have often 

pointed out that women have often been excluded from the role of 

citizen, not only because they were not considered as moral persons, but 

also because they were considered neither worthy of protection nor 

worthy contributors to the community.  Liberal feminists have 

consistently worked to change this perception of women.  They claimed 



7 

 

 

that women should have access to equal social rights.  Social rights 

refers to those rights that are usually not codified into law, such as 

normative social expectations that limit the role of women to that of 

wives and mothers; and relegates social roles involving political decision 

and administration to men.  Liberal feminists claim that women should 

participate equally in social, political and economic life with men.  

 

By the end of the 19
th

 century, several advocates of Liberal feminism 

began to campaign actively for legal reforms that would change 

society’s perception of women as unworthy citizens.  Several passionate 

advocates for legal reforms to facilitate the liberation of women were 

heard in the works of prominent thinkers such as J.S. Mills and Harriet 

Taylor Mills.  However, it was only until the 20
th

 century that witnessed 

the rise of suffragette movement that women began to be considered as 

worthy of citizenship.  The suffragette movements’ demand of the right 

to vote for women is not only a symbolic recognition of women’s rights 

to citizenship, but is also an important step in ensuring their 

empowerment as well as their social and political equality with men.  

1.2 Eighteenth century Liberal feminism 

 

The most prominent advocate of Liberal feminist ideals in the 18
th

 

century was Mary Wollstonecraft.  Her important work, A Vindication of 

the Rights of Woman (1792) which was a response against Rousseau’s 

Emile, called for equality of the sexes.  Wollstonecraft asserted that 

biology is not a determinant of one’s rationality and virtue.  Citing 

Rousseau’s educational philosophy in Emile which proposed the 

development of rationality as an important component in the education 

of boys but not girls, Wollstonecraft claimed that social norms did not 

permit women to make their own decisions and discouraged them from 

developing their powers of reason.  Therefore this ensured that women 

were lacking in the virtues that was necessary for full participation in 

citizenship.  She forcefully argued that society should provide the same 

education to girls and boys because everyone deserves equal access to 

opportunities that would help them develop their rational and moral 
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capacities by virtue of which one can attain full personhood.  What 

Wollstonecraft forcefully advocated for was full moral personhood of 

women.  She also argued that the duties of a wife and mother were 

among the commands of reason and therefore should be faithfully 

discharged.  Wollstonecraft exalted reason at the expense of emotions, 

for which she has been criticized by later feminists.  Wollstonecraft has 

also been charged with adopting a model of education that privileges 

traditional male traits.  This implicitly suggests that women were 

somehow rationally and morally deficient.  Wollstonecraft did not 

critique the notion of universal humanity based on rationality, but 

emphasized the inclusion of women into the male political model of 

Liberalism. 

 

1.3 Nineteenth century Liberal feminism 

 

John Stuart Mill and Harriet Mill were the major representatives of 

Liberal feminist voices in the 19th century.  Mill and Taylor were 

partners and intellectual collaborators for twenty years until the death of 

Taylor’s husband John Taylor, after which she married Mill.  Although 

they differed in their opinions on many counts, both John Stuart Mill and 

Harriet Taylor Mill defined rationality not only in moralistic terms 

focusing on autonomy, but also in prudential terms, emphasizing on self-

fulfillment.  Taylor, as well as Mill who was also a utilitarian 

philosopher, believed that the best route to maximize the benefit of 

everyone is to permit individuals to pursue their desires, as long as they 

do not hamper each other in their pursuit.  They also claimed that the 

only path to achieving equality for women was to provide them with not 

only equal education with men, but also the same political and economic 

rights that have traditionally been the exclusive privileges of men.  

Taylor’s most famous work was “Enfranchisement of Women” (1851) 

and Mill’s most famous feminist work was his treatise “The Subjection 

of Women” (1869).  Scholars also believe that Taylor and Mill together 

wrote an essay called “Early Essays on Marriage and Divorce” (1832). 

 



9 

 

 

Taylor’s works focused on the condition of women and advocated 

measures to bring about the social and political equality of women and 

men.  She believed that social customs and norms brought created 

inequality between men and women.  Taylor differed from Mill in that 

she advocated that women should pursue a career outside their home and 

contribute economically towards the financial management of the 

household n order to be truly equal to their husband.  However, as many 

scholars have pointed out, Taylor betrays her privileged class bias when 

she claims that working wives and mothers would hire a slew of 

domestic servants to help ease their household burdens, something only 

the rich upper class women could afford.  Since she does not talk about 

the families and household burdens of the women who were to be hired 

as domestic help, she has been accused of addressing only on the needs 

of privileged and rich women. 

