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Mary Wollstonecraft has been called the "first feminist" or 
"mother of feminism." Her book-length essay on women's 
rights, and especially on women's education, A Vindication 
of the Rights of Woman, is a classic of feminist thought, 
and a must-read for anyone who wants to understand the 
history of feminism.
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But Wollstonecraft's book only represented the first widely read 
presentation of American first-wave feminist philosophy, not the 
beginning of the American first-wave feminist movement as such. 
Although some women (most notably U.S. First Lady Abigail 
Adams) would agree with her sentiments, what we think of as the 
first-wave feminist movement probably began at the Seneca Falls 
Convention of July 1848.
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The 19th-century feminist movement had its roots in the 
abolitionist movement; it was, in fact, at a global abolitionists' 
meeting that the Seneca Falls organizers got their idea for a 
convention. Still, despite their efforts, the central question of 
19th century feminism was whether it was acceptable to 
promote black civil rights over women's rights.
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1896 But white men remained in control, partly because black 
civil rights and women's rights were set against each 
other. Elizabeth Cady Stanton herself complained about 
the prospect of black voting rights in 1865. "Now," she 
wrote, "it becomes a serious question whether we had 
better stand aside and see 'Sambo' walk in the kingdom 
first."

1920

As four million young men were 
drafted to serve as U.S. troops in 
World War I, women took over 
many jobs traditionally held by 
men. At the same time this 
occurred, the women's suffrage 
movement experienced a 
resurgence that dovetailed with 
the growing antiwar movement.

1966 In 1966, Friedan co-founded NOW--the 
first and still the largest major women's 
liberation organization.
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1993
The 1980s were a depressing period for the American feminist movement. The 
Equal Rights Amendment was dead. The conservative and hypermasculine 
rhetoric of the Reagan years dominated national discourse. The Supreme 
Court began to drift incrementally to the right on important women's rights 
issues. And an aging generation of predominantly white, upper-class activists 
largely failed to address issues impacting women of color, low-income women, 
and women living outside of the United States.

A NEW GENERATION



THE THREE WAVES OF FEMINISM

FIRST WAVE
1830’s-1900’s: women’s fight for equal contract and property rights. 
Women realized that they must first gain political power to bring about change. 
The seed was planted that women have the potential to contribute just as much 
if not more than men.

SECOND WAVE
1960’s-1980’s: broadening the debate. This wave focused on the 
workplace, sexuality, family and reproductive rights. Many women during the 
second wave were initially part of many other groups fighting for equality. 
Women cared so much about these civil issues that they wanted to 
strengthen their voices by first fighting for gender equality to ensure they 
would be heard.

THIRD WAVE
1990’s-Present: the micropolitics of gender equality. Today the term 
feminist is received less critically by the female population due to the varying 
feminist outlooks. We are still working to end disparities in male and female 
pay, the reproductive rights of women and to end violence against women in 
our nation as well as others.



FEMINISM NOWADAYS