 

The British utilitarian philosopher J.S. Mill was also a proponent of 

women’s right to citizenship.  In his famous treatise “On the Subjection 

of Women” (1869) where he claimed that women have had an inferior 

education and fewer opportunities than men, Mill advocated that 

intellectual, economic, and civic roles be thrown open to women.  He 

claimed that women have not achieves the success and intellectual 

acumen of men not because they were rationally and intellectually 

inferior, but because of their inferior education.  He also believed that 

women should be given equal access to the public sphere and should 

have a say in the formation of legal and civil policies.  Women should 

also be allowed to pursue a career as well as economic opportunities.  

Mill claimed that social, economic and political equality would ensure 

better relations in marriages, ensure greater gender equality, thereby 

increasing the happiness quotient of women as well as men.  According 

to Mill, the liberation of women would bring about greater good for 

everyone since it would increase the contentment of the entire society.  

For Mill, the liberation of women was consistent with the altruistic goal 

of utilitarianism.  However, though Mill was an eloquent advocate of 

equal rights and opportunities for women, he believed that in ideal 
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circumstances, women would choose family over their career, since he 

believed that ultimately, women were more responsible than men in the 

maintenance of family life.  He believed that the option of having an 

opportunity to work would be enough for women, since he believed that 

a truly liberated woman would choose to stay at home to rear their 

children until they reach adulthood. 

 

1.3.1 The rise of suffrage movement 

 

Liberal feminists of the latter half of the 19
th

 century build upon Mill 

and Taylor’s claims that women’s suffrage would ensure their social and 

political equality with men.  The right to vote was perceived as a 

symbolic recognition of women’s rights to full citizenship and an 

opportunity for women to have an active role in changing those 

structures, systems and attitudes in society that oppress women.  Liberal 

feminist agenda in the 19
th

 century took shape in the form of mass 

movements for women’s rights and women’s suffrage across Europe and 

America.  The 19
th

 century women’s rights and suffrage movements rose 

into prominence first in America and spread to other parts of Europe.  

The women’s rights movement and suffrage movements grew out of the 

19
th

 century abolitionist movement against slavery and movements for 

civil rights of Blacks in America.  Nineteenth century women 

abolitionists and leaders of women’s rights movement in America such 

as Lucretia Mott, Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Susan B. Anthony soon 

realized in the 1840 World Anti-Slavery Convention in London the 

recalcitrance of the male abolitionists to link women’s rights movement 

to the movement for the rights for slaves, since they refused to consider 

women as an oppressed group. 

 

The Suffrage movement rose into prominence with the historic Seneca 

Falls convention in 1848 in New York that served as the first forum on 

such a large scale to advocate women’s right to vote.  Led by Elizabeth 

Cady Stanton and Lucretia Mott, more than three hundred men and 

women met in Seneca Falls, New York to discuss the possibilities for 
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amendment in the constitution that would grant the right to vote to 

women as well as Blacks in America.  The convention produced the 

“Declaration of Rights and Sentiments” that was modeled after Thomas 

Jefferson’s “Declaration of Independence”.  The Declaration reiterated 

the Liberal ideas of Mill and Taylor regarding reforms in women's 

education, marriage, divorce and property rights.  

 

Elizabeth Cady Stanton went on to form the National Woman Suffrage 

Association with Susan B. Anthony that advocated a revolutionary 

feminist agenda for women; while Lucy Stone founded the more 

moderate American Woman Suffrage Association that pursued a 

reformist feminist agenda.  These two associations merged in 1890 to 

form the National American Woman Suffrage Association, which by 

then had lost the revolutionary fervor of the early 19th century women’s 

liberation movements and confined itself only to efforts to gain suffrage 

rights for women. 

 

1.4 Twentieth century Liberal feminism 

 

A prominent 20
th

 century feminist whose works reiterate Liberal 

feminist ideals was Virginia Woolf.  One of the most acclaimed 

modernist novelists of the 20
th

 century, Virginia Woolf’s feminist works 

such as A Room of One’s Own (1929) and Three Guineas (1938) 

highlights the hindrances that come in the way of women’s intellectual 

and economic pursuits and aspirations.  In A Room of One’s Own, Woolf 

presents a powerful liberal materialist analysis of women’s oppression.  

Originally conceived as a lecture that Woolf had to deliver on the topic 

of women and fiction, A Room of One’s Own is written in an easy and 

conversational style, where Woolf invites her readers to consider with 

her ‘the woman question’.  She points out that there has been a disparity 

between men and women’s access to education and material wealth.   

She drives home her point by inviting her readers to imagine the options 

that would have been available to a female Shakespeare whom she 

names Judith – an imaginative sister of the famous bard who was as 



12 

 

 

gifted as he.  A female no matter how talented she was had no scope to 

showcase her talents.  She would have been barred from theatres and 

publishers would have refused to consider her work. She would have 

been driven to penury and untimely death before her talents got 

recognized.  Woolf goes on to claim that women are not intellectually 

inferior to men.  She points out that genius is not a miraculous gift that 

one is born with, rather, it is a talent that develops among the educated 

and leisured class when two important criteria are met – firstly, a room 

of one’s own which is symbolic of independent space for woman as an 

individual, and secondly, financial independence.  According to Woolf, 

for women these two amenities were not available.  Woolf claims that 

the oppression of women in society is not a consequence of women’s 

inferiority, but a consequence of stifling social structures and 

relationships as well as limited access to wealth, opportunities and 

education. 

 

1.4.1 Twentieth century second wave Liberal feminism 

 

The second half of the twentieth century saw a resurgence of Liberal 

feminism within the second wave feminist movement.  Second wave 

Liberal feminism expands and develops the ‘welfarist’ stance of 

mainstream Liberalism to include issues pertaining to social justice.  By 

the 1960s, most Liberal feminists had joined women’s mainstream 

rightwing groups such as National Organization for Women (NOW), the 

National Women’s Political Caucus (NWPC).  These groups were 

conceived as pressure groups that applied legal, social and other 

pressures upon social and political institutions in order to improve the lot 

of women in society.  These Liberal women’s rights groups focused 

their attention mostly in the area of legislation.  Twentieth century 

second wave Liberal feminism’s most prominent proponent was Betty 

Friedan, author of The Feminine Mystique (1963) and one of the 

founders and first president of the national Organization for Women 

(NOW).  NOW was the first explicitly feminist group in America to 

challenge the social, political and economic inequality of women in all 



13 

 

 

spheres of life.  Though NOW’s initial members included Marxist, 

Radical as well as Liberal feminists, under Friedan’s leadership, its 

identity and agenda came to be increasingly defined as liberal.  The 

radical feminists soon left NOW to form smaller women’s liberation 

groups that were more personally focused in their endeavour to raise 

women’s consciousness about the nature of their oppression.  Under 

Friedan, NOW staunchly opposed radical feminists, particularly those 

who advocated lesbianism.  Friedan called the lesbian feminists as 

“lavender menace” since she perceived them as alienating society from 

the ideals of feminism.  Today, NOW exists as a ‘grassroot’ arm of 

women’s movement that claims to follows a multi-issue, multi-strategy 

approach to women’s rights, and maintains till date, the organization’s 

history and agenda in their official webpage. 

 

Betty Friedan’s The Feminine Mystique (1963) was regarded as one of 

the most influential feminist publication of the 20
th

 century that had a 

tremendous impact on Liberal as well as Radical feminism.  In The 

Feminine Mystique, Friedan postulated that women suffered from a 

malady that ‘had no name’ (Friedan, 1974:15).  Friedan claimed that 

American white middle class women may have achieved a certain 

degree of equal legal status with men; nevertheless, they led unfulfilled 

and anxious lives.  They were trapped in the monotonous cycle of 

domesticity that ensured that they spent all their time cleaning, polishing 

and organizing homes that were already tidy.  Though Friedan did not 

advocate the elimination of nuclear families and the institutions of 

marriage and motherhood, she claimed that the error of the feminine 

mystique was that it overvalued these institutions (Tong, 2009: 28).  

According to Friedan, the root of discontentment and frustration of the 

white heterosexual middle class women in America was the lack of their 

social and political power.  She urged women to step outside the 

domestic sphere and participate in the public life by pursuing careers an 

explore employment opportunities.  However, Friedan has been 

criticized of limiting her feminist concerns only on the upper-

middleclass heterosexual white women.  She has also been criticized of 
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assuming that all women face the same form of sexual oppression.  

Critics have also pointed out that Freidan’s The Feminine Mystique 

misjudged the challenges that combining a career and marriage as well  

as motherhood posed even to privileged women (ibid). 

 

Twenty years after the publication of The Feminine Mystique, Friedan 

published The Second Stage (1981) where she acknowledged the 

loopholes in her earlier work and made an attempt to redress it.  

Realizing that the role of a full time career woman and a full time wife 

and mother was taxing and no less oppressive for women, Friedan 

claimed that the 1980s ‘superwomen’ were as oppressed as their full 

time mothers had been in the 1960s.  Friedan concluded that the best 

way to deal with this predicament was for the 1980s women to mo ve 

from what she termed as the ‘first stage feminism’ to ‘second stage 

feminism’.  Quoting Friedan Tong points out that  Friedan propounds 

that ‘second stage feminism’ is characterized by the collaborative efforts 

of women and men to escape the excesses of the ‘feminist mystique’  

“which denied the core of women’s personhood that is fulfilled through 

love, nurture, home” as well as the excesses of the ‘feminine mystique’, 

“which defined women solely in terms of their relation to men as wives, 

mothers and homemakers” (Friedan quoted in Tong, 2009, 43). 

 

According to Tong (2009), while The Feminine Mystique called for 

women to be more like men, The Second Stage encouraged women to be 

like women and to collaborate with men to build a future where all 

human beings displayed androgynous traits.  By the time Friedan wrote 

her third book called The Fountain of Age (1993), she was advocating 

androgyny, urging men to develop their passive, nurturing feminine 

traits, while women were encouraged to develop their assertive, 

adventurous masculine traits (Tong, 2009: 32).  The publication of The 

Fountain of Age marked Friedan’s shift towards humanism from 

feminism.  She claimed that a humanistic wholeness is the true promise 

of feminism and advocated that feminism should move beyond focusing 

exclusively on women’s issues.  Friedan’s stance has been called into 
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question by many Liberal as well as radical feminist who point out the 

contradictions inherent in Friedan’s notion that feminism should move 

beyond focusing on women’s issues yet still remain true to its 

commitment towards women’s empowerment.  Apart from Friedan, 

other noted contemporary Liberal feminists identified by Zillah 

Eisenstein in her book The Radical Future of Liberal Feminism (1981) 

are Elizabeth Holtzman, Bella Abzug, Eleanor Smeal, Pat Schroeder and 

Patsy Mink.  Contemporary feminist intellectuals such as Samantha 

Brennan, Susan Okin, Patricia Smith, and Jean Hamton are also 

proponents of Liberal feminism. 

 

1.5 Current trends in Liberal feminism 

 

Contemporary trends in Liberal feminism continue to be guided by the 

feminist goal of women’s liberation from all forms of gender 

discrimination.  Though they may differ in their approach and 

methodology, they continue with their focus on resolving all structural 

and attitudinal hindrances to the progress and equal participation of 

women in all spheres of society.  As Tongs (2009) points out, there are 

two types of liberal feminists - namely, classical and welfare liberal 

feminists.  Classical Liberal feminists follow the classical liberals in 

their belief of limited state intervention and control in the public sphere 

and free market.  They place greater emphasis on individual autonomy 

and political and legal rights of the individual.  Welfare liberalists on the 

other hand favour government intervention and regulation in the public 

sphere.  They advocate that the government should regulate economic 

and social disparities and unequal distribution of privileges by providing 

underprivileged citizens with amenities such as housing, education and 

healthcare among others.  They also advocate regulation of the market 

via taxes and other economic reforms.  

 

Though many contemporary liberal feminists acknowledge that the 

traditional family is unjust, their solution was recourse to androgyny.  

They believed that to realize the ideal of justice and equal partnership 
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for both men and women in the family, family structures and sex roles 

within the family should turn towards androgyny.  Men must break out 

of the stereotypical view of patriarchal masculinity and women must 

step out of their roles as primary care givers in the family to collaborate 

with each other to assume equal responsibilities for rearing children and 

doing housework. 

 

A significant departure of contemporary liberal feminism from other 

strands of feminism can be seen in their stance towards the issue of 

prostitution and pornography.  Unlike Marxist and Radical feminists, 

who vehemently opposed prostitution and pornography as one of the 

most violent forms of women’s subordination to male sexism, liberal 

feminists generally do not condemn them when the women who are 

involved in such practices do so of their own choice.  In accordance with 

the Liberal belief that individual rights have priority over the ‘good’ or 

‘ideal’, Liberal feminists believe that informed and mentally competent 

adult women are the best arbitrators of their own interests.  Therefore, 

Liberal feminism perceives any form of state or legal intervention as 

negation of independent choices of women and therefore opposes such 

intervention.  They reject laws prohibiting prostitution and pornography 

and defend the privacy and right of women who choose such professions 

by invoking the value that Liberalism places on autonomous choice.  

Liberal feminists therefore object to prostitution and pornography only 

when involves coercion.  They maintained that the radical feminist 

stance that no woman could choose to be involved in the production of 

pornography without violent or nonviolent coercion would amount to a 

total disregard for the autonomy and dignity of women.  Furthermore, 

they argued that governmental censorship and criminalization of 

pornography and prostitution would not only diminish civil liberties, it 

would be detrimental to the interest of the perceived coerced agents or 

the sex workers who would be worse off in such a situation.  

 

Another point of departure of liberal feminists from other strands of 

feminism is their stance towards sexuality.  Liberal feminism rejects the 
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stance of Radical lesbian feminism towards sexuality and sexual 

orientation.  Radical lesbian feminism advocates lesbianism as a means 

to subvert heterosexuality since it is perceived to be a political institution 

of patriarchy to subjugate women.  Liberal feminism postulated that 

despite the patriarchal nature of sex roles and norms, the liberal principle 

of autonomy is also applicable to sexuality and sexual orientation.  

 

Liberal feminist also usually advocate women’s right to abortion.  The 

most famous and compelling liberal feminist defense of abortion was 

Judith Jarvis Thompson’s essay “A Defense of Abortion” (1972) where 

she asserted that women’s rights over their life, liberty and privacy 

outweighs the rights of a fetus, even when the status of personhood is 

accorded to it.  Since anti-abortion perspectives do not consider the 

perspective of women who were sustaining the fetus, it violated the 

rights and devalued the personhood of women. 

 

1.6 Conclusion: Critical reflections 

 

Regardless of its popularity, Liberal feminism has been criticized by 

proponents of other strands of feminist thought. Liberal feminism has 

been criticized for focusing only on the interests of white, middleclass 

heterosexual women. Feminists such as Alison Jaggar (1993) and 

Catharine MacKinnon (1989) have also pointed out that liberal 

feminism’s definition of the autonomous personhood of women were 

rooted in a conception of humanity and rationality that was male-centric.  

The liberal claim of autonomy for women stands defeated if the very 

standards of such autonomy is determined and defined from a patriarchal 

perspective.  This in turn defeats liberalist argument of women as free 

agents, choosing their sexuality or participation in practices such as 

prostitution and pornography without coercion.  Liberal feminists have 

often responded to such allegations by defending the possibility of 

autonomous choice.  They have pointed out that the very existence of 

feminism as a discourse of resistance to patriarchy is proof enough of 

the existence and availability of autonomous choice for women.  
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However, critics and scholars alike agree that there are two fundamental 

tensions in liberal feminism.  The first tension is between their rejection 

of sexual difference and unequal treatment between men and women and 

their agenda to improve the condition of women.  Critics claimed that 

the identical treatment of men and women is only partially successful in 

rooting out gender equality.  They have pointed out that at the  heart of 

the liberalist notion of androgyny is the denial and disavowal of the 

female.  Feminists such as Nancy Fraser (1997) go on to claim that 

almost all strategies of equality presuppose the male as the norm, 

thereby imposing distorted norms and values on women. 

 

The second tension is between their endeavour for justice for women, 

and their belief that sexuality is a personal domain and therefore is 

located in the private realm of autonomous choice.  Critics have often 

pointed out that the liberal feminist quest for justice, which can be 

realized only with legal and institutional intervention is hampered by the 

liberal principle of neutrality that rejects any form of legal and 

governmental intervention into the private realm as coercion and 

violation of the civil rights of the individual.  This relegates the realm of 

the private beyond the jurisdiction of justice.  This in turn defeats the 

purpose of feminism.  Liberal feminists have been criticized for 

privileging the notions of autonomy at the cost of feminist ideals of 

justice. 

 

However, despite its limitations and criticisms leveled against it, liberal 

feminism has contributed a great deal to political achievements and the 

intellectual project of feminism.  To conclude, in the words of 

Rosemarie Tong, “For all the ways liberal feminism may have gone 

wrong for women, it did some things very right for women along the 

way. Women owe to liberal feminists many of the civil, educational, 

occupational, and reproductive rights they currently enjoy. They also 

owe to liberal feminists the ability to walk increasingly at ease in the 
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public domain, claiming it as no less their territory than men’s” (Tong, 

2009: 47). 
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